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EPILOGUE

THE ELVREN ASSASSIN

Mya is missing. And the Director wants her back. Or worse, dead.

Avery’s mission was to find Mya, the lost assassin, who stepped through the portal to Eleka and disappeared. If Avery finds her, she must bring her home, or if Mya is unwilling to return, Avery must kill her.

But Mya was the only assassin at the complex who saw Avery as a person. She even gave her the name Avery instead of only the numbers issued to each assassin by the Director.

This is not a job she wants. But she’s one of a handful of assassins with fae blood, and she has no choice but to follow the Director’s orders. If she fails, her handler will pay the price.

And he has angel blood like she does, which makes him the closest thing to kin that she has.

Her only hope is to find Mya and convince her to come home. Or Avery will witness her handler’s death before her own.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER ONE

[image: image]


[image: A picture containing linedrawing

Description automatically generated]

AVERY

THE DIRECTOR OF THE League of Supernatural Assassins paced in front of twenty of us, rattling on about our mission, but my mind was stuck on Mya. Mya, the best and most dedicated assassin in the league, was missing. 

I refocused on the Director as he ran his hand through his white hair, stretching the ends until he looked like a mad scientist.

I smirked because he was a scientist, and we all thought he was madder than the crazy Ilyium who hunt us. Or so I’d been told. 

I’d never left Icarus before. My training to fight and kill had been extensive, but it was something I had yet to put into practice. I fidgeted in my seat at the thought of an actual mission. My stomach flipped, and I glanced around at the other trainees being sent into the field.

The experienced assassins lined the front row, and the rest of us filled the seats behind. I recognized a few faces but not all of them, so I wondered what dorms they were from.

“You are here because we have found that the portal to Eleka reacts much more favorably to those with fae blood. You are to find Mya and bring her back.” His gaze landed on the front row. “Those with more training will bring me back royal DNA.”

“What if Mya is dead?” the assassin in the front asked.

“Then bring me her body. We found this in Eleka’s portal room.” He held up a chip. One that everyone in the room recognized. It looked like the chips the Director placed in each of our bodies to track us or to disable us if he so desired. “Her body wasn’t there, so that tells me Eleka is not dead like we thought.” He handed the chip to one of the assassins. “Be sure to send a message to the royal family.”

He got a nod in return.

“If Mya is not being kept against her will, then she is your enemy. Understand?” He pointed at a girl in the front row. “I don’t care if you shared a room at one time or not. She is the enemy if she is there willingly. Bring her back by force if you have to, or kill her and bring me her body.”

He looked over the small crowd. “Understand?”

“Yes, sir!” we all said in unison.

He stared us down, and I tried not to shift in my seat when his gaze settled on me. “If you fail, you and your handlers will pay the price.” That settled over the room like a wet blanket. “Be ready to go in twenty minutes.” 

His curt nod was our cue to leave, and the twenty assassins in the room made their way through the exit near the back.

I hurried to my room to change and gather my weapons. As I turned the corner, I drew up short at the sight of Ren, my handler. 

Ren was at least a foot taller than I was, with black hair that fell in soft curls to beyond his shoulders, and he was all muscle. Believe me, I had a difficult time knocking him to the mat, no matter how hard he drilled me in training sessions. 

He leaned against the wall next to my door with a scowl on his supple lips. It intensified upon seeing me.

“What’s up?” I asked as I swiped my fingers across the door pad to my dorm. 

The door swished open, and Ren remained silent. I paused in the doorway and met his sharp gaze.

“You missed your morning training.” His crossed arms flexed under his shirt as if he were a breath away from striking something. Even his white wings rattled with tension.

“The Director called a bunch of us in to get ready for a mission.” It surprised me he didn’t know this already, but from the way his eyebrows shot up, this was probably breaking news to him.

His arms dropped, and his steel-blue eyes narrowed as if itching to call bullshit. 

“If you don’t believe me, go ask the Director yourself. I have to get ready to go.”

Normally, I did not argue with him or cut him off or walk away like I was about to do. That usually ended with me on the ground and Ren lecturing me about appropriate behavior.

“Where are you going?”

“Eleka.” I didn’t have time to expand on the rest. If he needed to know the details, he’d have to talk to the Director. 

“And if I fail, both of us will pay the price,” I muttered as I stepped into my dormitory room to change into my battle clothing. 

The shared closet that the half-dozen assassins who cohabited this room used wasn’t nearly big enough for all our things. My section only had a couple of items. One being exactly what I needed. My battle gear for assignments was the same color as my hair and wings. Purple and blue hues graced the suit, and they shimmered as I pulled it from the hanger.

Ren hadn’t left. He remained leaning against the doorway with his arms crossed in front of him and one ankle hooked over the other. While he looked like he didn’t have a care in the world, his sharp gaze never left me. He reminded me of a hawk scouting the ground for his next meal.

Although on closer inspection, Ren’s eyes held concern. I had seen that look when I lost a training battle and had been reduced to a bloody, broken mess. The same look he wore now was that same concern he had leveled at me as he’d picked me up and carried my battered form to his room to patch me up.

As handlers go, Ren wasn’t bad. He seemed eager to teach me all the techniques that would someday save my ass in the field. But he also wasn’t above beating me to reinforce his point when others were around.

“Eleka’s a death sentence. Why would the Director send you there?” He framed his question in a thoughtful tone, as if his mind kept circling the information I had given him. 

This was not his usual demanding bark.

Because the Director did not want to lose his best assassin. That much was clear. He’d rather see her dead than lose her to another realm. But I kept my thoughts to myself as I pulled on my clothing.

Ren chewed on his bottom lip, and his angelic wings spread out when he straightened his back. His soft down appendages always amazed me. He was said to have been bred from the fallen, but his wings hadn’t turned black like all of the other fallen.

Angel blood connected us and made him family. While he shouldn’t ever show preferential treatment, he seemed to have a soft spot for me. The rest of the compound saw him relentlessly pushing me, but no one, especially the Director or his cronies, saw this softer side. If they had, they’d have put him to death ten times over.

The angel blood mixed with my fae heritage made my magic easier to turn on. I could glamour anything with this connection. My only other gift was that the angel blood gave me both strength and speed that surpassed a mortal being. It also boosted my healing abilities beyond what the rest of the assassins were bred with. Even though I had a pair of wings, they were more ornamental than useful.

I shivered at the thought of Mya being alive. Talk about gifts. That assassin could suck the energy from someone to the point they fell into an exhausted slumber. She also could conjure things at will. Her magic was as impressive as her energy tapping, and those didn’t even hold a candle to her deadly fighting skills.

I couldn’t believe she’d been bested by anyone, much less a dead planet. Not with her skills. My heart clenched at the thought of hunting her.

“He wants Mya back,” I said after I sheathed my swords and daggers in their holders. 

I ran my hand through my long locks, finger combing the knots out before I swept my hair behind me and squared my shoulders.

Ren’s eyes widened. “You’re hunting, Mya?” His voice cracked with the question.

“That’s the task. Bring her back dead or alive.” My gut twisted. I would likely end up being the one dead, but I had to find her and talk some sense into her. 

I was not going with the same “kill her” mentality that I saw in that room. Not with how she had treated me for all these years.

“Just don’t do anything stupid,” Ren said.

“I don’t plan on it.”

He grabbed me before I could slip past him and forced me to look at him. “I mean it. Mya is dangerous, and you don’t have the same level of experience out in the field. So, use your head.” He released me and wiped his face. “I’d rather deal with the whipping post than have you killed on this insane assignment.”

“I will do my best not to get killed. Okay?”

He studied my gaze for longer than normal, as if he wanted to say more, but then he gave me a nod and stepped back.

I wasn’t keen on a death mission, either. I had to at least try to reason with Mya. 

Even if it put me in mortal danger.
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AVERY

I STEPPED OUT OF my room, physically ready for my mission. 

However, my mental state was not aligned, especially after Ren’s concern. His strange behavior had me doubting my abilities and this mission even more than I was before.

Each step became heavier as I made my way down the sanitized hallway toward the portal room, which would dump us out on the barren surface of Icarus and the gateway to Eleka. It felt as if I would never grace these halls again once I slipped through that portal. 

A shiver skittered up my spine, and I arched my back against it.

I slipped into the nearly full portal room and received a sour look from the Director.

“Good of you to join us, sixty-nine. You’ll be paired with one-twenty-two for this mission.” The Director’s sharp gaze pinned on me as if he read my intentions to talk to Mya instead of using violence as we were programmed.

I pressed my lips together against the need to correct him. I had never truly been sixty-nine. Mya had dubbed me Avery early on, and it had stuck. Even Ren referred to me by name as opposed to just a number. 

Instead of stewing on the Director’s obvious dis, I looked at my mission partner.

One-twenty-two gave me the creeps. She could become invisible and attack without mercy. Her presence meant I could not reason with Mya. Not without ditching the girl. From what the Director was saying, those of us who had never been on missions before were not to leave the side of our partners. So, dumping this one would be as dangerous as confronting Mya.

I moved closer to one-twenty-two. It was hard to miss her in the room with her spiked neon-green hair and ember-colored eyes that stood out like a beacon on her pale skin. I sure hoped she would blend in where we were going because she stood out even amongst fae blood.

She cut a glare in my direction and faced forward stoically, as if I were beneath her.

My wings fluttered in response, but I kept my mouth closed.

“My guards have programmed the outer portal to take you to Eleka.” The Director’s voice boomed over the room. “Remember your mission. I want her back on Icarus within the next forty-eight hours, or else your handler will pay for your failure. I don’t care if she is alive or dead. Understand?” 

“Yes, sir,” all of us responded in unison.

He nodded to the first group of assassins, and the morbid procession began moving through the portal.

“What can I call you?” I whispered to my unwanted partner.

She slashed her gaze to mine, and she scrunched her brow. “One-twenty-two.”

“Your handler doesn’t have a nickname for you?” I had heard my fair share of name substitutions over the years, and sometimes they were decent enough to stick. Thankfully, Mya had taken care of that for me, and Ren seemed to take to it as well.

She pressed her lips together and looked forward, her cheeks reddening. “Lo calls me Em because my hair reminds him of emeralds. That is the name I use on jobs if I have to interact with others.”

“I shall call you Em.”

“Don’t.”

“I can’t call you by a number while we’re trying to blend in on another realm,” I mumbled under my breath. “It would be too strange.”

She rolled her eyes at me, just like Ren always did.

Ren said I had an innocence that shouldn’t have survived this place. We were supposed to be fierce assassins with zero feelings. I think somehow I was defective in that way. I kept my expression neutral around the Director and his guards, and when training in the groups, but when Ren and I were one on one, I smiled and laughed between sparring sessions enough for him to chide me regularly.

“Fine,” she growled as we stepped closer to the portal.

My heart jumped in my chest as the two assassins before us stepped into place in front of the portal. Each of them held out their hands, and one of the Director’s portal guards slashed a blade across their palms. 

We were next. 

I stared in fascination as the two more senior assassins swiped their blood on the outer shell of the portal, and what looked like an empty space inside churned with black smoke.

The guard gave a curt nod, and they stepped forward, engulfed by the dark fog.

The quick view of inside that foggy space made my wings flutter. I had no idea how I was going to find the nerve to step inside that frightening tube. 

I swallowed hard and stepped into place, trying to school my features.

“Palms,” the guard demanded.

Em immediately put her hand out. I was a fraction of a second slower, and she cut me another glare as the guard’s knife bit into my skin. I couldn’t suppress my hiss fast enough.

Em wiped her hand on her side of the portal entry, and I followed suit on mine. That black swirl rolled in the center of the entrance before widening enough for both of us to step through.

My mouth dried, and before I could retreat, I swallowed whatever fear had blossomed in my stomach and entered the portal with Em. Sweat pooled at the base of my back and tingled on my forehead, and I struggled to remember Ren’s lessons on portal jumping.

“Focus on the white dot in the distance. That is your destination.” Ren’s gaze jumped to his window and the night beyond as he explained what the portals were like. “If you let your mind wander, you’ll drift off course and get cut up by the portal. So, remember to concentrate on that expanding dot.”

I blinked and replayed Ren’s lesson in my head along with the mantra that this was just a short jump to the surface outside the complex.

I nearly tumbled onto the rocky outcrop of Icarus’s outer portal plateau.

The chill of the night seeped into my skin, and I shivered, rubbing my arms as I glanced around at our surroundings.

The training towers of Icarus rose high in the distance. And behind me, the main portal shimmered, waiting to swallow us into the unknown.
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REN

I STARED AFTER AVERY with my pulse pounding. She wasn’t ready to go up against Mya. 

Hell, I’d successfully buffered her for the past year from any job in the field. Which was probably why the Director didn’t give me any heads-up.

I’m still not sure how I was able to keep her from being sent on an assassination mission. Especially since I had been sent out on my first job the day after I turned eighteen.

Dread built in my stomach, and I headed back to my barren room before my composure cracked enough for anyone to see underneath my facade. My senses weren’t off this morning, and I knew something was wrong when she didn’t show for our sparring session. I had every right to panic at her absence, but it wasn’t for the reasons I thought.

If she failed at this job... I closed my eyes and hung my head.

Twelve years ago, I had failed, and they made me watch as they beat my handler, Amara, to death. Afterward, they beat me unconscious. I thought I was following her to the great beyond, but no such luck.

When I had woken in the medical bay with my jaw wired shut, a cast on my arm, and bandages around my ribs keeping my wings tucked in, the Director sat stoically beside me, waiting. 

Amara had taught me some secrets relating to purebred angels that I never divulged to the Director. Things like being able to borrow powers from others if they allowed it, as well as telepathically checking in on anyone I was close to. She had also taught me the perils of healing others. She said if I wasn’t careful, I could expend all my energy, and that would be a fatal mistake.

But in the Director’s eyes, she had failed to beat the empathy from me. She failed to make me an assassin, which was the very reason for creating me. 

And my failure brought about her death. She had one other protégé I had yet to meet because she was far too young to include in the brutal sparring sessions I encountered.

That young protégé was now my problem in the same way I had been Amara’s. I was the last of the pure angel-blooded assassins in this complex, and if I couldn’t beat the empathy response out of my new protégé, a half breed at that, I could expect the same result as my handler.

I shivered and stared out the window at the distant portal, where my only assigned assassin would jump to a dead planet for her first assignment. The procession of assassins heading to Eleka had already started, and I squinted, trying to discern Avery in the group. I recognized a few of the assassins just by some of their more noticeable hair colors. When Avery's lavender hair shimmered into view, I sighed.

The kicker of it all was I loved that girl more than my own selfish existence.

From the first moment we were introduced, my heart tugged toward her like she was specifically made for me. It was such a strong reaction that it scared the living shit out of me. But here on Icarus, when the Director laid down the law, it was a death sentence to break it.

I had no recourse but to follow through with every heinous act of dominance, to breed fear so strong that Avery wouldn’t rebel against an order. I pushed her, but she never grasped the ruthlessness the others around her did. 

Damned empathy.

After I’d watched her beaten to the point of unconsciousness, I’d bring her back to my room, lock the door, and use my angel heritage to patch her up just enough so she could function. She hadn’t let me do that the last few times because she woke to witness what healing did to me.

But pain is pain. Whether it was seeing her broken or feeling those same punishing hits while I fixed her, it didn’t matter; the effect was devastating. 

God help me, when she turned eighteen, I started teaching her ways to seduce a man because that was the only way she would ever get close enough to deliver a killing blow.

Perhaps if I painted all men as selfish pricks, she’d be able to take a life, regardless of her bleeding heart. Then I’d never have to put her through the agony of seeing someone she cared about gutted and beaten until all they were was a pulp of ripped flesh and broken bones.

It was expressly forbidden for handlers to have sex with their assassins. But I could not help myself. She didn’t have a clue about sex, and to be honest, the only introduction to sex I’d ever had was on that one job that I royally screwed up on in so many ways. One of which was being seduced by my mark.

So, I taught Avery the things that undid me while on that first job. But I kept it as impersonal as I could. Framing it as a teaching lesson for her survival, instead of satisfying my fucking libido. 

I instructed her what to do with her mouth and her hands, but I never touched her with mine in the way I ached to. I knew if I allowed myself to indulge in that, it would be my undoing. The Director would probably make me watch as they killed Avery instead of the other way around.

I wasn’t proud of my behavior, but I wouldn’t trade those private moments for anything in the universe.

Now I’d have to wait and see what fate would deliver next. 

My death. Or hers.
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AVERY

EM CLEARED HER THROAT and pulled a blade from her belt. She put her hand out.

I stared at her upturned palm and then met her gaze.

“I need to draw blood again.” Her foot tapped on the ground, as if she thought I was daft. The snide tone didn’t help, either.

Heat filled my cheeks. “Oh.” 

I handed her my palm, and a second later, the sting of the blade cut into my skin. I hissed air through my teeth.

Em glared at me and did the same to her palm before she shoved me into place on the other side of the gateway entry. She swiped her palm on the entry, and it swirled open. She aimed a raised eyebrow in my direction.

I replicated the same action, and subsequently, the force of the vortex pulled me inside. Em moved next to me as we trudged toward the ever-widening dot. My heart lurched in my chest, and I prayed we wouldn’t die on entry like the rumors at the compound suggested.

The portal spit us onto a narrow ledge, and I stumbled. Em grabbed my arm so I wouldn’t teeter off to my death on the deadly spikes lining the floor. 

The magic in the cavern pressed down on me as I looked around. Dead bodies impaled on the stalagmites at the opposite end of the ledge we perched on tightened my stomach. Something rust colored and pieces of black fabric peppered the wall to the side of the ledge, right up to the point where the ledge began.

I swallowed hard, trying to shake off the heaviness pushing down on me.

Em pulled me along beyond the wall, where there was a small space to slip through into a larger cavern with a dead, decayed body lying prone in the center of the floor. 

The magic in this room was different, almost hypnotizing, but not oppressive like the first cavern. We made our way out of the cave, and I halted at the magnificent, lush view before me. 

I had only ever seen the vast desert-like landscape of Icarus in muted shades of red and brown, and the pictures of other realms in the study books always seemed so muted. The greenness of our new surroundings, along with the blue of the water in the distance, left me stunned.

The sky was a conglomerate of blues, lavenders, yellows, and oranges that was just as unnerving as the rest of the color overload pummeling my senses. 

Em didn’t seem fazed by the change in scenery and ushered me away from the cave entrance. 

I glimpsed one of the other assassins heading in the opposite direction and traded a glance with Em. “Shouldn’t we be going that way?”

“No.” Em grabbed my wrist and shimmered, fading to just an outline that I could barely make out. Her magic pulled me along as she continued farther from the portal toward a crowd in the distance. “We’re going to the market to see if we can overhear anything about Mya.”

As we neared the market, the different fragrances drifting around us made my mouth water. I recognized the scent of fresh bread and cookies and some of the more savory dishes, and all of them made my stomach groan so much that Em glared at me.

“It smells wonderful.” I closed my eyes and inhaled, indulging in the mixture of scents filling the air. 

My hunger bloomed, clawing at my insides. Breakfast seemed like eons ago, when it had only been a couple of hours.

The market was more of a large square lined with little partitions for each vendor. Tables lined the opening, and clothing, food, herbs, lotions, and weapons decorated the different tables. I had never seen anything like it, and my overloaded senses didn’t know where to look.

Men in neutral tunics walked beside women in flowing dresses that shimmered in the warm sunshine. I could never see myself wearing something so elegant. I’d be more likely to wear pants and a tunic rather than a dress. Dresses were impractical for anything but show. In the world of assassins, pants that moved with us were preferred.

“Be quiet and watch where you are walking. No one can see us, and we certainly aren’t here to sample the local cuisine,” Em snapped.

“Why not? It’s right here.” I waved at the various vendors as we entered the market. 

I had never seen such a variety of food in one place. My gaze bounced across the aisles until it landed on the weapons dealer, and I stopped, pointing.

“No,” Em muttered between clenched teeth and tried to yank me away.

“That’s the type of place Mya would check out,” I said, even though it was pure baloney. 

I had no idea what Mya would look at, but considering how deadly she was, weapons made sense.

Em huffed but moved closer to the dealer’s cubicle.

“I heard the prince has a new whore,” a man looking at a set of knives said to the dealer.

The large man behind the counter laughed. “Is that why he went to their beach castle? So his father wouldn’t find him?”

The man inspecting a knife chuckled. “Probably. From what I understand, she’s a beauty.”

“Who is she?” The dealer pulled out a matching pair of knives to the one the man held.

“No one I spoke to recognized her, so she could be some hussy from the beach community that caught his eye.” He chuckled. “You know how he is.”

Em pulled me away and kept us moving. When we passed a vendor who had maps of Eleka, she pocketed one before the vendor noticed. 

As soon as we were out of earshot, Em said, “We need to head to this beach community that those men were talking about.”

“Why?”

“I bet the woman they were talking about is
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