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        Can love survive the bonds of family?

      

      

      

      Rori and Cian MacNair have always been unique, but now Rori uncovers the truth hidden deep within herself. With the intervention of two enigmatic gods, she has unlocked her true power. But what about Cian? What secrets lie dormant within him, and will they bring salvation or destruction?

      As they embark on a perilous journey to find the shadow man who kidnapped Rori—Cian, Nikala, and Therron must confront their greatest enemy and face their deepest fears. Can they reconcile their troubled pasts to protect the fragile future they have only just discovered?

      In a quest where everything hinges on a single drop of blood, which MacNair sibling will hold the key to unraveling the mysteries they have encountered thus far? Or will their choices ignite a devastating war that ravages both worlds?

      Prepare for an electrifying ride in this penultimate installment of the Fatal Fae series, where steamy romance intertwines with crushing betrayal and loyalties are never what they seem. Can love endure the bonds of family, or will the shadows of the past tear them apart? Find out as the final battle looms, and destinies are forged with every heartbeat.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To those who waited with more patience than a dragon for this book, thank you.

        I hope Rori, Therron, Cian, and Nikala made the wait worth it.

        All my love, Forever.
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        Includes Fatal Academy! Take a field trip with Rori to the human realm where she meets Aimon atop Notre Dame in Paris.
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      Dead dads are dicks.

      Fucking monster. Scalding water seared Cian’s skin, but he didn’t care. He scrubbed hard, as if trying to remove the stain of shame that covered every inch of his body like a rash without a cure. The floral-scented soap mocked his anger. His father—the man who had raised him, had taught him right from wrong, had showed him how to wield his magic, and a million other tiny things that led to big decisions and sometimes irrevocable regrets—was the monster responsible for kidnapping fae. For fifteen years, Cian had believed Hagan MacNair died on the cobblestones of Edinburgh Castle. He thought a shadow man had murdered his father while he watched, helpless, hopeless, and heartbroken.

      Lies. All lies. An elaborate deception meant to free Hagan from the confines of Faerie so that he could live anonymously under a new name—Hunter Pearson.

      His own fucking father. He should’ve known. Should’ve sensed something, anything, but there was nothing left of the man he’d worshipped all his life. It defied logic how the same man who raised him with a strict yet loving hand could become this deranged psychopath. And what he did to Nikala? Cian choked back a retch at the memory of Hunter’s lab.

      The cold shower with hooks in the ceiling from which Hunter had hung Nikala for hours on end, the multitude of torture devices, the tubes and contraptions Hunter used for his experiments horrified Cian. Hunter had broken Nikala so many times it was a miracle she was alive.

      A miracle. Yes, that’s what she was. A bloody fucking miracle.

      One cobbled together from a macabre mix of magical creatures molded into the perfect killing machine. Well, near perfect. She still had a soul and a conscience. Without those, Hunter would possess the most lethal weapon ever created: a woman who could pass for human, murder without guilt, and disappear into the ether without being seen.

      And she’d been programmed to kill Cian.

      Yet she hadn’t. Even at the house in Chelsea after they’d killed Hunter’s assassins and the madman was mentally taunting them, she’d defied him and not murdered Cian as commanded. Only time would tell whether he would get a second reprieve from her. Or whether the next kill order would be fatal.

      At least now they knew what had happened to the kidnapped fae. What Hunter had done to them—it made Cian shudder with disgust. All those lives lost. They must’ve suffered, and for that, Hunter would pay with his own life.

      Cian refused to take responsibility for his father’s deception. He rinsed the last remnants of rage from his hands and turned off the water. He’d have to tell Eirlys about everything that had happened, including Rowan’s duplicitous treachery. She wouldn’t be glad of the news. Rowan had served the two queens of Faerie for several centuries. Both Eirlys and Midna would be livid to learn he had deceived them. But that was a tomorrow problem. Tonight, their priority was finding his sister Rori.

      He stared at the face in the mirror, barely recognizing himself. He was exhausted. They all were. Jumping through doorways from one place to another, constantly chasing an enigma who seemed to always be five steps ahead of them—it was infuriating as well as physically taxing.

      And there, just behind the fear, was the question he dared not ask aloud. If this whole time Rowan had been working with Hunter, who else in Faerie wasn’t to be trusted? How far did the deception go? Dammit all. He was a shitsucking spy if he couldn’t even see the guilty when they were right in front of him. Well, no more. He’d not let loyalties and familial ties blind him ever again. Everyone was suspect. Almost everyone.

      “None of this is your fault, you know.” Nikala leaned against the doorframe of the large bathroom, looking small and frail.

      “I should’ve known. Should’ve protected Rori.” He glared at his reflection. “It’s my fault she’s in danger now.”

      “No.” Nikala shook her head fiercely and moved to his side. She stared at his reflection in the mirror, her eyes filled with an intensity that sent a chill down his spine. “Hunter has been planning this since before you were born. Rowan wasn’t lying back at the manor about Rori being Hunter’s first experiment. It was called the Dawn Project. She has something inside her that Hunter desperately wants, but he can’t find.”

      “Any idea what that might be?” Cian dried his hands on a soft towel and dragged his fingers through his hair, sighing loudly. His imagination ran wild with what their father might do to Rori.

      She shook her head, frowning. “I wish I did, but if it’s important to Hunter, he’ll stop at nothing to get it. I’m sorry, Cian.”

      The unspoken threat that Hunter would destroy Rori, kill her ruthlessly, hung between them. It was a reality Cian wasn’t prepared to accept yet knew in his heart was true. Their father was gone.

      “I was just thinking how some dads are complete dicks. Dead ones even more so.” He saw the pinch of her eyes and corrected himself. “Not that I’m saying your dad is or was.”

      “Oh, he definitely was.” Sadness pulled her features low and guilt bit against his heart. None of this would’ve happened without Hunter.

      “How can you even stand to look at me? What my father—Hunter—did to you…all those years of torture and abuse…I wouldn’t blame you if you hated me right now.”

      Nikala turned him to face her and held his face between her warm hands. The intensity in her eyes flared with passion. “You’re not him. You’re nothing like Hunter. I don’t see him when I look at you. I see Cian MacNair. I see you.” She stood on tiptoes and brushed his lips with her own.

      If only he could forgive himself so easily. It was his job to be there for his baby sister.

      Instead, he’d been too busy chasing shadows. Too concerned with finding Nikala. He should’ve never left Rori at Rowan’s cottage. But then, if he’d stayed, they never would’ve learned of the wizard’s deception. They’d played right into his hands. He and Rori trusted Rowan with their lives, and now, his baby sister was about to—what? Die? No, Hunter needed her, but Cian didn’t know why.

      “Where do you think he’d take her?”

      Nikala shook her head and stepped back to lean against the wall. “There are a dozen places I can think of, but I don’t know for certain.”

      “We need to find him and Rori before Hunter gets whatever he’s after.” Cian slipped her hand into his as he passed and walked them both to the office where he’d first met Malcolm only a short time ago.

      Therron glanced their way from where he stood at the huge window that overlooked the Thames and London’s Southbank.

      “I know what your father wants.”

      He said it casually, but Cian saw the torment etched into his features, the sorrow in his crystal-blue eyes.

      “That demented shitgibbon is not my father. Hagan MacNair died in Edinburgh fifteen years ago.” Cian glared at the elf, as if daring him to say otherwise.

      “I’m sorry.” Therron put his hand over his heart and inclined his head. “I’m angry and frightened and looked to put some of that blame on you. Forgive me.”

      Surprised at the admission and apology, Cian faltered in his step. He had to remind himself that Hunter had very nearly killed Therron only a few hours earlier. They were all angry and wanted revenge. They all cared about Rori. Even the elf. It was a truth he’d denied but had to accept.

      Cian mimicked the elf’s action and placed his hand over his heart with a dip of his head. “We are not enemies, Your Highness. I didn’t always see it that way, but I do now. We have a common desire to see Hunter destroyed, and I am grateful for your help.”

      Therron nodded, a cheeky smirk on his lips, his gaze once again focused on something outside SIRE’s building. “It would please me if you only called me Therron. At least, outside of Elvenwood.” The grin faltered. “This man, Hunter…it was his face I saw behind my father in the throne room at my palace. His reach is vast and should not be underestimated. His power, immense. The queens should be made aware of these new revelations, but I am loath to leave without Rori.” Therron cast a glance to Cian. “Did you see the image of Hunter behind my father? Do you know why he would corrupt the elven court?”

      Cian blew out a breath and shook his head. “I was too focused on the light show that woman put on. Now that’s power. If we could get her on our side, we just might win.”

      A low hum came from the elf. “Her name is Taryn. Lady Delarainne believes she and her partner Rhoane are the gods who created Cilachaem. I am inclined to believe her. They…know things about our world, our people. But I feel they are not meant to fight this battle for us.”

      “Taryn and Rhoane?” Nikala gasped. “The couple with the huge white dog? They’re gods?” She whistled low and slow. “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. They were scary powerful.” She flexed her fingers, a wild look in her eyes. “Explains a lot, though. Elven princes, gods walking among mortals…bloody hell, what next? No, don’t answer that.” She waggled a finger as if in warning. “I need to process the fact that I might’ve met actual, real gods. Who, in my defense, looked pretty damn normal when they weren’t using their power.”

      “If I am understanding it correctly,” Therron spoke softly, as if to keep the information from whatever he watched from the window, “they are not yet gods, but mere mortals. It is complicated.”

      Nikala slouched onto a sofa and rubbed her eyes. “What about any of this isn’t complicated?”

      She wasn’t wrong. Cian went to the sideboard to fill a tumbler with whisky but decided against alcohol. He needed to keep his wits sharp. Gods, enhanced assassins—the super soldiers Hunter experimented on—indeed, what next? A tiny voice in the back of his mind whispered his darkest fear, and he hid a tremble of anxiety. War. Wasn’t that Hunter’s ultimate objective? But did he crave war just in the human realm, or Cilachaem? Or, war between those two worlds? Somehow Rori played a role in his plans, but how?

      They had to find her before Hunter turned her into a weapon like he’d done to Nikala. He grabbed a soda from the small refrigerator beneath the sideboard and offered one to the others. Therron declined, but Nikala took a can and tapped the top before opening the tab. Such a small thing, but her caution over a fizzy drink’s ability to surprise her with an unwanted spray to the face made Cian’s belly tighten in all the best ways. He loved this woman. It didn’t matter what Hunter had done to her; he loved the ferocious fighter and the quietly suspicious soda sipper.

      “What does Rori have that Hunter wants?” Nikala asked Therron before taking a long drink straight from the can.

      Cian watched, mildly intrigued as her throat constricted and loosened with her swallowing. When the can was empty, she crushed it in her hand and joined the elf at the window, tossing the mangled aluminum into the trash on her way. Impressed despite himself, Cian studied the pair. Similar facial features, both with lithe bodies and pale-blonde hair; she could easily have passed for elven if her ears were pointed.

      For the hundredth time, he wondered about her lineage. Malcolm was her father, but who was her mother? Possibly elven. A fae father and elven mother? It would explain why she was raised far from Faerie’s two queens, and Elvenwood’s bigotry. Nikala turned toward Therron, and in the moonlight, she looked one hundred percent fae.

      A vision taunted him, of a sweet face and strawberry-blonde hair, but he couldn’t place the woman. A soft giggle brushed his thoughts and he touched his temple, half expecting the vision to explode to life.

      A ping sounded from the lift in the outer reception area and startled him. Tension filled the room as they waited. Nikala turned from the window and reached for a drawer in the huge desk he knew held a gun. Cian snatched his from the waistband of his trousers. Therron merely watched the door, his hands loose at his sides.

      “Expecting someone?” Cian asked, and Nikala shrugged.

      “It’ll either be Hunter or Maxx.”

      Therron’s jaw tightened so hard Cian feared he might break his back molars.

      The seconds ticked by as they waited. Cian’s insides coiled, and he prepared himself for the worst. If Hunter Pearson walked through that door, he’d be met with a bullet through his chest. Father or not, the man had to be stopped. Even as the thought went through his mind, a sharp pain cut into his skull, and he flinched from the severity. He looked to Nikala with deepest dread and knew, whatever fuckery Hunter had done to her to prevent her from killing him, he’d manipulated Cian as well. And most likely Rori, too. His own children. There was no end to his treachery, but somehow, Cian would find a way to end it. Everything depended on Hunter being stopped.

      The door creaked open, and he held his breath.

      Please, he prayed to whatever gods might be listening, let Rori be alive. And let me kill my father before he destroys everything I love.
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      Therron. Rori fought through the darkness to find him. How many jumps had they made? Four? Six? Too many doorways to count, and always with the man’s arm crooked around her neck, nearly suffocating her. It was to keep her pliable, she knew, and to keep her from seeing too much. Eventually, they’d stopped leaping from doorway to doorway, but by then, she’d blacked out.

      Her head ached from repairing and replacing wards the man had destroyed in that first brutal attack in the manor home that was strangely familiar. He’d been searching for something and had nearly found it. His violent yet efficient search had come close—too close—to discovering her secret, but powerful wards had kept him from tearing into her completely and uncovering her every vulnerability. Wards she’d not known were there, nor did she know who placed them, or when. Desperation had clung to him like cat fur on a black jumper, and she’d understood in the very depths of her soul that he was intent on finding the thing to destroy it. And then, to end her.

      She flinched from the realization, and magic seared against her wrists, burning her flesh with persistent fury. Rage-fueled magic. Snickertits. She didn’t have to ask whose magic it was, or why he was angry. A smile crept to her lips. His anger meant he still hadn’t gotten what he wanted. Which meant her wards were working. Though she could feel his magic in the bonds holding her captive, her body was too lethargic to move, her lids too heavy to open. Unnaturally so.

      Once more, she searched for Therron, only to be dissuaded by a persistent suggestion to forget him entirely. The message came from inside her mind, the same as it did every time she imagined ways to kill her captor. With each new idea, a subtle nudge pushed the thought away. Once, after their second leap through a doorway, she’d reached for the dagger on her hip, but that time, a sharp pain slashed against the inside of her skull. The message was clear: she couldn’t kill the man.

      Now, her mind suggested she sleep—to give in to the sweet lullaby of the eternal nothingness. This wasn’t a darkness she recognized. It wasn’t the void of the doorways, nor was it the silence of the dead forest she’d woken up in a few weeks earlier. This was something altogether worse.

      A faint scent of lycenum tickled her nose, and she stifled a sneeze. Not a poison, but just as deadly if used improperly; she’d ingested enough over time to make herself mostly invulnerable to its effects. The only explanation she had for blacking out was that someone had overdosed her. But was it out of caution? Or was she dealing with a novice? Whoever it was, they couldn’t know that she would metabolize the substance quicker than most. Or perhaps they did know, hence the overdose. If they knew that, they could know far more about her than she’d thought. The question of how they would have such personal information about her pinged against her brain.

      She’d never told a soul about her immunity to poisons or potions. Not even Meg. But of course, the healer had worked on her enough she might have sussed it out. Even so, Meg wouldn’t tell anyone her secret. She was as close to family as one could get.

      Rori visualized her blood purifying the potion, a trick she’d learned long ago that served her well. Relief spread over her like a comfortable blanket when the fog began to clear. She kept her body limp, as if still under the drug’s influence.

      Recollections came to her slowly, as if her mind woke from a centuries-long sleep. She cast back to the attack, searching for clues in what she could remember. A deluge of images flashed in her mind, and her heart stammered.

      The manor house. The scarred man with violence in his eyes. The pain, dear goddess, the pain of his brutal assault. Then, beyond that, she saw a shining light, as if a star sent from the heavens had walked through the door.

      Therron.

      Where was he? Did he live?

      Her blood chilled, and she withheld a gasp as new images flooded her skull. Before the manor, there had been the clinical room with an acrid scent, the wooziness that made her feel drunk and out of control. The nausea. And finally, Therron collapsed on the floor in a lifeless heap. A pit burned in her belly, and her nostrils flared with suppressed rage. The man had done that to him. Neither she nor Therron had seen him in the stark room, which meant he’d been hiding, or he had access to a doorway somewhere close by.

      It stood to reason there was a doorway in the lab; how else had he gotten her to the manor so quickly? Which meant he wielded powerful magic. Was he fae or elf? Or something else?

      Whatever he was, he’d left Therron to die. The elf was trying to protect her and got caught in a deadly trap. If only he knew she’d gladly give her life for his.

      Without thinking, she lifted her arm to rub her temple and was stopped by the magic bonds that held her strapped to a chair. A fresh wave of burning seared her skin, and she took several long, slow breaths to calm the rampant beating of her heart. Where the bloody hell had the man taken her? She lived, but for how long? She already knew the answer to that question: until he discovered her secret.

      A new memory stirred, of a family friend who had betrayed them.

      Although her mind knew the truth, her heart refused to believe Rowan would do such a horrendous thing. He was a kindly wizard who served Cilachaem’s queens. Yet he’d been in the house. A shiver raked her spine at the memory of how creepy he’d acted. Completely unlike the wizard she’d grown up with. Maybe she was mistaken, and it hadn’t been Rowan. After all, she was in the throes of being mentally violated and could’ve thought she saw him. Yet she knew Rowan had been there, and that Therron had been right to suspect him of nefarious intentions. Rowan salaciously said something about her being a new plaything, which Rori didn’t understand, nor did she know why he’d been so interested in the man’s cellar. But she could imagine what someone like him would have hidden beneath his house.

      Futnuckers and bumblesticks. Rowan was considered family, same as Meg. And both of them knew too many of their secrets and vulnerabilities.

      A shudder slithered across her skin, and she kept herself as still as possible. The magic bonds burned anew, and she struggled to calm her nerves. What role did Rowan play in all this? He’d seemed on intimate terms with the man. What had he called him? Hunter. The name stirred a memory, but it escaped before fully forming. In its place was a sense of foreboding and doom. This was bad.

      She kept her eyes closed and listened. Sounds came to her from someone nearby. His steady breathing and slight shuffling of his feet gave no hint to what he was doing. Beyond his noises, there was a muted silence that unnerved her. She knew what that odd quiet meant.

      They were in a soundproof room. A room perfect for torture. The cellar Rowan had mentioned? Somewhere else?

      Rori opened her eyes slowly and blinked against the stunningly bright lights. After a few moments, her vision adjusted, and she saw the looming figure of the man who’d kidnapped her. The madman had his back to her as he hunched over a table set out with tools meant for torture. She recognized many of them; others were a curious mystery to her. Images of what each implement could do flashed through her mind, and just as quickly, she shunted them away.

      Her gaze shifted to the walls, which were covered by thick padding, just as she’d suspected they would be. A small table sat off to the side, and a hospital bed with thick straps snugged against the wall on her left. An antique display cupboard, the kind with drawers below and glass-fronted shelves above, looked oddly out of place in the otherwise sterile modern setting. Bottles and vials crowded the shelves, some bearing the same symbols she saw on the glass prisons she’d taken from Acelyne. How many lives had they stolen over the years? Hundreds? Thousands?

      Nausea churned in her gut, and her gaze slid back to the man. He turned slightly, his face in profile, and she was reminded of another man, one whom she’d loved with her entire being, and feared half as much. A man who’d criticized and complimented, who’d challenged and cheered, a man who’d given her life.

      The sense of familiarity pitted in her already unsettled belly, and from somewhere deep within the core of her soul, a wail of despair threatened to erupt from her clamped lips.

      No. No dear gods, please, no.

      The pleas were useless. There was no denying the inescapable nightmare that her realization brought. She could hide from it all she wished, but it wouldn’t make the truth of her situation disappear.

      Tears stung her eyes as she studied the slope of his shoulders, and the way his fingers flexed as he considered each tool. Those two seemingly unimportant details were clues that this man, this monster, was her father. Hagan MacNair, now the infamous Hunter Pearson. Fuckity fuck fuck. She was fucked.

      A sliver of annoyance spread through her veins. She should’ve recognized him. Should’ve known him the moment he violently attacked her at that house she felt vaguely familiar in, but there was nothing fatherly in the way he had violated her mind, searching the expanse of her memories without care to her consent or comfort.

      Rage burned the last of the lycenum from her system, and her mind fully cleared as if clouds had blocked the sun. The memory of how close he’d come to finding her secret ripped through her with agonizing anxiety. He’d nearly found it—and destroyed her in the process. Thank the gods for that traitor Rowan. In a way, he’d saved Rori’s life. If she ever saw him again, she’d thank him before kicking his scrawny ass.

      She flexed her bound hand and tried again to slip it from the magical bonds, to no avail. Hunter Pearson was nothing like her father. Damn, it annoyed her she didn’t recognize him, but there was precious little to connect him to her memories. His damaged face looked nothing like the man she’d grown up idolizing. His voice, distorted and raspy from whatever had caused his deformity, wasn’t the same she heard in her mind. Even his scent was off. She breathed in and scrunched her nose at the acridness that filled her senses. An open bottle sat on the edge of the table, its contents the cause of the odor.

      Mistlethwain. A poison she knew well. And, lucky her, one of the one hundred thirty-seven she was immune to. Would he know that? She had to assume he knew everything about her life now. A jag of self-pity cut at her thoughts, but she shut it down. Now was not the time to feel sorry for herself. Her dad was dead. This man wished her dead. End of discussion. Focus, MacNair.

      His damaged hand passed over a set of tools, as if he were a tarot reader choosing a card. She couldn’t see his face, but imagined his eyes were closed, allowing the instruments to speak to him. It was something he’d taught her how to do when she was six. His physical features might have changed, but it was those unconscious habits that gave him away. The young girl in her longed for the father who had challenged her to extreme limits, but always had a cuddle for her at the end of the day. That man was long gone. The sooner she accepted it, the better for everyone.

      Idly, she wondered what could have marred his features and affected his speech. What would do that to a person? Several poisons that she could think of, or a whole host of chemicals. Perhaps it was from an illness. His olive-toned skin was once smooth, but now pockmarked and his damaged cheek pale with purplish veins crisscrossing his features. The beard he wore hid the deformity well enough, as did a black turtleneck. What he couldn’t hide, and what worried her most, were his eyes.

      Once filled with softness and love, they were hardened pits of brown that belonged to a stranger. It made her wonder what happened in the years he’d been gone. What had so thoroughly destroyed her dad and left in his place this abomination?

      Was it something external? Or had he done this to himself?

      A tremor of anxiety rippled down her back. She could only guess at his endgame. More questions crashed against her skull, frightening in their intensity and emotion. All of them ended with why, why, why? Then, a simple question nudged to the forefront of her mind. One she wasn’t sure she wanted the answer to but had to ask.

      “Does Mum know you’re still alive?” The bonds that held her captive tightened, and her father’s hands shook ever so slightly. She might’ve missed it had she not been staring at them.

      “You always were clever. I’d hoped you’d lost that irritating quirk during your time at the Academy. I certainly paid Dorchmeir enough to bully it out of you.” He turned fully toward her, a sneer on his broken lips.

      His reply stunned her into silence. He hadn’t tried to deny it, to ask forgiveness, to deflect or stall. Instead, he admitted to being responsible for the abuse she’d suffered at the hands of a stupid boy.

      Her magic flared, and she saw the mean little glint light up his eyes. This was what he wanted—for her to get angry and lose control. Well, he was in for a huge disappointment. Instead of railing and lashing out like she wanted to, she nodded solemnly and withdrew her magic.

      “That explains a lot. I always wondered why he had such a hard-on for me. I suppose it’s nice to know it wasn’t personal.”

      “Oh, trust me, it was. It was his hatred that made him vulnerable and easily manipulated.”

      Ouch. And fuck that asshole. Both of them.

      “And your cash.” She kept her derision contained, but only just.

      Hunter chuckled. “That too.”

      Disgusting festering pustule of a man. Paid someone to bully his own daughter. At least she knew the level of depravity she was working with.

      “Why go through all that trouble?” She glanced at the magic bonds holding her captive and pretended innocence. “What’s so special about me?”

      A scalpel glinted in the harsh lights. His magic, clearly visible, swirled around the blade. “You tell me.”

      She allowed tears to fill her eyes and swallowed a very real lump of fear. Magic-infused torture. Just flipping great. How the hell was she to hide her unicorn now?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      The Thames looked like an obsidian snake as it twisted its way through London. Nikala could just make out a couple walking on the other side of the river, their bodies close, heads bent. She shouldn’t be able to see that far, but then, she wasn’t human, was she?

      A chill scraped across her skin, and she crossed her arms close over her chest. What she was, exactly, was still open to debate. Her gaze flicked to the pub a short distance from SIRE’s offices. Magical portals, fairytale worlds, and a goddamned elf prince standing not more than six paces from her. If she hadn’t seen the immense magic he and Cian had used to destroy Hunter’s manor, she might still be in denial. But she did see it—and felt it. More intense than the little tickles that Cian’s magic had given her when they made love, the intensity of Therron and Cian’s magic as it whirled through stone and earth was terrifying. And intoxicating.

      She pressed her hand against the glass, the cool against her skin calming her erratic nerves. She had magic, too. One day, she might even command it as easily as the men had. Idly, she wondered whether she had as much power as them…deep down, suppressed beneath all of Hunter’s experiments and modifications. Another shiver, this one full of caution. She hadn’t gone into a killing rage when the men used their magic. In fact, she hadn’t felt anything but relief as they destroyed her childhood home and place of torture.

      The lift pinged in the outer reception area, and she turned from the window, her heart beating quickly. She pulled open a drawer to retrieve the gun she kept for these exact situations. Best to be overcautious and prepared than surprised. Cian reached for his gun tucked into his waistband. Therron merely faced the door, hands loose, eyes intent.

      “Expecting someone?” Cian rolled his shoulders.

      “It’ll either be Hunter or Maxx.” Please be the latter, she silently added.

      Therron shot her a look that held daggers. Whatever he was about to say went unspoken as the door opened and an apprehensive-looking Molly peered into the room, her eyes wide.

      “Blimey! Don’t shoot.” She held her hands up in surrender; fear crowded her soft-brown eyes.

      “What are you doing here, Jones?” Cian swore as he returned the gun to his waistband.

      “I brought those notebooks you gave me to scan. I figured you’d want them back and, well, was told it’s safest here.” She tugged a suitcase into the center of the room with a grunt.

      Genuine joy at seeing the sweet woman’s face washed over Nikala like a cool shower in the hot sun. She set the weapon atop the desk in case she needed it in a hurry. Cian reached to help Molly with the suitcase, and a flash of bright red caught in the corner of Nikala’s eye. A moment later, a second figure entered the office and closed the door behind her. A brightly colored scarf covered her head, and large glasses obscured her face, but she’d know her anywhere.

      “Maxx!” Relief weighed heavy in Nikala’s tone.

      Cian’s brows dipped low, but now was not the time to rehash how upset he’d been that she had hired the traitorous assassin. She had her reasons—and explained them to him several times—but from the snarl on his lips, he still hadn’t made peace with the idea.

      To her right, she heard Therron hiss and a moment later, a sword flew through the air and plunged into the door not an inch from Maxx’s expensive head covering.

      “What the hell, Therron?” Nikala turned on him, but the elf ignored her and stormed toward Maxx with death in his eyes.

      Molly squeaked and rushed to stand behind Cian, using him as a shield. She couldn’t blame her. Molly was an analyst, unused to the messy business Nikala often found herself embroiled in.

      “Everywhere you go, destruction follows. I told you in the pub you were a traitor and deserved to die, and that is still my belief,” Therron accused Maxx.

      To her credit, Maxx neither flinched nor lashed out. Instead, she inclined her head to Therron. “You speak true, Your Highness.” With absolute calm, she placed two fingers on the wobbling steel blade and puckered her lips. “Either your aim is terrible, or you do not wish me dead just yet.”

      Therron snatched his sword from the door and held it to the spy’s throat. “Where is Rori? What has that fiend done with her?”

      Maxx looked to Nikala, fear in her eyes. “Hunter has her? How long?”

      “A few hours.” Nikala tapped her nails on the desk, frowning. Her phone sat impotent a few inches from her fingers, and she itched to try her tracking app one more time. “I can’t locate him. Is it possible he went back to the other place?” Fuck. Why couldn’t she say the name of Cian’s homeworld? More mind fuckery, perhaps, or a general discomfort with knowing there were worlds beyond Earth. She guessed the former, with a smidge of the latter. It was all still too new, too fresh, too wild to comprehend.

      “Faerie? Impossible. The queens would know,” Cian insisted.

      “Not impossible.” Maxx ignored Therron’s sword and explained, “There are three doorways I know of in Faerie that are hidden from the queens. One in the Seelie Palace, another in the Unseelie Palace, and the third at Rowan’s. If Hunter were stupid enough, he could hide there, especially if he was absolutely certain Rowan wouldn’t disturb him.” The accusation lingered in her tone, and Cian nodded as if to confirm Rowan was dead. “Well, that’s a relief. He was getting far too uppity lately.” Her glance flicked to Nikala and back to Cian. “We must hurry. If Hunter has Rori, there isn’t much time.”

      “Why does he need her?” Nikala slid the phone off the desk and tucked it into her back pocket. She’d try the app again in a minute. Hunter couldn’t have just disappeared.

      Maxx closed her eyes a moment before replying. “I don’t know. I’ve spent the past two decades trying to find out, but I’ll tell you this—if he gets what he’s after, we have more than war to worry about.” She removed the overlarge glasses and met Therron’s intense gaze. “Either slit my throat or let me go. The choice is yours, but this is rather tedious.”

      Therron hesitated a moment before he sheathed his sword. A heartbeat later, it vanished. Nikala’s small gasp echoed in the suddenly silent room. Everyone watched as the elf prince placed his hand over the gash his sword had made in the wood. The words he spoke made the hairs on her arms raise, and she fought the urge to wipe the man’s magic from her skin. Not that it hurt, but the tenderness she sensed, the pure devotion she felt in the healing, made her yearn for something that had been lost the day her father had given her to Hunter. She glanced at Cian and saw that he, too, was affected by what Therron was doing.

      Maybe he also yearned for something lost the day his father faked his own murder. Something neither of them would ever get back, but perhaps together, could give each other. They could love and mourn and heal together. Forever, if he’d have her. The admission surprised her, and she looked away quickly before Cian caught her in the sappy moment.

      Therron finished his healing, or whatever it was he did, and bent his head as if praying. What god would elves pray to? Her mind spun to Taryn and Rhoane, and a fresh shudder ran its course down her back and she wondered if she’d ever get used to this. Elves. Gods. Faeries. She sucked in a breath and rubbed her hands down her jeans. She had no choice. Adapt or die, she always said. But this time, it was personal.

      “Be a dear and unpack the bag.” Maxx indicated the suitcase, and Cian hefted it onto the sofa.

      Methodically, he began to remove the notebooks she had stolen from Hunter’s manor. Molly slipped from behind him, her gaze locked on Therron.

      “Is he, is that, oh my golly gosh. You’re Therron Mistwalker. An elven prince, here.” It was barely a whisper, yet Molly’s words filled the room. “Are all elves this pretty? He is stunningly gorgeous. Why’s his hair short? I thought elves only wore their hair long. Wait.” Molly turned to Cian. “Why is an elf in the human realm?” Now her tone turned serious and frightened. Her naturally strawberries-and-cream skin paled to an ugly ashen shade.

      “Who is this?” Therron indicated Molly, and Nikala moved to protect the girl, but Cian stood to his full height and stared the elf down.

      “Molly Jones. She works for an agency that maintains peace between our world and here, and I consider her a friend.” The implied threat in his last words weren’t lost on anyone.

      Molly smiled up at him with a sweet blush, and Cian grinned. “Aw, MacNair, I always knew you cared.”

      “Don’t let it go to your head, Jones,” Cian teased. “Hate to break it to you, but this one has some sort of complicated relationship with my sister.” He motioned to Therron.

      “Of course he does. All the gorgeous ones are taken.” Molly mock sobbed, winking at Nikala.

      “You’ll find your own Prince Charming someday, Jones. I’ve no doubt.” Cian put an arm around her and gave a gentle squeeze. To Therron, he added, “You said you know what Hunter needs from my sister.”

      Therron’s glance flicked to Maxx and back. “I do not have confidence that what I share will stay between us, and I cannot risk Rori’s life until I know for certain these two are to be trusted. Especially her.” He jabbed a finger toward Maxx.

      They all looked at Maxx, who held up her hands and smirked. “I mean, he’s not wrong. I am a traitor, after all. But Molly’s loyalty shouldn’t be questioned.” The joking tone didn’t go over well, and she sighed. “Fine. What do we have to do to prove our loyalty?”

      A thin golden thread of magic appeared between Therron’s outstretched fingers. “Invoke the Oath of Ainech.”

      Molly gasped and covered her mouth, eyes huge with dread and shaking her head.

      “The fuck?” Nikala whispered as she looked to Cian for an answer.

      He half shrugged, as if he had no idea what the oath meant, but from Molly’s reaction and the way the color drained from Maxx’s face and her lips flatlined, Nikala guessed it was some serious shit.

      “Therron,” Nikala cooed as she cautiously stepped toward him. “We’re all friends here. Yes, Maxx is a spy and assassin. So is Cian. So am I. We’re not bad people. Well, maybe a little bad, but for a good reason.” She was rambling, but something in her knew that this oath was forbidden.

      She reached out to touch Therron’s hand, to try to convince him the oath wasn’t necessary. The golden thread of magic leapt to her outstretched fingers and wrapped around them with such force she squeaked like a damn mouse. Her! Famed killer, emotionless bitch, Nikala St. James was afraid of a single thread of magic.

      Therron’s eyes bulged, and he clasped her hand in his own. The air whooshed around them; a moment later, they stood in an old-fashioned room with luxurious fabrics covering a huge bed with four posters and curtains.

      Who the hell slept like that anymore? Nikala’s head buzzed and her legs felt weak, as if they were about to collapse at any moment.

      “What did you do to me?” She snatched her hand from Therron’s grip, not liking the way his eyes were filled with confusion and worry.

      “I didn’t do this. You did.” He stared hard at her, his lips pale. “Who are you? Truly?”

      The urge to tell him everything about her life, what she knew, what she guessed, what she feared overwhelmed her with its ferocity. She opened her mouth to speak but shut it with a snap.

      The truth was, she had no idea who she was.
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      Nikala pulled her gaze from Therron’s stern glare and froze with a new kind of fear she’d never had. Too many firsts were happening with her lately. She didn’t like this. Not one fucking bit. She took in their surroundings, more confused than ever how the bloody hell they’d gotten there.

      The room was lovely, with feminine fabrics in luxe silks and rich velvets in shades of green and pink covering every surface of the walls and furnishings. Lush, thick rugs lay over wood flooring stained a dark shade of mahogany. It reminded Nikala of the manor in Aberdeen, and she suppressed a shudder of revulsion. Except this room felt heavy with history and lived lives. Yet there was a lightness to it, as if joy were a daily occurrence here. There was an ethereal playfulness in the decorations. Especially in the paintings which, if she looked too closely, were almost pornographic.

      In one, set against a backdrop of rolling green hills, several groups of what could only be described as fairytale creatures picnicked in a lovely meadow. All very idyllic, except for the fact that every single person was naked and a few of the groups were actively involved in orgies. When she squinted to better see the creatures, she could swear they moved. She looked away from the painting and kept her eyes focused on the dressing table, which was innocuous enough. Only a silver hairbrush and comb were laid out on the glossy surface. Her fingers itched to touch the brush, to feel the bristles against her skin.

      A prickling ran along her arms, making goose bumps rise and the tiny hairs on her arms quiver. Whose room was this? There was a familiarity in the place that unnerved her. It wasn’t anywhere Hunter had taken her; she was sure of it. She knew most of his labs, and this wasn’t one of them. Her gaze went to Therron and balked at the glare he gave her. His spoken question hung between them, and she shook her head in answer.

      She didn’t know where they were, or how they’d gotten there. A nagging little tremble in the back of her skull mocked her, as if she should know this place.

      “Where are we?” She avoided answering the elf’s other question.

      “The Unseelie Palace in Faerie. I’ve not been in this particular room, but it’s similar enough to the rest of Midna’s palace that it’s safe to assume. The question is, why here?” Therron gazed at the bedchamber, his eyes narrowed as if in deep thought.

      “More importantly, how did this happen? I know I didn’t do this.” Her hand clasped over her mouth, and she whimpered as a shot of pain struck her skull. “That’s a lie. I did bring us here. But I don’t know how.” She hadn’t meant to lie, or to confess she hadn’t told the truth, but she was compelled to all the same. As if a force beyond her own free will dragged it from her. “I don’t like it here. No, that’s not right. I’m confused and scared.” What the hell? Was she going to confess every fucking sin she’d ever made? Why couldn’t she shut up?

      Therron took her hand and smoothed it like a parent would a child, a very intimate thing to do, but it seemed appropriate in the moment. And honestly, she welcomed his touch. It reminded her she was real. He was real. This wasn’t some fucked-up nightmare. It wasn’t the room she feared, but something else. Elusive, yet nearly within reach.

      “You brought us somewhere locked in your memories. Either you’ve been here before, or someone very special to you has and you’re channeling their memory.” Therron kept his tone level, deliberate.

      If he was trying to calm her, then he must’ve been totally freaked out.

      “I swear to you, I didn’t intend this. I didn’t even mean to touch your magic. That’s what it was that did this, right?” She looked at her slightly trembling fingers in wonder.

      “I’m equally at a loss as to how this happened. I had not yet spoken the oath, but I was thinking the words when you reached out.” His eyes narrowed and head cocked. “Somehow, we are bound to the oath. And to each other.”

      She pulled away, hands held up in defense. “No. I didn’t consent to this. Take it back.” She moved farther into the room, rubbing her arms as if slaking his magic from her.

      “I can’t, Nikala. Whatever you did, it activated the oath.”

      Now he’d pissed her off. She was trying to be reasonable, but to blame her for something she didn’t do, or even know how to do, was too much.

      “I didn’t do anything, you stupid elf. I was trying to stop you from forcing your oath on Maxx and Molly.” Her voice rose to just below shrill. She glanced from one side of the room to the other, looking for an escape and finding none. Wherever they were, Therron had to get them out of there. The knot of panic swelled in her gut. It was only a matter of time before the manic urge to destroy magic users would take over her senses.

      “I don’t understand how this happened. The oath was meant only for those two women, not for you or me. This I promise you.”

      “She doesn’t know what she is, Therron.” A feminine voice sounded beside him, and he turned to stare in the direction the voice had come from. But there was no one there. “She has no control over these events and is frightened, which is a new feeling for her. Be gentle with her. Everything depends upon it.”

      “What do you mean?” Therron glanced at her, and she glared at him as if he had completely lost his marbles. Perhaps he had. Perhaps she had.

      Nikala crossed her arms, her brows dipped dangerously low with her sneer. “Are you asking me? Or that disembodied voice I’m hearing? Please, God, tell me you hear it, too.”

      “You can’t see her?” Therron looked from her to the window and back.

      “See who? The rude voice that says I don’t know what I am? Um, human, you obsequious blob of nothing. Also, fuck you.”

      Therron winced at her harsh words. But who the hell was she-it-they to talk about her like that?

      “It’s difficult to explain, but the voice you hear is Ishnara. Well, her ghost anyway. Why can’t she see you?”

      The last part, Nikala assumed was said to the ghost.

      Nikala processed what Therron had told her and stood stock-still, afraid to move or speak or do anything that might cause her heart to stop beating or her murderous urge to burst forth. She’d finally reached the point of not trusting herself or reality. A slow coolness started at her brow and moved down across her skin, leaving her damp with an apprehension she’d never experienced before. Ghosts. Talking ghosts. Her father’s ghost hadn’t frightened her, but this one did. At least she couldn’t see the damned thing.

      “I don’t wish her to.”

      Ishnara’s voice sounded close to Nikala. Too close. She
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