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          IRELAND, EARLY 1850S

        

      

    

    
      The silver-eyed shifter from Portugal was up to something.

      Ula glanced at where Nisio do Rio was eating dinner at a table with some of the warriors. Big and broad-shouldered with long dark hair, the man stood out among her Irish sea fada clan like an outsized black wolf.

      One cheek was slashed by a scar—and the fada didn’t scar easily. They were shapeshifters, a mix of animal, human, and fae along with a touch of the god Dionysus himself. That blend of god and magic meant that fada healed quickly and cleanly.

      But Nisio had a jagged white scar streaking from the corner of his eye to his jaw.

      It was a wonder her da had extended clan hospitality to the man, but then, Chas Gallagan didn’t scare easily.

      To be fair, as alpha of the Shannon Sea Fada, her da hadn’t had much choice. Water fada were the wanderers of the shifter world. Their animals were dolphins, sharks, seals—water lovers who roamed the world’s oceans and rivers. Tradition held that the travelers were treated as honored guests, and to the fada, tradition had the force of law.

      Ula turned her attention back to her dinner. They were gathered around plank wood tables in the great hall, the huge limestone cavern at the heart of the Shannon base. Fae lights floated near the ceiling, casting a soft glow on the assembled clan.

      She ate slowly, savoring the wild salmon and last greens of autumn. After last year’s famine, she’d never again take a meal for granted. But she couldn’t help worrying at the mystery of Nisio do Rio.

      As the alpha’s only daughter, it was her job to make sure guests had everything they needed. The Portuguese shifter had been polite but close-mouthed. About all he’d told her was that he was a Douro River Fada.

      When she’d blinked, his mouth had twisted. “Sim, senhorita. I see you know of us.”

      “I do.”

      The Douro men had a bad reputation even among the fada. They were mercenaries and assassins—hard-eyed, ruthless males who made a living by hiring themselves out to the highest bidder. Men like that didn’t aimlessly ride the waves.

      Her da knew that as well as she did, but he’d said, “He’s a guest, love. I won’t be frightened by a man on my own territory. Besides,” he’d added with a toothy grin, “if do Rio tries anything, I’ll carve out his heart and throw him to the fishes.”

      Ula stole another look at the Portuguese fada. Thick black lashes lifted and his silver eyes heated into something bright, molten. The sounds of her large and sociable clan faded as she stared at him, arrested.

      She found herself swaying in his direction. It was an effort to drag her gaze from his.

      She could feel him eyeing her as she stared resolutely at her plate. Her heart smacked against her rib cage, fast and hard, until he turned his attention back to his food.

      She sagged and expelled a breath.

      “Ula.” Aunt Janette elbowed her in the ribs. “You haven’t heard a word I said.”

      “Sure and I have.” Ula replayed her aunt’s last comment in her head. “You were speaking of the midwinter festival.”

      It was the clan’s most important holiday, held each year on the eve of the winter solstice. They would celebrate during the day with the children, exchanging gifts, lighting the Yule log and eating rich foods. Night was for the adults and the bacchanalia, the raucous party celebrating the erotic arts and the fada’s connection to Dionysus.

      “And I asked you to do what?”

      “Um—help with the children’s games?”

      “Wrong.” Janette was a big-boned brunette with the personality to match—outsized and a tad overbearing. Her wide, mobile mouth turned down. “Honestly, Ula, pay attention. I’m wanting you to tell fortunes.”

      “Me?” Ula felt a familiar frisson of panic at using her Gift. “Absolutely not. My Sight isn’t a parlor trick. For one thing, it’s not reliable. You of all people should know that. You’ll have to find someone else.”

      “Who? The festival is in five days. And besides, there’s no one else.” Janette leaned closer and pitched her voice for Ula’s ears alone. “Look, love, I’m not asking you to foretell anything. But with your mam dead these many years, you’re the only one in the clan who has even a hint of the Sight. If you say something, they’ll believe it. And of course I understand it’s not a parlor trick—didn’t I know your mam? Still, with your Gift comes a powerful dose of intuition, plus you’re the sort of woman who notices things. You should be able to cobble together a decent fortune without ever using your Gift.”

      Janette sat back and went for the jugular. “Besides, it’s for the Widows and Orphans Fund. The village priest himself asked your da for a donation.”

      Ula sighed. The clan took care of its own, of course, but they also contributed to the local humans’ care. The Shannon sea fada had lived on this estuary for hundreds of years, long enough to become intertwined with the local villagers. They fished with the humans and drank together in the local pubs. Now and then, a fada even mated with a human.

      “I’ll not lie,” she warned her aunt. Their fae blood made it difficult for fada to tell lies. A white lie just made you queasy, but a full-out, barefaced lie could make you ill for days.

      “Of course not.” Janette patted Ula’s hand. “That would only be after making you sick. But there’s no harm in stretching the truth a wee bit. No one expects a true foreseeing—we all know it’s just for fun.”

      Ula pressed her lips together. Why couldn’t she have a useful Gift, like healing or hunting? No, she had to be a Seer, with a Gift that tormented her by flicking on and off without her volition, providing her with glimpses of the future that were often impossible to interpret until the event had actually taken place—or showing her a future she’d have given anything not to know.

      “Well?” Janette asked. “Will you do it, then?”

      Ula blew out a breath. “I will. But you’ll owe me, Aunt.”

      “Anything, love.” With a satisfied smile, Janette turned to her next victim, her son Fergus. Ula made a sympathetic face in her cousin’s direction and listened as he agreed to take a two-hour shift with the younger boys. No one held out long against Aunt Janette.

      Ula’s gaze drifted back to Nisio. He was applying himself to his food with a single-minded focus. She was suddenly certain he’d known hunger as well.

      Molly Regan, a tall, sultry brunette a few years older than Ula, stopped to speak to Nisio. Ula frowned, irritated, then caught herself. What was it to her if Molly flirted with Nisio?

      Molly said something that made his lips quirk and Ula felt another shaft of irritation. She scowled down at her plate.

      Then her erratic Sight switched on full force and she forgot all about Molly. The great hall was gone and she was on her back in a grassy hollow. Above her, clouds raced across the dark sky, blotting out the rising moon. A large man knelt astride her, his face shadowed. To the east, the ocean boomed, and somehow she knew she was on an island.

      The man traced a finger down her cheek. She stared up at him, her breath coming in pants. She caught the gleam of teeth as he smiled.

      A dark, satisfied curve of his lips.

      He caught her wrists, pressing them onto the grass on either side of her head. Desire filled her belly, hot and liquid.

      “Please,” she whispered.

      He murmured something soothing and settled on top of her, his body a warm, welcome pressure down the length of hers. His face lowered. He was going to kiss her, and she was both afraid and wanting it with every cell in her body.

      She strained up to him. As his lips touched hers, she closed her eyes, and when she opened them again she was back in the great hall, heart hammering like a wild thing.

      She inhaled shakily. Nisio was looking straight at her.

      His nostrils flared, and every hair on her body raised. Because she knew, with a bone-deep certainty, that it had been him in the vision—and she’d been desperate for him to take her.

      He made to rise, but her brother Robbie growled something at him. Nisio tore his gaze from hers and sank back onto the bench to answer Robbie.

      This time her aunt’s elbow in the rib cage made Ula flinch. “Leave off, Ula,” Janette hissed. “He’s not for you.”

      Ula swallowed and stared down at her plate. “What do you mean?”

      Janette made an irritated sound. “I wasn’t born yesterday, Ula Gallagan. You’re a fool if you take up with that Douro fada. He’s got trouble written all over him. And hasn’t Gerrit O’Brien been courting you? What will he say if he catches you making eyes at another man?”

      Ula tightened her grip on her fork. At forty-one turns of the sun, she might be young for a fada, but she was still a grown woman, too old to have to listen to scolds like this. And she didn’t give a damn what Gerrit thought—she hadn’t agreed to his courtship.

      But Janette was right. She’d be a fool to get involved with Nisio.

      Ula gave a terse nod. “As you say, Aunt.”
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      Dionísio do Rio—Nisio to his friends and when he didn’t wish to share his full name—realized he’d eaten half of his meal without tasting it. Around him, people chattered in a melodious mix of English and Irish but he barely heard them, his attention on Ula Gallagan.

      She was so beautiful she made his heart hunger. Fine-boned and creamy-skinned, with a heart-shaped face, midnight hair and eyes the blue-black of the deep ocean.

      She was also the only daughter of the alpha of one of Europe’s largest and richest fada clans. A powerful man like Chas Gallagan would never allow his daughter to take up with the third son of the alpha of a poor river clan.

      And Deus knew, the last thing he needed was to get involved with a Shannon woman. So he needed to keep his eyes to himself—and stop picturing Ula on a soft bed of grass with him astride her, undoing the buttons of her simple blue-and-white dress and jerking down her chemise to expose pale, pretty breasts. Her nipples would be a soft rose. He’d take one into his mouth and suck—hard—until she was squirming beneath him, begging him to touch her there, lower…

      Another woman stopped to flirt with him. He answered her politely enough, but she soon sauntered off in search of other prey.

      Something was wrong.

      Ula’s eyes had gone almost black and she was staring at him as if he’d grown a second head.

      He started to his feet. Across the table, her older brother scowled at him.

      Robbie Gallagan followed Nisio’s gaze to Ula. “Try it and I’ll skewer you,” he said in pleasant tones.

      Nisio sank back down on the bench.

      He took a moment to form a sentence. Fortunately, he learned languages quickly, but his English was still of the slow, careful variety. “I mean your clan no disrespect.”

      “Then stay away from our women—especially my sister.”

      Nisio inclined his head, but Robbie wasn’t through. He leaned closer. “I don’t care what my da says. I want you to leave Shannon. Tonight.”

      Nisio raised a brow. “I am your father’s guest. Unless I have broken some rule…”

      Robbie’s upper lip curled. “You may be a guest, do Rio, but that doesn’t give you a right to our women. Keep your hands off my sister or I’ll break every bone in your body—and then toss you out of Shannon myself. And if I don’t, Gerrit O’Brien will. Ula is his. He intends to mate-claim her.”

      Nisio stared back impassively, but beneath the table, he palmed his stiletto. Robbie Gallagan was a tough, heavily muscled warrior, but Nisio was a good two inches taller and twenty pounds heavier, and a battle-hardened mercenary to boot. If he were nothing but the traveler he claimed to be, he’d teach the man a thing or two about throwing out threats.

      But he couldn’t afford to draw attention to himself.

      He waited long enough for Gallagan’s agitation to go up a notch before inclining his head. “As you say, senhor.”

      Fortunately, another man stopped at the table with a murmured request for Gallagan’s attention. With a last, narrow-eyed look at Nisio, Gallagan picked up his plate and followed the man to a free table.

      Nisio returned his stiletto to the hidden sheath in his waistband, put his head down and finished the rest of his dinner in peace. He rose to his feet and handed his plate and cup to a nearby server before glancing again at Ula. She’d finished eating as well and was at the edge of a laughing group, smiling and talking with the rest of them—and yet somehow separate.

      He frowned. He’d been at the Shannon base for over a week, long enough to see Ula was a warm, caring woman. When she wasn’t welcoming guests, she worked in the nursery, and the little ones loved her.

      So why did the adults keep her at an arm’s length? She wasn’t friendless, but it was clear she wasn’t fully accepted. As the alpha’s only daughter, her friendship could only benefit another clan member—and yet they avoided her.

      Gerrit O’Brien edged next to Ula. O’Brien was the son of a Shannon lieutenant—and Robbie Gallagan’s best friend.

      The big redhead cupped Ula’s nape and murmured in her ear. So O’Brien was courting her?

      Nisio’s right hand clenched. He fought the urge to bury it in the other man’s gut. He tightened his jaw and strode out of the great hall.

      The Shannon base stretched for a mile underground along the north shore of the estuary at the mouth of the Shannon River. The clan had held this area of western Ireland for centuries. Over the years, they’d carved out a labyrinthine lair of tunnels and large, comfortable rooms from a system of caves along the estuary. Green and blue fae lights floating near the limestone ceiling cast a watery tint over the fanciful folds and whirls of the vanilla-colored stone.

      Envy twisted through Nisio. The original water fada clans were based in and around the Mediterranean Sea, having originated during the period when the cult of Dionysus was at its height. The people of those clans, including the Douro River Fada, thought of the younger fada clans as more primitive.

      But the Shannon base was a palace compared to Douro’s cramped, overcrowded caverns, and this was just part of Shannon’s holdings. The clan also had three smaller outposts farther up the estuary, which stretched sixty miles from the Atlantic to the city of Limerick.

      A human would’ve been lost in the tunnels within minutes, but Nisio’s primary Gift was that of the hunter. He’d learned his way around the base within hours of his arrival. Now he strode unerringly to his room in the out-of-the-way hall where he was staying along with other travelers and a handful of unmated males.

      He needed to get far away from Ula Gallagan before he did something foolish, like challenge Gerrit O’Brien to a mate duel for her.
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      Gerrit caressed the back of Ula’s neck. “Come to my room tonight, love.”

      “Your room?” she repeated neutrally and inched away.

      Gerrit was her brother Robbie’s age, a couple of decades older than her. She’d grown up with him, thought of him as just another older brother. Then last spring, he’d started bringing her flowers and other small tokens—a basket of fresh oranges, a box of chocolate. She’d accepted the flowers but refused the other gifts, and promised to save him a dance at the clan’s next monthly céilí.

      Unfortunately, he’d taken that as encouragement and started courting her in earnest.

      “That’s right.” Gerrit gripped her nape, keeping her where she was. “I’d come to yours, but we’ll be more private, you still living with your da and all.”

      “He likes the company.” And with her two brothers living in the warrior’s quarters, it was only her.

      “He can do without you for a night.” Gerrit nuzzled her neck.

      She stiffened. “Gerrit, I—”

      Gerrit was a large man with sandy hair, freckles and dark eyes that sloped downward, giving him a face that could look either soulful or stern. At the moment his expression was definitely stern, as if he had a right to scold her.

      “No more games, Ula.” He shook her like a naughty kitten.

      Anger sparked in her, but she bit back a retort, aware of the clan members around them.

      “I intend to mate-claim you,” he continued in a loud voice. “You know that, don’t you?”

      Her cheeks heated. From the corner of her eye, she saw Nisio do Rio striding from the great hall. He couldn’t have missed Gerrit’s heavy-handed wooing—and why did that bother her? But she was still humming from that vision of the two of them together.

      She twisted out of Gerrit’s grip. “Mate-claim?” she hissed. “The woman has to agree to a claim—and I haven’t.”

      He scowled. “Then why have you let me court you?”

      She chewed her lip, because she had led him on a bit. She hadn’t wanted to lose him as a friend. She didn’t have so many that she could afford to toss one away. Around them, people were frowning—at her. Aunt Janette wasn’t the only one who thought Ula should be grateful for Gerrit’s courtship.

      “I’m sorry if I wasn’t clear, but—”

      He glanced around, finally aware they were drawing attention. “We’ll talk about this later.”

      “Fine. But don’t be expecting me to change my mind.” She turned and threaded her way through the crowd. Murmurs of disapproval followed in her wake.

      Her da had finished his dinner and was standing with a group of friends. Chas Gallagan was a classic Celt, with a compact, wiry build, a head of dark brown hair and a narrow mustache. Although only a few inches taller than Ula, the way he carried himself shouted alpha, even barefoot and dressed in a loose linen shirt and drawstring trousers like the other men.

      Her da glanced from her to Gerrit, and she caught a flash of disappointment. He’d hoped she’d take Gerrit as a mate.

      She gave him a wry shrug and slipped out of the great hall. As soon as she was out of sight, she halted and leaned against the wall.

      Goddess, she wished she could go right away. Start from scratch in a place where no one knew she was a Seer...

      It might be different if her Gift were more reliable, but when had her visions ever helped anyone? All they did was confuse things. If only she’d been trained to interpret her visions like other Seers. But with her mam dead, there was no one in the clan to train her—which left the fae. And although her da made sure to keep on the good side of the local sun fae clan, a fada would have to be desperate to ask a fae for a favor. It was anybody’s guess what they would demand in return.

      The one time Ula’s Sight had been dead right, she’d been unable to See the how and when of it—and her mam had died because of it. After that, people had started to avoid her. Seers might be respected, but they were also feared.

      “Ula’s too fae,” people said, which was not a compliment to a fada.

      So she’d learned to hide her Gift.

      She heard men’s voices coming toward her—Robbie and Gerrit. She darted into a narrow, little-used passageway that was a bolt-hole to one of the base’s exits. It was more like a tunnel, with barely enough room for two people to walk side-by-side. Ula hurried through its twists and turns until she was sure she’d lost the two men.

      She was about to turn back when she rounded a corner and saw Nisio do Rio, ten yards ahead. As she watched, he disappeared around a bend.

      She narrowed her eyes. What was he doing this far from the visitor’s quarters? If he wanted to leave the base, he could use the main entrance, which exited deep below the estuary or, if he wanted to stay dry, use the exit that led to the clan marina. This was a land exit, and so little-used it was guarded only by a ward—a ward that kept intruders out. If you were already inside, the ward did nothing to keep you in.

      She hurried after Nisio. Aye, the man made her insides hum, but that didn’t mean she trusted him.

      But he apparently knew the layout of the base as well as she did. She lost him within five minutes. She halted, hands on her hips, and looked around. She was almost to the exit, which led to the hills north of the river. To reach it, you had to climb three flights of stairs to the outside.

      She peered up the steps. It was dark, the stairs lit by just a couple of blue fae lights.

      Her nostrils flared. There—Nisio’s wild, spicy scent.

      She lifted her skirts and jogged up the staircase. A heavy oak door guarded the exit. She moved the bar, opened the door and peered into the softly falling rain, but Nisio had disappeared.

      She slipped outside. She was on a high hill a quarter-mile from the ocean, a ghostly mist wafting over the grass. Above, rain clouds concealed the stars.

      Her eyes went night-glow, adjusting to the dim light. She peered around her, all senses working. She could smell the rain and the earthy scent of the wet grass, and beyond, the brackish water of the Shannon Estuary. But there was no sign of Nisio.

      She re-entered the base. As she passed back through the ward, she felt a brief tingle. An intruder, of course, would slam up against the ward as if it were a brick wall.

      Ula pulled the door shut and headed back down the stairs, more sure than ever that Nisio was up to something. He must have noticed her following him—why else disappear like that?

      She rounded the corner to the last landing—and there on the bottom step was a large, black-haired man staring up at her.

      She jolted and pressed a hand to her pounding heart. “Bloody hell! You scared me.”

      Silver eyes glinted in the shadows. “Did I?” Nisio replied in his careful English as he started up the stairs. “Then I must apologize, senhorita.”

      “That’s all right. It’s just you startled—”

      She halted as he stepped onto the landing and moved back so that she was against the stone wall.

      He set a hand on the wall next to her head. His shirt hung open and her eyes dipped to the bare chest just inches away.

      She was used to half-naked men. Water fada were adapted to cool temperatures. At home in their caverns, they dressed in minimal clothing and went barefoot.

      But holy blue seas, the man was beautiful: broad shouldered and heavily muscled with smooth olive skin. Her fingers itched to tangle themselves in the curly black hair dusting his chest.

      She swallowed and curled them into her palms.

      His eyes darkened. “Ula.” Just her name, spoken in a husky voice that sent an answering vibration down her spine.

      She moistened her lips. “Nisio. I—” Her mind blanked.

      He tucked a strand of her hair behind her ear. “You search for me, perhaps?”

      “I was, aye.” She nodded vigorously. “I’m just after making sure everything is all right.” It was the truth, but not the whole truth.

      One black brow kicked up skeptically. “That is kind. But as I have told you, everything is fine. Your clan, it is most generous.”

      “Lovely—I’m happy to hear that.” She gave him a bright smile, and said, “Well, I guess I’ll be on my way,” and went to slip around him.

      He moved so that his body blocked hers. “I think not.”

      “What?” She froze, her back to the wall, and stared up at him. “And why not, I’d like to know?”

      He shifted closer. So close she could feel the heat of him all along her body.

      Her heart slammed against her rib cage. Slow, hard strokes that stole the air from her lungs.

      “You followed me, querida. I want to know why. The truth, please.”

      She pressed her lips together. Unable to lie, because it would make her sick, and besides, he’d scent it anyway.

      “Nothing to say, hm?” He studied her from beneath lush black lashes that were almost too pretty for a man but were the perfect balance for his lean, hard face.

      She drew a shaky breath. She should stop this—demand he let her go. She was in her own clan’s base. He wouldn’t dare hurt her, not if he wanted to make it out of Ireland alive.

      But somehow she couldn’t bring herself to say the words. She stared at him, caught by the heat in his expression and something in herself, something that ached for whatever he had to give her.

      “You’ve got it all wrong. I wasn’t—” She halted and shook her head.

      “Sim,” he murmured. “If I were you, I would not speak that lie. It will only make you ill, yes?”

      She moved a shoulder.

      He stroked the sensitive underside of her jaw, then continued down to the vee of her bodice.

      “You are here to see to my needs, yes? What if I have need of you?”

      She shook her head helplessly. The vision flashed through her mind. This seemed inevitable, something that had been foretold. She reminded herself that she didn’t trust her visions, but Goddess, she ached for this one to be true.

      He slipped a finger under her bodice, teasing the top of her breast. She was panting now, unable to fill her lungs. Her nipples prickled, pushing against the thin cotton.

      Nisio’s gaze flicked down, taking in the hard points. He gripped her shoulders, muttered something harsh in Portuguese and brought his mouth to hers.

      Ula braced her hands against the wall, expecting a hard, punishing kiss. His way of teaching her a lesson for spying on him.

      But instead he halted, his mouth a hairsbreadth from hers and teased the seam of her lips with his tongue. Heat slid over her in sensuous rivulets. Her whole body went taut.

      His nostrils flared and she knew he scented her wanting. “Por favor, cara,” he murmured. “I want only a taste…”

      Something in her melted at his coaxing tone. She parted her lips and he slipped his tongue inside, tasting her in sweet, deliberate strokes until her head was spinning and her knees felt like jelly.

      He lifted his head and took a deep breath.

      She gulped. “Nisio?”

      He cupped her face. “Shh…”

      They stared at each other. This close, she could see his silver irises were rimmed with a darker gray, a container for the translucent shimmer of his eyes.

      Then his mouth took hers again. Deep, drugging kisses, one after another in an unbroken line that left her breathless. His body pinned her to the wall, his chest hard against her breasts, his erection hot against her belly even through the layers of clothing separating them.

      Ula forgot that she was a little afraid of him. She forgot that she didn’t quite trust him. She just wanted more.

      She twined her arms around his neck and kissed him back as hard as she could.

      His breath shuddered in. He lifted her higher so that his cock was hard against her mound, just where she wanted it. She wrapped one leg around his hip, trying to get even closer as he pressed kisses to her neck, her jaw, the sensitive skin behind her ear.

      “Deus, you’re beautiful.” A hoarse whisper against her skin. “I want—” One big hand cupped her breast. Large fingers caressed her.

      She closed her eyes and arched into his touch. He set her back down so he could cup both her breasts. He rubbed his thumbs over her nipples and she moaned. It had been so long…over a year since her last lover, and that had been a human in a village five miles upriver because other than Gerrit, no man in the clan was brave enough to take her on.

      Nisio’s mouth came back to hers. “Ah, no,” he rasped. “I shouldn’t…”

      She blinked up at him. “Why not?”

      He shook his head and released her. She pressed her palms against the hard stone behind her, dizzy and confused and so aroused she would’ve let him take her right there against the wall.

      His chest heaved like a bellows. A very female part of her was glad she wasn’t the only one affected, but common sense had flooded back.

      She didn’t know about Nisio, but there were some very good reasons why she shouldn’t take him as a lover. Gerrit and Robbie would be furious, and even her da wouldn’t like it. And the rest of the clan would judge her for choosing a Douro fada over one of their own.

      But more than that, the man was up to no good. She was sure of that now.

      He pinned her with a narrow gaze. “Who sent you—the alpha? Your brother?”

      He was back to that again?

      She scowled. “No one. I know you’re up to something, and I mean to find out what.”

      “I see.” Nisio’s mouth quirked. “Then I consider myself warned.”

      She pressed her lips together and went to stalk past him, but he pulled her to a halt.

      His mouth came to her ear. “My Gift is that of the hunter,” he said in a soft voice that made the tiny hairs on her nape prickle. “You know what this means?”

      “I do,” she said without looking at him. If he was a hunter—and they were almost always men—then his senses were even better than hers. He was also closer to his animal, more feral, than the average fada. No one wanted to get on a hunter’s bad side.

      “Then hear this. If you follow me again, I will know—and I will be very unhappy. I do not like the spies. You comprehend?”

      She jerked her arm, trying to get away, but he controlled her easily.

      “Just try and touch me,” she growled. “My da will put a dagger in your heart, guest or no. And if he doesn’t, Robbie will.”

      “They would, sim. But will you tell them?”

      She tightened her mouth. Because damn him, she wasn’t sure she would—not unless he did something really awful.

      She looked pointedly at her arm. “Let me go, do Rio. Now.”

      Their eyes met, and she was surprised to see a flash of regret in his. She was still taking that in when he released her and inclined his head.

      “Have a good evening, senhorita.”

      She grasped her skirts with both hands and took the last few steps in a flying leap. She felt Nisio’s gaze on her the whole way down the hall, watching until she turned the bend and was out of sight.
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      Nisio sank onto the bottom step, head in his hands.

      He’d known this job would be tricky, but he’d planned it down to the last detail. Considered every possible way it could go wrong—and what he could do in response.

      The only thing he hadn’t planned on was Ula Gallagan.

      He dragged in a breath. He felt hot, feverish. Her body had felt so right, soft and yielding, as he’d pressed her to the wall. Even now, he had the mother of all cock-stands.

      And she’d been as aroused as him. His mind had been calculating ways to make it happen, even as he knew it was useless.

      He wasn’t going to have Ula. Not now. Not ever.

      He growled and smacked the wall with his open palm. Because damn it, he was caught between the devil and the deep blue sea. He had no choice but to go through with this job. Too many people were counting on the money he’d make—starting with the three men who’d accompanied him to Ireland. The men he had hiding in the hills of County Clare north of the base.

      If Nisio backed out now, he stood to lose more than the silver he’d already received as a down payment. King Sindre of the ice fae was one hard bastard. Nisio had a bad feeling that if he didn’t complete the job to the king’s satisfaction, he and his three men would disappear in the ocean somewhere between here and Portugal.

      Nisio’s jaw tightened. He should’ve never taken this cursed job, but Sindre’s silver had been too tempting. The Douro base was overcrowded, the clan struggling to feed their rapidly-growing population. Nisio was a natural dominant, but he was never going to succeed his alpha father, not with two older brothers just as dominant.

      Then a group of fada his own age had come to him and asked him to start his own den. It hadn’t taken much urging. He’d agreed on the condition that they saved enough money to make a fresh start somewhere else.

      Now he heaved himself to his feet and headed up the stairs. If he didn’t get moving, he was going to be late.

      This time when he slipped outside there was no one to see him. The night was dark and rainy. Perfect cover for a clandestine meeting.

      Nisio’s eyes went night-glow. He slipped over the wet grass toward the agreed-upon meeting place, a stand of trees on the next hill.

      He was nearly there when he heard voices coming toward him from the small fishing village north of the base. It was a group of Shannon males, returning from a local pub by the scent of them.

      Nisio immediately veered toward the village. He couldn’t risk them following him.

      The four men hailed him as he passed by, and he nodded back. Most of the Shannon men knew him by sight now. He knew damn well they didn’t trust him any further than he’d trust one of them on Douro territory, but they pretended to, and that was enough. He wouldn’t be here much longer anyway.

      When they were out of sight, he slipped back out of the village. By the time he entered the trees, it was almost the appointed time. He wove his way through the shadows to the clearing where he’d agreed to meet King Sindre.

      The first thing he did was scan the area for traps. He wouldn’t put it past the king to double-cross him. But the area appeared clear, and there was no sign of silver, the telltale scent of a pureblood fae.

      Just to be sure, he went over the area a second time, then began pacing restlessly.

      When he’d first been contacted by the ice fae king, Nisio had wondered if it was a hoax. There were three main types of fae: sun fae, who took their energy from the sun; night fae, a race of energy suckers who thrived on an endless round of murder and intrigue and who drew energy from dark thoughts and passions; and ice fae, who took their energy from motion—the wind, the waves—and living things, if they were very powerful. An ice fae could literally freeze you in your tracks.

      Nisio was close to seventy turns of the sun, but he’d never seen an ice fae, let alone met one. They made their home in the cold, treeless tundra near the poles. In Portugal, they were more myth than reality.

      In the trees above, an owl hooted. Sindre was late.

      Nisio knew it was deliberate, intended to demonstrate who was alpha here. His lip curled. Deus, he hated the games fae played.

      At ten minutes after the appointed time, Nisio’s scar started to itch. He rubbed his fingers over it and watched as the air nearby shimmered and twisted. His stomach roiled. He jerked his gaze away from the shimmering portal as the acrid scent of silver filled the clearing.

      When he looked back, the king was standing in the center of the clearing, tall and coldly beautiful with long white-blond hair and eyes the color of gray ice. He was dressed in loose white pants and a blue silk shirt, and his face glowed faintly as if his skin were infused with moonlight.

      Nisio stilled. He wasn’t easy to scare, but the man was like a great white shark—a top-of-the-food-chain predator.

      Not for the first time, he wondered why Sindre had hired him. The fae king reeked of power—he could teleport, he had the Gift of languages—and Deus knew what other Gifts.

      Why would he need a fada to kidnap another fae for him?

      But he supposed Lady Isleen was simply too well guarded for Sindre to get to her. As leader of Ireland’s sun fae clan, she must know that Sindre was a danger to her. From what he’d heard, the sun and ice fae had been battling over Ireland for centuries. The sun fae lady might even have set a personal ward to keep Sindre away.

      No, the only way to get to Lady Isleen was to take her when her guard was down. The fae tended to underestimate the fada, which is why the fada made such good assassins.

      And Nisio was the best there was.

      At last Sindre inclined his head. “Boa noite,” he said in perfect Portuguese. “And peace to you and yours.”

      “Good evening,” Nisio replied in the same language, and returned the traditional fae greeting. “Peace to you and yours as well.”

      The king got right to the point. “You’re ready to move.”

      “All is ready, sim. You brought the potion?”

      “I did. But I warn you, she won’t come easily.” They were both careful not to mention Isleen by name. Merely speaking a fae’s name could draw her attention.

      Nisio moved a shoulder. “If it was easy, you wouldn’t need me.”

      Sindre ran his gaze over Nisio as if he were a stallion for sale. “The lady likes big, dark men. Her current pet is a púca—you may have to watch him.”

      The púca was a horse shapeshifter, a special kind of fada unique to the British Isles. Nisio’s hands balled into fists. Pet, indeed—but that was typical for the fae.

      He uncurled his fingers. He couldn’t afford to let the king needle him. He needed the ice fae’s silver. Nisio’s small den was counting on him—and besides, what did he care if the fae killed each other off?

      “I’m sure you had me investigated,” he returned.

      “Of course.”

      “Then you know that when I take a job, it will be completed.”

      He deliberately touched his scar. It had been carved by a fae blade dipped in poison. The cut had burned like a living flame, and it still itched and throbbed when he was near a fae.

      A night fae lord had been stalking the Douro young, sucking their energy and leaving them terrified and half-dead. As the most Gifted hunter in the clan, Nisio had volunteered to stop him. The night fae had fought dirty, first trying to weaken Nisio with his twisted magic, and when Nisio just kept coming, struck out with a tainted blade that had nearly taken Nisio’s eye. The poison had scorched through him like a thousand ants crawling through his veins. He’d limped to a nearby cave, where he lay half-dead and in agonizing pain for days until the poison worked its way out of his system.

      But the night fae was dead.

      Sindre eyed Nisio’s scar as if he knew exactly how he’d gotten it, then gave a short nod and produced a small vial from thin air.

      “All is well? You and your men have a plan in place?”

      Nisio stiffened. He hadn’t said anything about the three men to Sindre. He should’ve known a fae king would have his own spies keeping an eye on things.

      “Sim. In fact, I’ve already met the lady. She invited me to dance with her at the festival.”

      Sindre’s brows shot up. “Indeed?”

      “Yes.” Nisio crossed his arms. He refused to explain further. Sindre had hired him, and he would have to trust Nisio to carry out the job.

      But Lady Isleen was interested all right. Nisio had managed to get an invitation to a fae dance last Saturday, and Isleen had made a point of greeting him. The woman was stunning, with witchy green eyes, copper hair and a Helen-of-Troy body, the kind men went to war for. But somehow, Nisio hadn’t been interested.

      Still, when she’d flirted with him, he’d teased her back, even though her guard had glowered at Nisio as if he’d like to rip out his throat. The man had been a fada, although not one Nisio had ever encountered. His scent had been earthy, though—that of a land-based shifter, probably the púca Sindre had mentioned.

      As long as he could lure the lady away from the púca, Nisio foresaw no difficulty in getting close enough to drug her wine.

      The king eyed him with grudging respect. “I see I didn’t make a mistake in hiring you.”

      Nisio stared back without saying anything.

      “Open your hand.”

      The instant he obeyed, a glass vial appeared in his palm. He eyed it warily. The milky liquid inside writhed like a living thing, and when he closed his fingers around the vial, his hand tingled uncomfortably from the magic emanating from the potion.

      “She won’t be able to taste or see it,” Sindre said. “You understand what to do?” When Nisio said yes, the king gave a short nod. “Until December twenty-first, then.”

      “I’ll be here—with the lady.”

      “Very good.” Something about the way that the king’s mouth curved up made Nisio’s hackles rise. The other man had his hooks in Nisio, and he knew it.

      His lip lifted in an instinctive snarl, but the portal shimmered into being and Sindre was gone.

      Nisio rubbed his scar. When the itch subsided, he strode through the trees to a rocky crevice where he’d hidden Sindre’s bag of silver coins. He hefted the leather bag—the first half of the king’s payment. Even minus the amount he and his men had spent traveling to Ireland, it was more coin than they could hope to make in ten turns of the sun.

      As he stared down at the bag, he wondered why it felt like the proverbial thirty pieces of silver. After all, he hadn’t agreed to assassinate Lady Isleen. He’d simply agreed to drug her and deliver her to Sindre.

      Deus. Who was he kidding?

      His mouth pressed into a hard line. He tucked the bag back into its hiding place and placed the potion next to it. He wasn’t stupid enough to hide a fae potion in the Shannon base.

      Lord, he felt unclean. He headed toward the ocean. He’d spend the night in the Atlantic, swimming as his dolphin. Both he and his animal were agitated—he needed to calm down, to focus on why he was here.

      Before he fucked up and got not just himself, but his men killed.
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