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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.

      And 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. High above, fae lights hovered near the ceiling, casting a soft glow on the crowd below.

      She ate slowly, savoring the fresh taste of wild salmon and the last greens of autumn. After last year’s famine, she’d never again take any 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.

      And her da knew that as well as her, but he’d said, “He’s a guest, love. I won’t be frightened of 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 eating dinner 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 growled.

      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 and tried to pull away. “Gerrit,” she said, “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 voice loud enough to be heard by everyone nearby. “You know that, don’t you?”

      Ula’s cheeks flamed. 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 damn it, 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 all that 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,” she said stiffly, “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, aware of the murmurs of disapproval that 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 most of 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 here, the stairs lit by just a couple of blue fae lights.

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

      Ha! She had him now.

      She lifted her skirt with her hands and jogged up the winding staircase. A heavy oak door guarded the exit. She moved the bar, pulled open the door and peered into the softly falling rain.

      Nothing. She slipped outside. She was on a high hill a quarter-mile from the ocean, a ghostly mist wafting over the wet 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 grass, and beyond, the brackish water of the Shannon Estuary. But there was no sign of Nisio.

      She’d lost him.

      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.

      Ula 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, Ula. I want to know why. The truth, por favor.”

      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 darkly. “If I were you, I would not speak that lie. It will only make you ill, não é?”

      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. She knew this was 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, querida,” 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.”

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

      She pressed her lips together and went to stalk past him, but he grabbed her arm, pulling 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 got on a hunter’s bad side without a very good reason.

      “Then hear this,” he said in that same soft, dangerous voice. “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 shot back. “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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      Ula went to bed still angry at Nisio. The bastard had kissed her like he was starving and she was the only nourishment he’d ever need—and then he’d had the nerve to threaten her.

      I do not like the spies. You comprehend?

      Threatening words, low and hot against her nape.

      But they’d been more than a threat. He’d been taunting her. Challenging her.

      Midnight came and went. She tossed and turned, wondering what if?

      What if she went to Nisio’s room? Dared him to do his worst?

      Because she suspected Nisio do Rio’s worst would be very good, indeed.

      The vision flashed. She saw Nisio’s face, felt his lips on her throat, her breasts…

      “Ula,” he murmured in his sexy Portuguese accent. “Ah, querida. I shouldn’t—”

      Her overheated body felt ready to combust. She moaned and slid a hand over her body, between her legs.

      She snapped awake and stared at the stone ceiling. She didn’t want to touch herself. She wanted Nisio.

      His firm lips on hers. His big hands on her breasts, a little rough, the hurt so good. His body pressing her to the mattress as he moved inside her, slow and deep…

      She hadn’t told anyone about the vision. It was too personal—and who would she tell? Her da? Robbie? Certainly not Janette.

      And her cousins would only laugh at her, and then shake their heads behind her back. Ula’s too fae.

      She told herself she’d had a narrow escape. Nisio do Rio was dangerous and she’d be wise to stay away from him.

      But she couldn’t help thinking how much easier it would be to spy on him if they were lovers.

      She finally fell asleep, only to wake just before dawn. She crept out of the base and into the Shannon Estuary, shifting to her dolphin as she passed the sentry stationed at the estuary’s entrance. Her da would scold her for swimming solo so far from the base but with any luck, he’d never know.

      She rolled through the ocean waves in a sensuous corkscrew, loving how the water flowed over her sensitive gray skin. Goddess, she loved to swim as her dolphin, especially out here, where there was nothing but sea and sky and a few curious birds.

      Behind her, the rising sun flung pink and gold and lavender in great handfuls across the water. She sucked in a breath and dove deep, startling a school of herring who scattered at the sight of the large predator. She gulped down a few for breakfast before continuing west into the Atlantic.

      She had the day free from the nursery. She turned toward Isleen’s Isle, the Ériu Sun Fae Clan’s private island.

      In her vision, she’d seen the familiar beacon of the Loophead Lighthouse, but it had been small, far away. The Loophead light was on the mainland. Based on the angle and size of the beam, she’d been on Isleen’s Isle.

      But why?

      Three wild bottlenoses joined her, females offering the protection of numbers against the more aggressive, predatory males. She whistled her thanks as together, they left the estuary for the open ocean.

      A steamship laden with a cargo of oats chugged by and turned south toward England and France.

      Humans. Ula shook her head.

      The Irish people were still recovering from the famine, and their landlords were shipping food out of the country. Humans thought the fada inferior because of their animal blood, but if starving your own kind meant you were superior, Ula preferred to be an animal, thank you very much.

      The four of them were a mile offshore when the matriarch of the pod clicked out a rapid-fire warning. The other two slapped the water with their tails. Ula spy-hopped above the waves and inhaled sharply.

      A man floated face down on the surface, limp, bloody. Already a mako shark was circling.

      Ula’s heart sped up. She shot past the mako, confident it wouldn’t attack a large, healthy dolphin.

      The man lolled in the water, long black hair floating around his shoulders.

      Nisio.

      No. Goddess, no.

      Ula nudged his shoulder with her beak. He raised his head and took a sputtering breath that ended in a groan.

      He was alive. Relief flooded her.

      But his face was bruised and swollen, and blood seeped from a wound on his scalp a few inches above his right eye. Even his upper back was black and blue, as if he’d been beaten around the shoulders.

      “Shift.” She whistled the word as she nudged him again.

      He took a few seconds to frame his reply. “Can’t,” he muttered. “Too…much.”

      She clucked worriedly. Although fada healed more quickly in their animal form, too many shifts depleted your energy. If you tried to shift anyway, you risked being stuck halfway between your human and animal forms, which could kill you. From what he’d said, she guessed Nisio had already shifted too many times and was afraid to chance another.

      She slipped her head beneath his armpit, hoping he was lucid enough to understand what he needed to do. To her relief, his arm tightened around her body behind the dorsal fin. She waited until he had grasped the fin with his other hand before starting back to base.

      The pod of three females swam in tight circles around them, creating a barrier to keep the shark—and any other curious predators—away.

      Grateful, Ula clucked her thanks and they chittered reassuringly back at her.

      It was hard going. Nisio was a big man. She was stronger in this form, but he was a dead weight. She was exhausted within thirty minutes, and she still had another half mile to go.

      Nisio tried to angle his body so that it was less of a drag but he was weak and barely conscious. Ula set her jaw and swam on.

      Nisio went limp for a few seconds and she caught her breath. But he jerked awake and renewed his grip on her.

      Bloody hell, the man was tough. As far as Ula could tell, the only thing keeping him awake was sheer willpower. She was torn between swimming more quickly and the fear that if she did, he’d lose his grip on her.

      At last they reached the estuary’s mouth. A pair of Shannon sentries in dolphin form swam out to greet them.

      Nisio raised his head long enough to say, “Don’t…leave me. Por favor?”

      Ula gave a reassuring whistle. Anything to keep him calm. But surely, he didn’t think someone from the Shannon clan had attacked him?

      He gave a small sigh and rested his head against her neck. One of the sentries took in the situation and shot back toward the marina for a boat. The other, a man named Conor, pushed his head beneath Nisio, relieving her of his weight.

      Ula gave a long, spine-cracking stretch and then dove beneath Nisio to come up on his other side, keeping close as she’d promised.

      What happened? Connor asked.

      I don’t know, she whistled back. I found him a mile or so out.

      The alpha must be told.

      Ula nodded but remained where she was. Her da would hear soon enough. Meanwhile, Nisio had asked her to protect him, and she would. As the alpha’s daughter, it was her duty, and if she wanted to stay close because she was worried about the man, well, that was no one’s business but her own.

      Connor continued with Nisio toward the base’s main entrance. They’d only gone halfway when they were met by a small but swift sailboat. The two men manning it got Nisio aboard with a minimum of fuss while Ula shifted back to human and climbed on as well. Connor remained in dolphin form to escort them the rest of the way back.

      By the time they reached the marina, it was midmorning and Shannon’s head healer was waiting on the pier.

      Relief washed over Ula. She trusted all the healers, but Gemma was the best in western Ireland.

      Gemma was a lovely older woman with brown hair, sherry-colored eyes and a soft, comfortable body. She quickly supervised the transfer of Nisio to a stretcher and then headed with him to the infirmary. Ula stopped long enough to get dressed and then hurried after them.

      She arrived as Gemma was tucking Nisio into a cot in a quiet alcove. The healer took a seat on a wooden stool beside him.

      “You’re going to have some colorful bruises,” Gemma remarked as she cut the matted hair from around the gash on his scalp.

      Nisio watched her through slit eyes. As Ula approached, his gaze cut to her and he visibly relaxed.

      “Take a seat, love,” Gemma said without looking up. “You’re the one who found him?”

      “I am.” Ula pulled up a stool next to them. “About a mile offshore. He was almost unconscious.”

      “Someone has it out for you, eh?” the healer murmured to her patient.

      Nisio grunted.

      Gemma went to the sink and washed her hands, returning with a clean rag and a bowl of water. She wet the cloth and began to clean the blood from his wound.

      “That soaking in the ocean should keep this clean of infection. I’ll stitch it up for you and you’ll be good as new. No scarring, not like this.” She touched a finger to the scar on Nisio’s face.

      His eyes were closed now, his face pale beneath his tan. “Thank you,” he rasped.

      Ula’s stomach tightened. She barely knew Nisio, and she was sure he was up to something—but her animal didn’t care. It wanted this man, and it ached to see him hurting.

      “Is there something I can do?” she asked Gemma.

      “You can get me some clean water while I prepare my needles.” She nodded at the small metal bowl she’d been using.

      When Ula returned, the healer was choosing a needle from a set inserted in a small square of buckskin. She threaded it with a length of silk thread, then said to Ula, “Now if you could press the edges together like this—” She demonstrated.

      Ula went to stand at Nisio’s head. The ragged gash made her breath hitch, but she obediently pressed the edges together as Gemma stitched it up.

      It was hard, watching the needle going in and out of Nisio’s scalp. Ula turned her gaze to his chest instead, only partially covered by the light cotton blanket.

      Last night she’d been too overwhelmed to notice much except that he had a strong, beautiful body. Now she noticed details: the dark stubble shadowing his cheeks and jaw…the hard swell of his deltoids…the way the hair on his chest traced an erotic path down his abdomen until it disappeared beneath the blanket….

      He even smelled good—earthy and masculine with a hint of fresh water, the mark of a river fada.

      The man’s injured, she told herself sternly and jerked her gaze back to his face.

      He was studying her through eyes that were almost swollen shut. A corner of his mouth lifted, sending a bolt of heat to her womb. She pressed her thighs together, praying he couldn’t scent it.

      Nisio closed his eyes again, but he was smiling. He’d scented her, all right.

      Gemma cut the last stitch and straightened back up. “There you go, love.”

      Ula hesitated. She wanted to stay right where she was, holding Nisio, soothing his hurts. Irritated at herself, she stiffened her spine and marched back to her stool.

      “Obrigado,” he said politely. “I am much obliged to both of you.”

      Ula merely nodded but Gemma gave him a wide smile. “You’re very welcome. Now, you’ve lost a good deal of blood, and I imagine you have a pounding headache to boot. Let me help you with that.”

      The healer placed her hands on either side of his head and closed her eyes, and Ula sensed the healing energy streaming from Gemma to Nisio. Her eyes widened. She’d never felt another’s healing so intensely. It was as if she were in his body, healing along with him.

      She moved uneasily on the hard stool.

      “Don’t be fighting it,” Gemma murmured to Ula. “Sometimes it works that way. Take his hand and add your energy to mine.”

      Ula nodded and did as she was told. Nisio’s hand was big and work-roughened, the fingers callused: a warrior’s hand. She caressed it with her thumb.

      Her eyes drifted shut. Images flowed across her eyelids, and somehow she knew Nisio was seeing the same thing: Life, warmth, everything good.

      Golden sun and healing blue waters.

      A forest of kelp swaying to and fro in the light-filled shallows. On the surface above, a summer breeze ripples over the water.

      Two dolphins, one female, one male, their bodies sliding past each other, now twining sinuously, now uncoiling…

      She sensed Gemma gathering the energy and directing it into the injured man. Minutes passed and then abruptly, his body could take no more.

      Ula opened her eyes at the same time that Gemma said, “There,” in a satisfied voice.

      “Thank you,” Nisio murmured. He had deep purple smudges under both eyes, but the swelling had been reduced to almost nothing, and his color was much better, the bruises already fading.

      Ula released his hand and sat back. He shot her a very male look of assessment which she returned with a bland stare. Whatever this thing was between them, she refused to feed it.

      She had plans, and they did not include tying herself to a hard-faced dominant like Nisio do Rio. She was going to strike out on her own someday, see the world like her mam had.

      Nisio turned on his side and tried to sit up.

      “Not so fast, my boy.” Gemma placed a restraining hand on his shoulder. “Lie still another few minutes.”

      He rolled onto his back again and passed a hand over his face. “Perhaps you are right.”

      “The healing went well,” Gemma told him, “but it would be best if you sleep here overnight. You took a nasty blow to the head.”

      Ula came to her feet. “I should be going.”

      Nisio caught her hand, eyes pleading. “Sit with me. Please?”

      What was the matter? She sank down onto the stool, a tiny frown between her brows. “If it’s all right with Gemma.”

      The healer glanced curiously between the two of them, but shrugged. “You can stay another few minutes. Then he needs to rest.”

      Nisio looked at Gemma. “May I have a drink, senhora?”

      “Of course.” She crossed the room to a small kitchen and took a tin cup from one of the shelves carved into the rock above the sink.

      “What is it?” Ula whispered to Nisio. “You’re not thinking that someone at Shannon did this?”

      “I do not know.” His eyes narrowed as he looked inward. “The man who hit me was human, but I did not have the good look at the others. And it was raining, so I was not able to scent them either. I believed they were the humans, but they should not have been able to track me like they did. I could not escape them.”

      “Well, you’re safe now.” She touched his shoulder. “Gemma and the other healers will make sure of it. And my da will protect you. He’s a good man. You can trust him.”

      “No, no,” he hastened to say. “I don’t want to make any trouble. Why would a man from your clan attack me? I only arrived last week. This is not enough time to make an enemy.”

      Gemma returned with the water. She slid an arm under Nisio’s shoulders and helped him sit up enough to drink, even though he tried to tell her he didn’t need any help.

      “I’ll be the judge of that,” she said, and he shrugged and drained the cup.

      When he was done, she eased him back onto the cot. Nisio grunted as his head touched the pillow.

      Ula winced in sympathy.

      “Head still hurting?” asked Gemma.

      He made a rueful face. “It feels like—how do you say it?—the gremlin is using my skull for a drum.”

      Ula’s lips quirked. The man had a sense of humor under that hard face.

      He gave her a crooked grin and she smiled back.

      “Ah, Ula. I was wondering where you’d got to.” Her father strode into the infirmary, followed by a scowling Robbie.

      Ula straightened and dragged her gaze from Nisio’s. Her da wished Gemma a good morning, but she could see him taking in the scene with sharp blue eyes, including the fact that Ula was sitting so close to the injured stranger.

      “If I may, love?” Her da jerked his chin, indicating she should vacate the stool.

      “Of course.” Ula moved to the foot of the bed. Her da might be easy going, but when he said jump, you jumped.

      Her da took her seat. Her brother took a stance next to him, his brawny arms crossed over his chest. Robbie was a younger, larger copy of her da with the same thin poet’s face and crystal-blue eyes. He glanced suspiciously from her to Nisio.

      Ula lifted her chin. Robbie sometimes acted more like he was her father than her brother, but she was a grown woman and had the right to choose her own bed partners. Thank the Goddess her oldest brother Finn was in England on clan business, because he was even worse.

      Nisio started to struggle upright, but Gemma darted forward.

      “No, you don’t. You can rest against the pillows, but that’s all.” The healer tucked an extra pillow behind Nisio, then leveled a stare at Ula’s da. Chas Gallagan might be alpha, but in the infirmary, a healer’s word was law. “You can have a few minutes, my lord, no more.”

      “That’s all I need.” Her da looked down at Nisio. “It appears you ran into a spot of trouble, eh, lad?”

      “Yes, my lord.”

      “And how are you feeling?”

      “Much better. Your healer is a woman of much talent.”

      “That she is,” her da agreed. “So, what happened?”

      Nisio moved a big shoulder. “I am not clear, senhor. I go out for a swim as my dolphin and when I came to the surface, a boat was heading straight for me. A fishing boat, I believe—with a big, square sail.”

      “Sounds like a fishing currach.”

      “Yes, that is it. The sail, it was up, but they were rowing also to catch up with me. I changed to man so that I could call out to them, but they ignored me. I shifted back to dolphin and dove deep, but when I returned to the surface, they were there. I could not escape them. It was as if the men in the boat, they could track me somehow.”

      Ula’s da grunted noncommittally, while Robbie looked frankly disbelieving.

      “One of these men, he hits me with the oar, and I knew I had to fight back or die, so I shifted to man again. When I tried to climb on the boat, they hit me with the oar again. This time, on the head. That’s the last thing I remember until Senhorita Ula found me.”

      “I see. Was it anyone you knew?”

      “No. They hide their faces, and they had the knit caps pulled low on their heads. The man that I scented was a human, though. Of this, I am certain. I do not know about the others.”

      Ula’s da fingered his narrow mustache. “Humans, eh? We haven’t had any trouble from the locals in years. And if they could track you in the water, at least one of them must have been a fada—or perhaps a fae. This happened when?”

      “Last night. After the dinner, I go for a walk.” Nisio was careful not to look at Ula. “Later, I decided to spend the night in the ocean. It was much later when I see the boat. The sun, it was about to rise.”

      “And our Ula found you this morning.” Her da slanted her a considering look. “Tell me, love, how did you happen upon him?”

      Ula explained that she’d been swimming with the dolphins when she’d seen Nisio. Her da didn’t need to know she’d been on her way to Isleen’s Isle. He’d want to know why she was trespassing on fae territory.

      “He was barely conscious,” she said. “I had a bad moment there, where I couldn’t tell if he was alive or dead.”

      Her da nodded. “And was it your Sight that sent you out there?” he asked neutrally.

      Her da wouldn’t say it straight out, but she knew he was glad her Gift was so slight. He’d loved his beautiful, independent Nessa with all his heart, but even as a girl, Ula had known he’d didn’t always understand her or her Gift.

      “Nay,” she told him. “I was just wanting a swim, is all.”

      “You were alone?” Her da’s brows drew together, while Robbie just shook his head.

      She stifled a sigh. The two of them were always after her to be more like Janette’s daughters, content to stay within the clan’s protection. It didn’t help that her mam had died after being caught in a sudden squall while swimming as her dolphin. But Nessa Gallagan would’ve died even if someone had been with her—the squall had been abrupt and fierce, sweeping everything on the surface before it.

      Ula could’ve saved her, if only she didn’t have such a weak, unreliable Gift. She’d foreseen her mam’s death, but not the when or how of it. And so she hadn’t Seen enough to keep Nessa out of the ocean that day.

      “As I said, a pod of wild dolphins was swimming with me.” Ula dropped her gaze before her da’s disapproving frown. She was in the wrong, and she knew it. Even males swam with a companion or a two for safety.

      Nisio was frowning now, too.

      She shot the lot of them a defiant glare. “And it’s a good thing I was,” she said to her da, “otherwise Mr. do Rio would be at the bottom of the Atlantic by now.”

      Her father shook his head but didn’t say anything further. He was good like that; he wouldn’t shame her by scolding her in front of a stranger.

      He turned back to Nisio. “I’ll put some men on it right away, see what I can find out. But if they were humans, they could’ve come from anywhere along the coast. Meanwhile, stay close to base—and if I were you, son, I wouldn’t take any solitary swims until you’re ready to leave.”

      “Obrigado, meu senhor.” Nisio’s eyes were half-shut again. His nostrils flared with a harsh breath.

      Gemma bustled into action. “No more questions. The man needs to rest.”

      Her da nodded and, getting off the stool, waved to Ula to go with him.

      She hesitated, remembering Nisio’s plea not to leave him. “I can sit with him if you want,” she told Gemma.

      Her da gave her another sharp look and Robbie’s scowl returned, but she kept her face impassive.

      “Sure and that would be a help,” Gemma replied. “But not now. We’re a bit shorthanded tonight. Why don’t you come by after dinner and sit with him a spell?”

      “I would be most grateful,” Nisio added.

      “That’s settled, then. Until later.” She touched Nisio’s arm and headed out of the infirmary with her da and brother.

      They flanked her on either side, instinctively protecting her in the way of fada males. But to Ula it felt more like a cage.

      She braced herself for a scold, but instead her da said, “Robbie brought me a report of some strange men in the hills to the north. One of our scouts saw them. Fada, by the way they disappeared into thin air when they caught wind of the scout. Robbie’s going to look into it, but until I know it’s safe, you need to stay close to base, especially with this attack on do Rio. I’m asking even the men to travel in twos and threes.”

      Ula hung her head. It was a wonder how the man could make her feel guilty—and foolish—without even raising his voice.

      “I understand, Da. I won’t do it again.”

      “I’ll want your word on that.”

      “You have it.”

      “You should assign a guard to her whenever she leaves the base,” Robbie said in a hard voice. “She’s the alpha’s daughter—a prize for any fada around. Especially that Douro River man.”

      Ula rounded on him. “Mind your own bleeding business, Robbie Gallagan. Haven’t I given my word that I won’t go out alone?”

      “Do you think I haven’t seen how do Rio looks at you?” he shot back. “And you haven’t exactly discouraged him.”

      “Enough,” her da said, all his dominance in the word. Robbie growled but subsided.

      Her da caught her hand and squeezed it. “There’s something in what he says, love. It would break my heart if I lost you, too. Take more care, all right?”

      “I’m sorry, Da. It’s just I—” She shook her head. She’d only hurt him if she said what was on her mind—that sometimes being the alpha’s odd daughter was so confining that she wanted to scream.

      They walked in silence for a minute and then he sighed. “Your brother’s right about do Rio, lass. Stay away from him. Oh, you can sit with him tonight since Gemma could use the help, but after that, I’d like you to avoid him.”

      She swallowed. If her father only knew. “I scarcely know him, Da.”

      “Then don’t be forgetting that. I don’t mind telling you, I don’t trust the man. That story of his about being just a traveler doesn’t ring true. Oh, it’s not a lie—but he’s using it to hide why he’s really here.”

      She sent him a startled look. So he had the same doubts about Nisio that she did.

      Her da’s smile was surprisingly shark-like for such an easy-going man. “I didn’t rise to alpha by being a fool, Ula. Keep your friends close and your enemies closer. If do Rio’s up to something, I’ll learn more by allowing him the run of the base than I would by kicking him out.”
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      “Sleep now.” Gemma pressed Nisio onto the cot with a firm hand as the Gallagans left the infirmary.

      He squinted up at her. His vision was still blurry, but it was much better.

      He’d had a bad few minutes when he’d been afraid he might be blinded in one or both eyes. The bastards had aimed for maximum damage—beating him about the head and face. When he’d curled into a ball, they’d sliced the oar down at his neck and spine. He was lucky he wasn’t paralyzed.

      He cast a last glance at the door and allowed himself to sink into a healing sleep. He was convinced someone at Shannon was behind the attack, but he’d decided to trust the healer. Her scent was the clear, open aroma of healers everywhere, most of whom couldn’t bring themselves to swat a wasp, let alone attack a man.

      He awoke two hours later to the mouth-watering fragrance of fish stew. He was relieved to find his vision back to normal. He was still alone in the room with Gemma, standing at an oak table slicing bread.

      He cautiously tried out his limbs. He was stiff, especially his right shoulder, which had taken the brunt of the blows, and his head was still tender. But he felt good, considering. Gemma’s sturdy little body housed a strong Gift.

      The healer was crossing the room almost before he’d moved. She pulled down each of his lower lids in turn, then brushed his hair back and examined the wound before giving a satisfied nod.

      “You appear to be healing well. Are you hungry?” His stomach growled in response and she smiled. “I’ll take that as an aye.”

      He pushed himself up to sitting. “I could eat a whale. But first I must—”

      “Of course.” She stepped around to his less-bruised side and helped him to the water closet. “You’ll be all right, now?”

      “Certo,” he muttered. He was a fada warrior, after all. If his men could see him being coddled by this short, round healer, they’d bust a gut laughing.

      He came out of the water closet to find another healer had arrived—a scrappy young redhead who looked like he’d be more at home in a boxing ring than an infirmary.

      “This is Paddy,” Gemma told him. “He’ll be helping in your care.”

      As Nisio limped across the room, the redhead raised a brow. “A wee stiff, are you?”

      Nisio started to nod then stilled at the pain that shot through his head. “Sim,” he grunted.

      Paddy gave an understanding smile. It was clear he’d been in a few fights, healer or no.

      Gemma bustled back into the kitchen. “We’ll get some food in you,” she said, “and then you can lie down again.”

      They took seats at the oak table. Gemma set a basket of soda bread at the center and served them each a bowl of stew. Meanwhile, Paddy handed Nisio a large glass of water, which he drained immediately; hydration was as important to a water fada as food. He then picked up his spoon and downed the stew with the single-minded focus of a man who hadn’t eaten in almost twenty-four hours.

      As he used a slice of bread to sop up the last of the creamy broth, he caught Gemma looking at him with twinkling eyes.

      He set down the bread. “Thank you. That was delicioso. I mean, delicious.”

      “Delicioso works just fine. A compliment is welcome in any language. I’ll pass it on to the cooks. Would you be wanting a second helping?”

      “Please.” This time he ate more slowly, taking time to appreciate the stew, a savory mixture of fish, potatoes, chopped onions and parsley.

      Paddy eyed him. “What happened, anyway? The word is you were attacked somewhere offshore.”

      Nisio buttered another slice of the bread. “This is true, but I cannot tell you much more. The boat had the scent of humans. There were four—all men.”

      Paddy shook his head. “People are starving. Small wonder the men turn to crime. But why would they attack a solitary fada? The humans around here are used to us—we’ve never had any trouble with them.”

      Nisio lifted a shoulder, dropped it. “Perhaps the men, they thought I was someone else.”

      He had his own idea about who had sent the humans after him—if they’d been humans at all. Fada had ways of disguising their scent. But he was a stranger here—he couldn’t accuse anyone without proof.

      “That’s enough, now, Paddy,” Gemma said as she refilled Nisio’s water glass. “He already spoke to the alpha. He doesn’t need to be telling you his story as well.”

      “I’m just after making conversation,” the other man replied.

      “It’s no problem,” Nisio said. He finished his bread and sat back, replete. “But that is all I know.”

      “You’re healing better than I expected,” Gemma said, “but I’d still like you to stay here until morning. A blow to the head can be tricky. We’ll be waking you every two hours to make sure you haven’t taken a turn for the worse.”

      “All right.” He didn’t want to make the walk back to his own room tonight anyway. His head was hammering again—and he didn’t want to miss Ula.

      He knew he should avoid her—hell, it had been thoughts of her soft, warm body that had distracted him enough that he hadn’t realized his danger until the boat was bearing down on him—but there was no harm in talking, was there? It wouldn’t go any farther. He was too battered for anything else.

      “You’re the healer,” he told Gemma. He rubbed his stiff neck, trying to relieve his aching head.

      “There now. Let’s get you back to bed.” Gemma started around the table to help him, but he waved her off and made his own way back to the cot.

      Gemma watched as he settled himself. “The best medicine right now is sleep. I’ll be back in a couple of hours to check on you.”

      “Thank you,” he replied, careful not to nod. The hammering in his head was growing worse.

      Gemma laid a cool hand on his forehead, and the ache subsided. She eyed him doubtfully. “I don’t like that it seems to be getting worse. But your body can’t take any more right now.”

      “Don’t worry yourself. I’ll be fine.”

      “If it gets any worse, you’ll tell me.” It was an order.

      “Sim.” He could barely keep his eyes open and it was getting harder and harder to remember his English. “But I think,” he said slowly, “that all I need is the rest.”

      “I have some other patients to check, but Paddy will be on duty until Ula arrives.” She nodded to where Paddy was setting the dishes in the sink.

      “Obrigado. I mean, thank you.”

      Nisio knew he should be analyzing the events leading up to last night’s attack. Robbie, Gerrit, Sindre, Isleen…and Ula. Above all, Ula.

      What was he missing?

      But it hurt to think.

      Across the room, Paddy took a seat at the kitchen table. The last thing Nisio heard was the soft slap of cards as the red-headed healer began a game of solitaire, and then he was asleep.
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      Ula gulped down her dinner and then headed out of the great hall.

      Robbie met her at the exit. “Not so fast, Ula.”

      She tensed. “What?”

      He set a hand on her lower back, steering her down the corridor so they were out of sight of the clan. “I want to know why you were in the ocean this morning.”

      “I was out for a swim.”

      “And what else? The truth, Ula. Were you meeting do Rio?”

      Ula raised her chin. “That’s between him and me.”

      Robbie swore under his breath. “You little fool. You’re shaming Gerrit before the whole clan. You’re going to lose him, and it will serve you right.”

      Anger blazed through her. “Fine. If you must know, I was out for a swim—and that’s all. I had no idea Nisio do Rio was even in the bloody ocean. As for me and Gerrit, that’s between the two of us. But hear this, Robbie—I never agreed to his courtship. Besides, he only wants me because I’m the alpha’s daughter.”

      She jerked her arm from his grip and strode away. Behind her, Robbie snarled but didn’t try to stop her.

      In the infirmary, she found Nisio asleep and Paddy O’Leary playing solitaire.

      “Evening, love. Gemma’s with her mate and grandchildren.” Paddy jerked his head in the direction of the healer’s quarters. “She mentioned you’d be coming to sit with our patient.” His lips curved in a knowing smile.

      Ula scowled. Just because she hadn’t mated yet didn’t mean she was desperate. Plenty of fada didn’t mate until they reached their first century, and she was only in her early forties.

      “I’m just wanting to see how he’s doing.”

      “Sure, sure,” Paddy returned easily. “When you save a man’s life, you feel responsible for him, eh?” He rose to his feet and stretched. “If you’re certain you’ll be all right, I’m for my own bed. I’ll be right next door if you have any questions. Get me right away if he has any unusual pain—especially his head. Or if he spikes a fever.” He indicated his quarters, on the opposite side of the infirmary from Gemma’s. “And you don’t have to be sitting with him all night. Gemma and I will be looking in on him from time to time as well.”

      Ula went to the alcove where Nisio was reclining on the cot, his back supported by a couple of pillows. He turned his head to watch as she approached.

      He should’ve looked weak—injured and on his back—but his bruises just made him look more dangerous.

      Wolf-like, his gaze never wavered from hers. A thrill slid over her skin.

      She pulled up a stool beside the cot.

      Nisio shifted onto his side to face her. “I thank you for coming. It is kind of you to take time out of your evening.”

      “Not at all. I wanted to see how you were feeling anyway.”

      “I’m fine. No need to make—how do you say it?—a worry about it.”

      “A fuss?”

      “Sim, that’s it. No need to make a fuss.”

      She concealed a smile. He reminded her of her da and brothers—they hated to admit they weren’t invulnerable. “Very well. I won’t fuss.”

      “Good.” He studied her from beneath inky black lashes. “I am thinking about how you came to find me. Why were you so far out in the ocean by yourself?”

      “You heard what I told my da. I went for a swim.”

      His eyes narrowed. “That is the truth, sim, but I think there is more.”

      She shrugged. “Perhaps.” She wasn’t going to tell him about her vision. He would just turn against her like the rest of the clan.

      He changed tacks. “Your father is right. You should not have been out there with only the wild dolphins for protection.” When she opened her mouth to argue, he raised a staying hand. “I am the proof of that.”

      She raised a brow. “So you’re saying you shouldn’t have been out there alone, either, hm?”

      His mouth quirked. “You have a point,” he conceded. “But I’m a man and you, you’re a mulher…a woman. A very beautiful woman. It is dangerous for you to be out alone.”

      Suddenly the air between them was heavy, electric…like the pause before a thunderstorm.

      Her braid had fallen forward over her shoulder. Nisio reached out a hand to toy with the end. “If you were mine,” he murmured in his deep voice, “I would make sure you remember you are a woman.”

      His hand was just above her bodice. Her chest heaved, and for a moment, the backs of his fingers brushed the top of her breast. Their eyes met and then he withdrew his hand.

      “I’ve heard about you Douro Fada. You keep your women under lock and key.”

      He shook his head. “Not true—our women have much the same freedoms as yours. But we wouldn’t allow a single female to swim on her own so far from base. I think your father wasn’t so pleased either, não?”

      “No,” she admitted.

      “If you endangered yourself, querida, I would certainly have something to say about it, but I’d never lock you up. That would break your spirit, and that I’d never do. No, I would protect you and cherish you as a woman should be”—his finger traced her bodice over her cleavage—“like the heart and soul of the clan you are.”

      She gulped, that single finger igniting a line of fire that burned through the layers of her light cotton dress and chemise. “What does that mean—querida?”

      “Sweetheart,” he said in husky tones. “Dear one…” He wrapped a hand around her braid and tugged her forward.

      “Nisio, wait. You’re supposed to be heal—” She squeaked as he nipped her lower lip.

      “I’m better. And this can only help.” His other hand came to her nape, drawing her closer as his tongue swiped over her lip, soothing it. “Open for me, querida,” he murmured, and somehow her mouth obeyed without her intending it.

      His tongue swept inside, tasting her in slow, voluptuous strokes.

      She closed her eyes. He was a southern man, old-fashioned in his views. A dominant as strong as some of the strongest males in her clan. Worse, he was a mercenary, maybe even an assassin. She should not let him touch her like this. If you gave a man like Nisio a taste, he’d want the whole bloody meal.

      But oh, he made her body hum. Only his hands and mouth touched her, but she felt surrounded by him. His fingers on her nape controlled her, keeping her where he wanted, while his tongue twined with hers in a seductive dance. Warmth slid through her like a lazy summer river, teasing her nipples into hard points, pooling in her lower abdomen.

      When he lifted his head, they were both breathing hard.

      “Deus,” he gritted, “if you knew how I want you, woman. How I did not want to let you go last night.”

      “I know. I know.”

      His mouth moved down the side of her neck, licking and sucking. One hand went to her breast, caressing it through the thin material of her dress, soothing her aching nipple as if he knew exactly what she craved.

      Voices sounded in the hall and Ula stiffened. Whoever it was passed by, but she realized that she’d grabbed Nisio’s shoulders, including the injured one. She released him and moved back as much as his hand on her nape would allow.

      He gave her a long look through hooded eyes before releasing her. “You are right. This is not a good time, sim?”

      She ran a trembling hand down her braid and shook out her dress before sitting back on the stool, this time a good yard away from the bed. She drew a calming breath. “You are better. May I—may I get you anything?”

      His lips curved and she blushed but stared at him steadily.

      His refusal was polite, though. “No, but I thank you. The Senhora Gemma has ordered me to remain quiet. She wants me to sleep but I am not tired.”

      Ula concealed a smile. He sounded like one of her nursery students at naptime. “Well, now, how about if I tell you a story?”

      “I would like that very much.” He gave her a quick grin. “I confess, before I came north, I have never heard of this king—what is his name—Brian Boru?” He rolled both the R’s.

      “You’ve never heard of King Brian?” Her gasp was only partly feigned. “Why, he grew up right here in County Clare. He was the last of the great kings. It was King Brian who united most of Ireland before he was murdered by the Norsemen. Cut down in his tent, the poor man was.”

      “Wait, please.” Nisio took a sip of water and then settled back on the pillows. “Start at the beginning, por favor. I have much time.”
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      “Morning, Ula.” Gerrit O’Brien fell in beside her as she turned down the hall to the infirmary.

      She tensed, but returned a polite, “Good morning.”

      “And where are you off to?”

      She was on her way to see how Nisio had passed the night, but she was damned if she’d answer to Gerrit.

      “I’m off to work,” she said instead, since the nursery was just a few doors past the infirmary. And it was not a lie, as she fiercely informed her stomach when it threatened to rebel, because she was going to work—in a couple of hours.

      She felt Gerrit’s gaze on her. “I’ll walk you there.”

      “As you wish.”

      “So, Ula.” He folded his hands behind his back and paced alongside her like the bloody inquisition. “Robbie tells me it was you who found the Douro fada.”

      “It was.”

      “Did you arrange to meet him?”

      She halted and spun to face him. “Robbie asked me the same thing. And I’ll tell you the same thing I told him—that’s between him and me.”

      He grabbed her arm. “What is that man to you?” he demanded, dark eyes blazing into hers.

      “None of your bleeding business,” she said between gritted teeth.

      “Tell me.” He gave her a shake. “Has he touched you? Because—”

      She raised her chin. “Sod off, Gerrit. I don’t answer to you.”

      He might be higher than her in the hierarchy, but that didn’t give him the right to question her sex partners. Fada males were big and domineering—but the woman always had the right to choose.

      A muscle ticked in Gerrit’s cheek. “Maybe not, but I’m the man who means to have you. And if I find you with that Portuguese bastard again, I’ll make sure that this time he doesn’t find his way back alive.”

      She gasped. “It was you who had him beaten? Why, you son of a—” She swung at him with her free hand, but he caught her wrist.

      “What a spitfire you are.” He was smiling, but she saw the fury—and a lust that made her skin tighten. “I’m not admitting anything, you understand.”

      Her claws pricked at her fingertips. She let them slide out so they were just an inch from his face.

      “I promise you,” she said in a hard voice, “that if I find any proof that you’re behind this, I’ll go straight to my da. Nisio do Rio is our guest—he has the right to every courtesy from the Shannon Clan.”

      “Simmer down, love. I’m not saying it was me who beat him, just that I’m thinking it was a fine idea.”

      “I’m not your love.” She tried to twist out of his grip.

      “No?” His mouth descended on hers, but she hissed and jerked back.

      He growled and trapped her in his arms before smashing his mouth on hers. She stilled and clenched her teeth. He tried to push his tongue inside but she kept her lips pressed tight together.

      When he let her go, the smile was gone from his face.

      She swiped her hand across her mouth. “I hope you enjoyed that, because it’s the last time you’ll be touching me, Gerrit O’Brien. The very last.”

      His face darkened. “I can make you want me.”

      “I never wanted you,” she returned. “Not like that. I’ve tried to be nice about it, but—”

      “I wouldn’t be so quick to toss me aside, love. I’m the man courting you, the only man you’re likely to have. There’s not many who’d mate with a woman like you.”

      “A woman like me?” Goddess, why had she ever given the man the time of day? “Then I’ll just have to live my life without a mate. Because if you dare put your hands on me again, I’ll knee you in the bloody clackers—and then I’ll report you to my da and he’ll cut them off for you.”

      She shoved past him and strode down the hall. When she reached the infirmary, she glanced over her shoulder. He was still there, watching her. She set her mouth and headed inside.

      She was so furious it took a good ten seconds for her vision to clear. She drew a couple of slow breaths and retracted her claws. In the hall, she heard Gerrit’s footsteps receding.

      But gradually, the happy squeaks and snarls she was hearing registered. She blinked.

      Nisio do Rio—the big, hard-eyed Douro River fada—was seated on the infirmary floor playing with Gemma’s twin grandsons. The boys were in their otter forms, and Willie, the more dominant pup, had a red rubber ball in his mouth. The two of them were leaping back and forth over Nisio’s outstretched legs.

      Nisio hadn’t seen her yet. Willie whipped his head through the air and released the ball. It flew toward his brother Mike, but Nisio’s hand shot out, snatching the ball in mid-air. With a growl, the two pups pounced on the much larger male, Nisio chuckling under the onslaught.

      Deep, helpless chuckles.

      Ula gulped. Dear lord, she was in trouble.

      Nisio’s hand emerged and he tossed the ball high into the air. The pups twisted their supple brown bodies in mid-air and raced after it.

      Mike snatched up the ball and raced off with his twin in hot pursuit.

      Nisio gave another low chuckle. Then he caught sight of Ula and rose sheepishly to his feet. She could tell he was still stiff, but he was clearly much better and the bruises on his face were almost gone.

      “Good morning, Senhorita.” He shook his head at the twins, who were now rolling around in a snarling, snapping ball. “They are the young rascals, sim?”

      She grinned. “They are at that. I have that pair in the nursery, and I can tell you they’re a handful—but we all love them just the same.” She glanced around for Gemma. “But should you be out of bed?”

      “He’s following my orders.” The healer entered the infirmary from her own quarters. “I suggested he move around a bit to speed up his healing. Although I don’t recall telling him to roll around on the floor with these scamps.”

      The pups caught sight of Ula and, letting out happy squeals, raced toward her, vying to see who could reach her first. Mike won and dropped the rubber ball at her feet.

      Ula scooped it up and tossed it across the room as she said to Nisio, “I stopped by to see how you were doing, but I can see you’re on the mend.”

      “Much better, thanks to you. I am obliged to you for my life.”

      “Not to worry.” She shot him a grin. “I could hardly have left you in the sea, now could I?”

      “That would’ve been most inhospitable,” he agreed gravely.

      “And we Irish are known for our hospitality.”

      “So I am told.” His silver eyes glinted.

      Gemma cleared her throat and Ula flushed. She’d all but forgotten the healer was in the room.

      “If your headache is gone,” Gemma told Nisio, “you can return to your own room. It’s all right to take walks around the base, and in fact, I would encourage it. I wouldn’t be going anywhere for a few days, though—give yourself time to heal.”

      “I will. The head, it is still hurting, so I will take care.”

      The pups galloped up to drop the ball at Nisio’s feet, but Gemma reached down and collared them by the scruff of their necks. “That’s enough, boys. Mr. do Rio is going back to his own room now, and you need breakfast before I take you to the nursery.”

      The twins plopped obediently onto their haunches, their furry faces identical masks of dejection. Gemma just shook her head at them.

      “If your mama is agreeable,” Nisio told them, “we can play again later.” They squeaked happily in the affirmative, and he gave them each an affectionate rub before turning to Ula. “Walk with me, senhorita?”

      “I’d be delighted.” She gave each of the pups a kiss and followed him into the hall.

      Nisio’s room was a quarter-mile walk through the caverns. The way there led through one of the main halls, and people’s eyes practically bugged out at the sight of Ula strolling with the Portuguese visitor. She sighed inwardly. The Shannon base was your usual small town, with gossip traveling lightning-quick through the clan’s thousand-some members.

      Nisio must’ve noticed, because he kept the conversation impersonal. They discussed the weather—a cold rain was falling, typical for mid-December—and Ula’s work. He smiled when he heard she taught in the nursery.

      “I’m sure the children, they have much love for you.”

      She slanted him a look. “Why do you say that?”

      They entered a less-traveled hall. Nisio flicked the tail of her braid. “Small boys always like the pretty teachers. And the little girls, they look up to you.”

      He thought she was pretty? A warm glow filled her.

      “I enjoy working with the little ones. To them, everything is new, exciting.”

      They turned into the corridor that held the guest quarters. He slanted her a look. “When you entered into the infirmary, you were upset, no? Something has happened?”

      “It did.” She glanced around. The corridor was empty, but someone else could appear at any moment. “Can we talk in your room?”

      “Of course.” He opened the door and ushered her inside.

      As a single man, Nisio had been given a small room with only space enough to hold a table, two chairs, and a simple frame bed. She glanced at the neatly made bed with its two pillows and a plain linen coverlet, and then at Nisio.

      His face was expressionless, but his silver eyes were dark, almost stormy.

      Nisio looked away first. “Take a seat. Please.” He gestured to the nearest chair.

      She swallowed her disappointment and obeyed. Her head told her that he was right; having sex with a man changed things. She’d do well to remember that Nisio was only here for a short visit—and she still didn’t know what the hell he was up to.

      But her animal didn’t care. It wanted to push him down on that soft linen coverlet, crawl on top of him and nip his stubbled jaw, then move her way down his throat, his chest, his flat stomach and―

      Nisio lowered himself onto the other chair and waited for her to speak.

      She ran a hand down her braid. “Right before I came into the infirmary, I ran into Gerrit O’Brien. Do you know the man?”

      “Yes. He’s a big man, with reddish hair.”

      She worried her lower lip. It wasn’t easy accusing a man she’d known her whole life, and her brother’s best friend to boot. “I have no proof, mind, but from what he said, he had something to do with the attack on you.”

      “Ah.” Nisio’s left brow raised but that was all the reaction she could detect.

      “Don’t you understand? I’m pretty sure Gerrit had you beaten. Our men hire humans to help out on the fishing boats and to work our farms, and we buy milk and cheese from the women. Gerrit could easily hire a couple of fishermen to chase you—and he’s one of the clan’s best trackers. If he wanted to find you in the ocean, he could.”

      “I see, yes. In fact, your brother Robbie warned me to stay away from you. He and Gerrit are good friends, sim?”

      Ula was on her feet before she knew it. “Why those bloody, interfering—” She halted as Nisio’s mouth twitched. “Just what is so funny?”

      “You, querida.” He indicated the chair she’d vacated. “Seat yourself. Please.”

      “Fine.” She plopped her bottom back down on the seat. “Just tell me where’s the laugh in being beaten and left for dead.”

      “Nothing.” His smile disappeared. “It is that I appreciate your anger on my behalf. I am not used to a woman taking up my protection.”

      “You’re our guest,” she said. “And besides, neither Gerrit nor Robbie has any right to warn you off.”

      “This Gerrit, he wants you for himself, no?”

      “We’re friends, that’s all.”

      “But he wants more?”

      “He does.” She blew out a breath. “I suppose I should’ve told him straight out when he started to court me, but I didn’t want to lose him as a friend.”

      “So. It seems to me the best thing to do is to tell this Gerrit that you will never be his.”

      “I did. I told him if he touched me again, I’d knee him in the—you know.”

      “I see.” Nisio pressed his lips together, trying not to laugh. “That is not—how do you say it?—a threat that a man takes levemente.”

      “I meant it too.” She gave a rueful grin. “I threatened to tell my da, but I’d rather not. Gerrit isn’t just Rob’s best friend, he’s the son of one of Da’s lieutenants. And to tell the truth, my da thinks I should stay away from you, too. Not that he would condone beating you, mind.”

      “I comprehend. Do not worry, querida. Now that I know this Gerrit is the one, I’ll keep the open eyes.”

      She touched his arm. “Promise me you’ll be careful. Gerrit has a lot of friends—and you’re alone here.”

      “If he tries anything else,” Nisio said in a soft, dangerous voice, “he will be very sorry. This, I promise you.”

      Ula gulped. Maybe Gerrit was the one who should worry.

      Nisio came to his feet and held his hand out to her. “I thank you for telling me this.”

      It was a dismissal. Polite but clear.

      She felt like he’d slapped her face.

      She swallowed and let him help her to her feet. He bowed over her hand, his lips just brushing the fingers. Her whole body tightened. Her gaze slid to the bed again, but the man was still healing—and yet, somehow she knew that even if he were completely well, he’d still be politely showing her the door.

      She released his hand. “Goodbye, then.”

      As she reached for the doorknob, she glanced over her shoulder.

      His gaze was stark. Hungry. As if he wanted to grab her and throw her down on the bed.

      She blinked. “Nisio?”

      His face smoothed out but his hands were fisted at his sides. “Adeus,” he murmured coolly.

      She scrutinized him. He stared back, stone-faced.

      If only her Gift would let her read his mind—now that would be something. But all she had were her fada senses, and those were telling her that he wanted her as much as she wanted him. The man was holding back, but his animal wanted to pounce, and to hell with the consequences.

      Well now, that’s interesting.

      She gave him a sweet smile. His brow furrowed, and that just made her smile widen.

      “Have a lovely day,” she said and slipped out the door.
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      Nisio rose at dawn the next day. A few minutes later he was slipping out of the base and heading into the hills north of the estuary.

      It was a long, uphill trek to the caverns where his men were hiding. An icy wind battered him the whole way, a reminder that the winter solstice was less than two days away. He didn’t feel the cold like a human did, but he was still healing. He tugged his knit cap lower on his head and thanked Deus he’d bought the cap off a local fisherman along with a thick wool sweater and workman’s boots.

      His men were hunkered down in one of the limestone caves that honeycombed this part of County Clare. As he approached, the three men materialized as if from the rocks themselves. But it wasn’t magic. The fada were just very, very good at blending into their surroundings.

      “Bom dia.” Nisio wrapped each man in a bear hug—first Antone, his second-in-command and best friend; then Leo and Manuel. They banged each other on the backs and rubbed cheeks. Their animals needed the touch, and it served to intermingle their scents, showing they were a connected unit, a den.

      His den.

      They moved through the maze of narrow tunnels to the small cave where his men had taken up residence. Three bedrolls were stacked against a wall next to canvas knapsacks which contained the bare necessities—razors, plates and utensils, a change of clothes. A metal coffeepot hung over a small campfire and the scent of fresh coffee filled the cave.

      Nisio stuffed the wool cap into his pocket and held his hands out to the fire. He was chilled to the bone, damn it. Maybe he wasn’t as healed as he’d believed. An hour in the wind and rain shouldn’t leave him shivering.

      “Any coffee left?” he asked Antone.

      His second was a big, dark man with blunt features and shrewd green eyes. Like Nisio, his long hair was pulled back and tied with a leather cord.

      “Here you go.” Antone splashed some coffee in a metal cup and handed it to Nisio.

      “Obrigado.” He took a gulp of the steaming brew as the four of them settled around the fire. It was perfect—bitter and black as a midwinter night. “I haven’t had a decent cup of coffee since we came to Ireland. All they drink is tea.” He shook his head.

      “We looked for you last night.” His second took in Nisio’s stitched head and fading bruises. “When you didn’t show up, we figured you’d run into trouble. Today, I went into the nearest village to see if there was any news of a foreign fada, but the talk was all of some bastards who beat up a man and his wife over ten pounds. We were about to head into Shannon, see what we could find out. But I can see you ran into some trouble.”

      “Sim.” Nisio passed a rueful hand over the stitches. They itched like hell, but he supposed that meant his scalp was healing. “I had no way of sending a message.”

      “So what happened?” asked Antone.

      “You know I intended to swim up the coast to scout the sun fae’s defenses from the ocean? Well, someone was waiting for me. Four men in one of those sailboats used to fish—the kind with oars as well as a sail.”

      His second’s heavy brows drew together. “They were waiting for you?”

      “Either that or they had a hell of a tracker in the boat. Anyway, the cabrãos came out of nowhere. I shifted to dolphin a couple of times, even dove beneath the waves, but they had four big men to row wherever I went. Whenever they got close enough, they beat me with their oars, so I didn’t get a good look at them. The only scent I caught was that of a human.”

      Antone snorted. “A human? Impossible.”

      “I agree. No human could’ve tracked me like they did. Even after I shifted to dolphin and dove deep, the bastards were on me the minute I came back to the surface.”

      “So they had a fada tracker with them.” That was Leo, a wiry man with the hawk-like features of his Moroccan father.

      “I believe so, yes.”

      “Or they had fae help,” Antone said. “But there’s no way the sun fae would know why we’re here. We’ve been careful to blend in.”

      Leo dragged a hand over his cropped brown curls. “And what other fae would want to attack you?”

      “Hell if I know.” Nisio grimaced. His men needed to know the truth for their own safety. “Actually, it could be a Shannon fada. The alpha’s son warned me to stay away from his sister. It turns out that his best friend is courting the woman. I may have looked a little too close at the sister,” he admitted, “but I haven’t crossed any lines. And I should’ve been protected by tradição.”

      Leo blinked. “The alpha’s daughter,” he said in a neutral voice.

      “Sim.” Nisio’s cheeks heated. “Anyway, I had a talk with the sister yesterday and she thinks this friend—Gerrit O’Brien—might have been behind the attack.”

      Antone frowned and shook his head, but didn’t say anything. He didn’t have to. Nisio knew what he was thinking—that Nisio was a fool to jeopardize their mission for a woman, even if she were the sea goddess herself.

      Manuel set his cup on the stone floor. He was a couple of decades older than the rest of them, with deep-set eyes and a square jaw. He didn’t speak much, but when he did, everyone listened.

      “This attack is bad, sim. You’re sure it has nothing to do with the fae?”

      “I can’t be sure,” Nisio replied, “but I believe it is unrelated. I promise I will take care for the next few days.” He looked back at Antone. “So, what have you found out?”

      “I was able to get into the sun fae compound,” Antone said. “You know the fae—their defenses have a hard time detecting us when we’re in our animal form. I went in late one night as an otter. They never even knew I was there.”

      “And?” prompted Nisio.

      “The lady is well guarded.” Antone was careful not to say Isleen’s name. “You’ve seen where she lives—a stone castle enclosed by a wall. I got within the wall but the castle was too well-protected. From everything we’ve learned, her people seemed well-fed, content—but of course, the sun fae can draw on the sun for energy. And the Ériu fae always grew a variety of crops, so the potato blight didn’t affect them much. They just pulled out the crop and put another one in its place. We’re not going to get any help from her clan. They’re happy enough.”

      Nisio nodded.

      Leo went next. He and Manuel had been drinking at the local pub to see what they could learn. “The Irish are poor and hungry. The sun fae lady does what she can, but she’s the only sun fae around with the ability to channel energy at that level. She can’t possibly draw enough energy to keep both her own clan and the humans who live here fed. There are too many people in need.”

      “The Irish don’t blame her, then?”

      Leo shook his head. “They know she’d help them if she could.”

      Nisio moodily contemplated the fire. “It’s as I thought. The woman is too well-protected in her own compound, and the local people are on her side. We’ll have to strike when she’s at the Shannon base. We’ll stick with our original plan.”

      The other three nodded, and he continued, “In fact, I met her last weekend. I was invited to the Ériu’s island—to a fae circle. The lady and I talked, and she asked me to save her a dance at the midwinter bacchanalia. Seems she likes big, dark men.” His lips curved in a self-mocking smile. “She’s interested, I promise you.”

      Hell, he’d been interested right back—a man would have to be dead not to be. The sun fae were the most beautiful of the fae, and, rumor had it, the most sexually inventive.

      He would’ve enjoyed tangling with her, if not for Ula. The woman was driving him crazy.

      Following him around.

      Seducing him with her mix of audacity and kindness.

      Rescuing him, Deus take her.

      The thought of making love to any other woman made him a little sick.

      But he’d do what he had to do. Too many people were counting on the money Sindre was paying him—his men, and the women and children back home. Nisio had sworn they would have the chance to start fresh in another river, and he’d die himself before breaking that promise.

      “You have the potion?” Antone asked.

      He nodded. “The ice fae gave it to me a couple of days ago. It’s hidden in the hills near the base—it was too risky to keep it in my room.”

      “We can attend the baccha—all of us?” That was Leo, their planner.

      “Of course.” Fada around the world had an open invitation to any clan’s bacchanalia. The dark, orgiastic gatherings were where the fada celebrated their connection to their creator, Dionysus. “Wait until after supper, though. By then the party will be at its height. No one will question three more Portuguese fada.”

      “Do we know you?” asked Leo.

      “If someone asks, sim. There’s no point in lying. But don’t volunteer any information.”

      “We’ll split up,” Antone said. “The three of us will each go our own way. We won’t lie, but we can keep quiet about the fact that we all traveled here together.”

      “Agreed.” He turned to Leo and Manuel. “I’ll lure the lady near the exit on the hill, then slip the potion in her drink.”

      They went over the plan one last time. At this large a gathering, the Shannon alpha would probably station a couple of sentries at the usually unmanned land exit. Still, it was the only way out of the base that wasn’t through water, and an unconscious Isleen might drown before they could get her to the surface if they took any of the other exits.

      So Leo would head outside at eight o’clock and keep the sentries busy, using his Arab accent so they wouldn’t connect him with Nisio. Meanwhile, Manuel would create a diversion as soon as Nisio lured Isleen out of the great hall and got her to drink the potion, and Antone would help Nisio get her out of the base. They would hand her off to the ice fae king, take their payment, and leave Ireland immediately after.

      And Nisio would never see Ula again. He swallowed hard.

      “I think we have everything covered,” Leo said. “But keep in mind, nobody suspects us at this point. If something goes wrong, we can always lay low and wait for another chance.”

      “If we don’t act tomorrow, we probably won’t have another chance until spring,” Nisio countered. “You know how the sun fae are—sluggish in the winter. She could hole up in her compound for months. No, it’s tomorrow night or nothing.”

      Leo shrugged. “As you say.”

      Manuel’s square face was unhappy. “I don’t like this,” he muttered.

      “Speak your mind,” Nisio said. “We’re all friends here.”

      “From what I hear, the sun fae lady isn’t bad…for a fae. I don’t mind taking on the fae in a clean fight, but I don’t like this underhand stuff. Potions and such.” He spat into the fire.

      “I understand, amigo, but we’re only the instruments. If we don’t complete our assignment, the ice fae will just hire another assassin.”

      “Sim?” Manuel looked skeptical. “Seems like he’s tried before, else why come all the way to Portugal to hire us?”

      Nisio shrugged. “Who can understand a fae? But the man can teleport. It’s nothing for him to travel a thousand miles. All that matters is he’s paying us in good silver.”

      “Blood money,” Manuel muttered

      Nisio had stuck his feet out to warm them by the fire. Now he drew them in and swung toward Manuel. All three men stilled.

      “If this bothers you so much,” he asked in a hard voice, “why wait until now to bring it up? In fact, why come to Ireland at all?”

      Manuel was no coward. He met Nisio’s gaze squarely. “Because I figured the lady was like most fae, cold-hearted as a snake. But this one, she’s not so bad. It seems to me the snake here is King Sin—” He halted and pressed his lips together.

      “And what do you think he’ll do to me—us—if I back out now?”

      Manuel swallowed. “Fine,” he said glumly. “But mark my words, we’re going to regret this.”

      “Let me worry about that.” Nisio waited to see if anyone else would speak before rising to his feet. “Until tomorrow night, then.”

      Antone walked with Nisio to the cave’s entrance. Nisio thought he was going to continue Manuel’s argument, but he had another bone to pick.

      “Stay away from the sister,” he advised bluntly. “We don’t want any trouble.”

      Nisio bristled. Not Antone, too.

      The other man might have known him since they were both pups, but he was beneath Nisio in the hierarchy of this little den. The dominant animal in him wanted to slap Antone down for daring to question him. But the man knew Antone was right; Nisio had enjoyed those kisses with Ula a little too much.

      And worse, yesterday he’d seen the question in her pretty blue eyes, scented her readiness.

      But he’d been too damn much of a gentleman to take her. He was here under false pretenses, planning to betray the Shannon clan’s hospitality by kidnapping one of their allies.

      He might be a ruthless bastard, but he wasn’t going to involve Ula in whatever might fall on him if something went wrong.

      But he’d paid. By the gods, he’d paid.

      He’d spent last night tossing and turning in his solitary bed. And when he’d finally fallen asleep, he’d dreamt that Ula was under him, her soft, creamy body naked and open to him. He’d sucked her pretty nipples into rosy points and was kneeling between her legs. Her eyes were half-closed, her lips swollen from his kisses. She watched from beneath long dark lashes as he grasped his cock and guided himself toward her soft, wet center…

      He scowled. “You think I don’t know that?”

      Antone’s heavy black brows lowered. “That’s not the point. You know it, all right. But who’s in charge—your brain or your cock?”

      “You know better than to ask me that. I’ll do what I need to.”

      His second dropped his gaze. “You’re right. Forgive me.”

      Nisio jerked his chin. “Until tomorrow.” He dragged the wool cap onto his head and strode out of the cave.

      It was mid-morning now and people were out and about. No matter how he dressed, his big body and olive skin marked him as a stranger; the natives were pale-skinned and freckled, with small, sturdy bodies like the local ponies. He skirted the villages where he could, but even on the farms, people stopped whatever they were doing to stare at him.

      The worst of the famine had passed, but he was appalled at how thin and poor the people were. Their houses barely rated the name—they were small, broken-down hovels built of mud and stone, with maybe a few pieces of sod as a roof. If they’d ever owned any cattle, they’d long since eaten them or sold them to buy what food they could. Even the wealthiest had only a scrawny pig rooting in the front yard.

      Manuel was right about Lady Isleen. Nisio had heard the same stories at Shannon. The sun fae had a gift for growing things, and Isleen was doing what she could to help the locals—but even a fae wasn’t all powerful. There was only so much she could do.

      As he neared the base, he passed a lean-to with one side open to the elements. Two tiny girls, barefoot despite the cold, darted out. They looked like ragged gray birds, their legs skinny white sticks beneath their patched and fraying dresses, their eyes large in hollowed-out faces.

      “Good morning to you, sir,” they chorused, dipping him a curtsy.

      “Good morning,” he returned.

      In the lean-to, a woman even thinner than them was seated on a blanket, staring out at him with the apathy of the starving.

      Reaching into his pocket, he tossed each of the girls a shilling. “Here,” he said gruffly. “Buy your family some bread.”

      Their eyes widened. “Thankee, sir,” the taller one called as they snatched up the coins and clutched them to their breasts.

      They darted back into their mud-and-stone home. “Mam, mam! Look what the big man gave us.”

      Nisio increased his stride. It was the way of the world, he told himself. The weak didn’t survive.

      He hadn’t caused the Great Famine, and he wasn’t the one planning on taking advantage of it. He was simply here to do a job.

      But there was a bad taste in his mouth as he made his way down to the beach. Because if Isleen died, the conditions in Ireland would only get worse.
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      The great hall was a swirl of color and motion. Children shrieked, adolescents flirted and the adults joked and told stories. In the center, a group of musicians was making a wild, raucous sound. Long wooden tables groaned with salmon, two kinds of bread, and bowls heaped high with the last apples of autumn, and an enormous Yule log crackled merrily in an equally enormous fireplace. Above it all, gold and silver fae lights drifted around the cavern like large, festive soap bubbles.

      A group of toddlers including Willie and Mike rushed in Ula’s direction, calling her name, and encircled her in a laughing jumble. The youngest, an adorable mite named Teresa, tugged at her skirt. “Miss Ula, Miss Ula. Play ‘Ring-a-ring o’ roses’ with us. Please?”

      “Hm,” Ula teased, “how does it go again?”

      Teresa placed her hands on her tiny hips. “You know, Miss Ula!”

      Ula chuckled. “Join hands, then.” The little group danced in the circle, shouting the chant at the top of their lungs, before collapsing in a giggling heap.

      Aunt Janette would be happy—the midwinter festival was a resounding success. She even seemed to have forgotten about her fortunetelling booth.

      But no, as Ula and the children rose to their feet, her aunt swooped forward with a blue veil shot with gold thread. “There you are, sweetheart. I set up a booth for you over here.”

      Ula stifled a sigh. But after her mam had died, Janette had taken the grieving twelve-year-old under her wing. She was like a second mother to Ula.

      She handed the little ones off to another adult and followed Janette to the “booth,” a small alcove concealed by a purple velvet curtain. Inside were two stools and a round table on which had been set a fish bowl and a copper urn.

      “Minimum donation is a penny,” Janette informed her. “And remember, everything you collect will go to the parish priest for the widows and orphans.”

      Ula glanced at the goldfish circling the big glass bowl. “Why the goldfish?”

      “Atmosphere. They make a nice touch, don’t you think?”

      Ula rolled her eyes. “You’re mad, you know,” she said as she took a seat on the stool facing the curtain.

      “That’s why you love me.” Janette draped the veil over Ula’s head and gave a satisfied cluck. “Now you look like a Seer.”

      Ula sent her a look through the gauzy blue material. “Send them in,” she said with resignation.

      Janette exited back to the cavern. Ula heard her announcing that the fortune booth was now open, and a minute later, Ula had her first customer.

      She’d been telling fortunes for a couple of hours and was about to call it a day when someone else pushed through the curtain. The hairs on the backs of her arms stirred. She knew it was Nisio even before she raised her eyes.

      “Good afternoon, Senhorita Ula.”

      She leveled a stare at him through the veil. Ever since that kiss in the infirmary, he’d avoided her. At lunch yesterday, he’d even made an excuse to leave when she went to sit at his table. She’d sat down anyway, cheeks hot at the pitying looks she’d drawn, and eaten her lunch alone.

      That’s it, she’d decided.

      Sure, something deep and primal in her was drawn to Nisio—the part that swam far out in the ocean with only the wild dolphins for company, that sometimes wanted to scream at the restrictions hemming her in because she was a female and the alpha’s daughter besides.

      But the man had made it clear he wasn’t interested, and she was too proud to keep pushing.

      “May I?” Nisio dropped a penny into the copper urn.

      She shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

      He took a seat. His wavy black hair was tied back with a cord and his rich blue linen shirt was perfect against his olive skin. He’d shaved, but already his cheeks and jaw were covered with dark bristles, his scar a dangerous slash down the side of his face.

      She tightened her mouth, hating how her heart leapt at the sight of him.

      He stared back, silver eyes glittering with some unnamed emotion.

      She reached for his hand and his fingers closed around hers. “I am not here for a fortune. I am here to say goodbye.”

      “Goodbye? You’re going back to Portugal?”

      “Sim.”

      Her stomach dropped. “Then I wish you safe travels,” she managed to say.

      Nisio swore, low and dark. He came around the table, pulled off the veil and drew her to her feet.

      “The gods know, it is wrong of me to come to you. But I cannot leave without―”

      His mouth came down on hers in a hard kiss. She held herself taut but when his mouth touched hers a second time, she wrapped her arms tightly around him.

      No, something inside her wailed. You can’t go.

      “Why?” she asked, horrified to hear the wobble in her voice. She swallowed and tried again. “Is it because of Gerrit? Because I—”

      “O’Brien?” Nisio asked with an arrogant lift of his brow. “Of course not.” He smoothed his thumb over her cheek. “I have no choice, minha querida. There’s no place for me here. You know that.”

      “But—”

      He stopped her words with another hard kiss. He gripped her firmly, one hand on her bottom, urging her up against his erection.

      Her heart slammed against her rib cage. “Nisio,” she groaned. “We—I…” She shook her head.

      “Hm?” His tongue traced her ear, sending a curl of pleasure through her body.

      “Seamus? Is that you?” A man spoke outside the curtain, reminding her that hundreds of people were milling in the great hall just steps away.

      She turned her head. “We have to stop. Someone might come in.”

      “Sim, sim.”

      She pressed a kiss to the strong brown column of his throat. Already his scent was familiar—hot and male. She was afraid no one else would ever smell so good. “We could go back to your room…”

      He stilled. “Ula—” He caught her wrists and pressed a kiss to each of her palms.

      She shook her head. She didn’t want to hear what was coming. But his expression was apologetic.

      She set her hands on his chest to ward him off—and suddenly, they were back on the island in the grassy hollow, but this time she knew it was Nisio. She was on her knees in the damp grass. He stood above her, his moonlight eyes boring into hers.

      He dragged off his pants and shirt, his gaze on her the whole time, and then knelt on the grass, his hard thighs on either side of hers.

      He caught her wrists and raised her arms above her head. “Mine,” he growled. His big hand traced down her body, shaping her breasts through her dress and then moving lower to cup her mound. “Say it, Ula.”

      Her head was spinning. All she could manage was a whimper.

      Then both of them were naked, and as she watched, he came down over her. She closed her eyes and wrapped herself around him…

      And the scene dissolved and she was back in the alcove with Nisio.

      His eyes narrowed. “What is it?”

      She blinked and shook her head.

      “You have the Sight, don’t you?” His fingers tightened on her shoulders. “The fortunetelling, it’s not a game.”

      “No.”

      “What did you see?” He gave her a shake. “Tell me, Ula. I must know.”

      She gave a helpless shrug. “I—it doesn’t make sense.”

      She couldn’t lie—he would scent it. But the man had just announced he was leaving. She wasn’t even sure her vision was a true Seeing. It might just be wishful thinking, and she refused to humiliate herself by letting him know how much she wanted him.

      “It’s nothing—truly. I’ve been telling fortunes for close to two hours. It’s not good to force my Gift like this.”

      His black brows drew together. “Don’t put me off with half-truths. Tell me.” All the force of his dominance was in his voice.

      She gulped. He was stronger than she’d realized. If Nisio were a member of the Shannon clan, he’d be very high in the hierarchy—right up there with her da and brothers.

      “Ula,” he repeated softly.

      “Fine. I saw you and me, making love. Are you satisfied now?”

      His throat worked. “I’m—it can’t be.” He caressed her shoulders, his face harsh with regret.

      “You think I don’t know that? Don’t worry—everyone knows my Sight is worthless.” She gave a mirthless chuckle. “With my record, it probably means you’ll be making love to another woman by the end of the evening.”

      He shook his head but didn’t deny it.

      Her mouth twisted. She had the bad feeling that was exactly what was going to happen—Nisio and another woman at the baccha.

      She bent to pick up the veil. “Go, Senhor do Rio. It’s been nice knowing you, but as you can see, I’m busy.”

      “Querida—”

      Tears pricked her eyes. She clenched her jaw. She would not cry in front of him. “Just leave,” she said without looking at him. “Please.”

      There was a short silence, and then she felt the curtain move and he was gone.

      Her shoulders slumped. The tears escaped and slid hotly down her cheeks. She sank down on her stool, digging her nails into her palms to keep from running after him.

      The curtain moved and her head snapped up. But it was only Hugh, a kindly old English lake fada who visited Shannon every few years.

      “May I come in, my dear?”

      She scrubbed her hands over her face. She could tell Hugh knew she had been crying, but all he said was, “Perhaps another time would be better.”

      “No.” She dropped the veil over her head and waved a hand at the stool. “Please—sit down.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Nisio hadn’t meant to kiss Ula. Hell, he wasn’t even going to speak to her again.

      But he found he couldn’t leave without saying goodbye.

      He’d watched as she played with the children, his chest tight with the knowledge that it was the last time he’d ever see her. After tonight, he could never return to Ireland. It would be too damn risky.

      Ula had thrown back her head, a smile on her face, her long black hair swinging free. She was wearing a sleeveless party dress made of some pricey fae material that changed colors as she moved, turning from a shimmering green to almost black and then back to green again.

      He hadn’t been able to tear his gaze from her. She was like a hummingbird, full of life and energy.

      He took a deep breath and glanced around to find that half the unmated males were watching her as well. A low growl rumbled in his throat, but he forced himself to remain where he was. The woman wasn’t his, and never would be.

      “We all fall down!” the children screamed. Ula sank to her knees in the middle of the giggling group. Willie and Mike threw their arms around her neck and gave her a two-sided hug that rocked her back on her heels. She just laughed and gathered them closer, pressing a kiss to each of their curly red heads.

      Something knotted in the region of his heart. He brought the heel of his hand to his breastbone, unconsciously massaging the ache. He suspected what that knot meant, but—no. The woman wasn’t his mate. Fate couldn’t be that cruel.

      Ula’s aunt Janette approached Ula, a blue veil in her hand. He was puzzled until he heard someone else say the Gallagan girl was going to be telling fortunes. It was the first he’d heard that Ula was a Seer, although apparently her Gift was only a minor one, and not very reliable. Still, a line had already formed in front of the fortunetelling booth.

      That was it, then.

      He dropped his hand to his side and looked around again. Still no Lady Isleen, but Leo and Manuel had arrived, followed a few minutes later by Antone. Like him, they had on their best clothes—finely-sewn linen shirts in dark blues and greens, worn loose over dark trousers.

      The four of them greeted one another as planned and talked for a few minutes. Then Manuel and Antone wandered off to flirt with a pair of Shannon women whom Nisio had never seen before. He guessed they were from one of the Shannon outposts farther up the estuary.

      Leo headed for the long wooden tables set with food and drink and fell into a conversation with several Shannon warriors. It didn’t take long before Leo had the men grinning. Nisio shook his head wryly. That was Leo; the man could charm the paint off a wall.

      Nisio helped himself to a bottle of ale. He’d acquired a taste for the strong dark beer in the weeks he’d been at Shannon. He took a swig and found a spot along the wall where he could watch the musicians.

      Another hour passed, and still no Isleen. He filled a plate and ate standing up.

      The bacchanal was about to begin. The children had been taken to the nursery for the night, and the fae lights had changed to a dark gold that cast a sensual glow over the crowd. Adults were pairing off in two or threes or even fours.

      The band had swelled to a dozen members—flutes, hand drums, fiddles and even a washboard. A river of music swirled through the cavern, wild and fast.

      Nisio helped himself to a second bottle of ale. He took a sip, and then said the hell with it and drained the bottle. He was a fada, and this was a baccha. His blood was pumping, wild and dark as the music.

      The line for the fortuneteller had dwindled to one person. He glanced around. Neither Gerrit O’Brien or Robbie Gallagan were anywhere to be seen, and Isleen still hadn’t arrived.

      Nisio strolled across the cavern. After all, he reasoned, standing around by himself was more conspicuous than getting his fortune told.

      His animal knew what he was going to do before he did. He pulled the curtain closed behind him and stared down at Ula. She was even more beautiful up close, the green dress setting off her dark blue eyes.

      A man could drown in those eyes.

      “I wanted to say goodbye.”

      “Goodbye?” she repeated. The hurt that flashed over her face made his lungs constrict—and then he was around the table and pulling her to her feet.

      Needing to touch her. Needing to kiss her.

      Just plain needing her.

      “The gods know it is wrong of me to come to you,” he said as he caressed her bare shoulders, “but I cannot leave without—”

      He kissed her once and then again, unable to tear himself away.

      And then Ula went stick straight. He drew back to find her eyes were almost black.

      Panic washed over him. “Ula?” He gave her a small shake. “What is it?”

      She didn’t seem to hear him, just stared through him as if he weren’t there.

      He’d seen the Douro Seer in a trance enough times to know Ula was in the grip of a vision.

      And then she’d snapped out of it and said exactly what he wanted to hear. That she’d seen the two of them, making love. His stomach had lurched. Because he could almost see it himself—him pushing her up against the wall, dragging up her pretty emerald skirt and taking her right there.

      His grip had tightened on Ula. His blood pulsed, thick and hard. A baccha brought out the dark side of a fada. His people called it the Delírio, the Frenzy.

      Touching Ula, scenting her…with the heightened emotions of the baccha, it threatened to overwhelm him. His control was shot to smithereens.

      By the gods, he wanted to fuck her.

      Making love, she’d called it.

      That was a kick in the gut. It was like she was seeing some other, better future—and Deus, he wished it were true.

      It had been the hardest thing he’d ever done, but he’d forced himself to release Ula and step back. Sindre’s vial, in a small pouch hanging from a cord around his neck, knocked against his chest, reminding him of why he was here.

      He pushed blindly through the curtain back into the great hall.

      There was a stir at the entrance. Everyone turned to look as a group of tall, glittering fae swept inside.

      Lady Isleen had arrived.
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      The sun fae lady seemed to draw all the light in the cavern toward her. A shining waterfall of copper hair reached halfway down her back, and her dress was a midnight blue velvet that appeared to have been sewn onto her long, lush body. Her arms and shoulders were bare, exposing the smooth, gold-touched skin that was the mark of a sun fae, and heavy gold jewelry worked into Celtic symbols adorned her throat, earlobes and one slim wrist.

      Nisio stared at Isleen along with everyone else—and wondered why he was so unmoved. She was like a pretty painting, something he could recognize as beautiful but had no desire to touch, let alone bed. But at least she’d left her bodyguard at home. At the dance last week, the tall, black-haired shifter had hovered near Isleen like a wolf guarding its mate.

      Antone caught Nisio’s eye and jerked his chin in Isleen’s direction.

      Nisio cast a last glance over his shoulder at the fortune teller’s booth, then squared his shoulders and started forward.

      Chas Gallagan was welcoming Isleen and her entourage. Gallagan was dwarfed by the two men flanking her, one with midnight hair, the other white-blond, but the Shannon alpha clearly wasn’t intimidated. He said something and Isleen grinned.

      Nisio raised a brow. Such an easy rapport between a fada and a fae was unusual, and he wondered if it would affect his mission. But it was too late to worry about it now.

      With a bow to Isleen, Gallagan strode to the center of the room and waved the band to silence. As soon as he had everyone’s attention, he raised a goblet of wine and announced the official beginning of the midwinter festival and the bacchanal.

      The servers scurried around with trays of wine and whiskey. Nisio helped himself to a shot.

      “And now raise a glass to Dionysus,” Gallagan said in a carrying voice, “as we honor him with drink, song, and”—he winked—“whatever mischief your heart desires. May your neighbors respect you, your troubles neglect you, and the angels protect you. Sláinte!”

      “Sláinte,” the crowd roared back, and everyone drank deeply.

      “A bit too many fae here for my liking,” muttered his nearest neighbor, a silver-haired female with a round dumpling of a body and blue eyes that looked like they missed nothing.

      Nisio nodded. “They’re happy enough to show up at our parties, but…” He moved a shoulder.

      The band launched into another song, this one even louder and wilder than the previous. Before Nisio could make a move toward Isleen, Gallagan’s second approached to ask her to dance.

      Nisio fingered his scar. He itched to get this over with, but the hunter in him knew it was best to bide his time. He deliberately turned and smiled at his neighbor, who had snagged a bottle of whiskey.

      She poured herself a shot and held the bottle near his glass. “More?”

      “That would be most kind of you.”

      She poured him a hefty portion and then clinked her glass to his. “Now aren’t you a fine figure of a man?”

      His mouth quirked. “Thank you, senhora. Nisio do Rio, at your service.”

      “At my service?” The old woman tossed back her whiskey with a wicked grin. “If only that were true.”

      It took a second for Nisio to understand what she meant. His cheeks heated. “I—Senhora—”

      She chuckled. “Call me Mistress Aednat. And don’t trouble yourself, man. I know you’re not for an old woman like me. But our Ula, now that’s a fish of another color.”

      “I have the greatest respect for Senhorita Ula,” he said stiffly.

      “Sure you do.” Aednat glanced around as if losing interest in the conversation, then sent him a sharp look from beneath wispy silver brows. “And if she wants more?”

      He tossed back his shot and set the glass on a nearby table. “Unfortunately, I must leave in the morning.”

      “Too bad. I knew Ula when her mam was still alive, you know. Sorry business, that. Ula should’ve got training for that Gift of hers. It twists her up inside, not knowing when to trust herself.”

      “I believe the senhora died when Ula was young,” he murmured to keep her talking. There was some mystery behind the Gallagan woman’s death—a mystery related to Ula—and even with him leaving tomorrow, he wanted badly to know the whole story.

      “Caught in a storm, poor dear. The kind of storm no one can fight. The waves threw her against the cliffs north of here. Her body was battered something fierce. And the worst of it is, they say Ula foresaw it, but she didn’t have control enough over her Gift to save poor Nessa from dying.”

      Nisio closed his eyes. “Ah.”

      The old woman shook her head. “That’s when the whispers started about young Ula. That she’s too fae. Her mam was a quarter fae, you know. People had a hard enough time accepting her, but her offspring were all normal enough—until Ula. People say she doesn’t belong in our clan.” She shook her head. “You have to admit it’s rare to have a fada Seer.”

      So that was why the Shannon people were so wary of Ula. It was bad enough that she had a fae Gift, but on top of that, she had no training in the use of it. A vision that couldn’t be properly interpreted was worse than no warning at all. Who wanted to know something was about to happen, but not how or when?

      And yet that hadn’t stopped the Shannon clan from lining up to have their fortunes told. Nisio mentally shook his head. Typical—people both feared the future and craved to know it.

      To Aednat he said, “I grew up with a Seer. She has a strong Gift, and my clan has benefited from it.”

      “Is that so? If only you—” She shook her head.

      “What?”

      “Could take her back to Douro for training.”

      “Impossible. The alpha—he would not allow it.”

      “So you would take her if you could?” Aednat’s blue eyes were shrewd.

      Nisio swallowed. But before he could reply, the older woman looked past him and her face blanked.

      “My lady.” She curtsied and faded back.

      Behind Nisio, a husky voice murmured, “Senhor do Rio, how nice to see you.”

      With a nod at Aednat, who was scowling at him now, Nisio turned to face Isleen. “My lady.” He bowed over her hand. “The pleasure is all mine.”

      “I’m here to claim that dance you promised.” The sun fae cast him a flirtatious look from beneath long copper lashes. “You haven’t forgotten, have you?”

      “Not at all,” he replied truthfully. “In fact, I’ve thought of nothing else.”

      She chuckled and allowed him to lead her onto the dance floor. The band was playing a waltz. Isleen set her hands in his. They started the correct distance apart, but tonight, no one was following the rules. Nisio drew her closer and she came willingly until her breasts brushed his chest.

      Sun fae had hot, fast metabolisms. He felt the heat of her body all along his—but remained unmoved. She could’ve been his sister.

      Even so, he felt like a damn gigolo. He eased Isleen back to the correct distance. She raised her brows but didn’t say anything.

      Out of the corner of his eye, he saw two sun fae males frowning in his direction. But Leo was already on the move. Within minutes, he had them grinning at something he’d said.

      The music grew louder, faster. Nisio was a large man, but he had a fada’s animal grace. He spun with Isleen in easy circles, her velvet skirt swishing around their legs. She tilted back her head and laughed up at him.

      He gazed back unsmiling, his discomfort increasing. He knew he should play the game—it wasn’t wise to offend a fae—but this was wrong. Lady Isleen might be a fae, but she was also a woman, and Nisio had been raised to honor and protect women. His pai would be furious if he knew what Nisio was up to.

      And worse, he was betraying Ula.

      Guilt congealed in his stomach like a big, hard rock.

      He shot a glance at the alcove where Ula was telling fortunes. Thank Deus, the curtain was closed.

      The waltz seemed endless, but at last the final notes sounded. As the musicians launched into a new melody, Nisio steered Isleen to one side of the hall and bowed over her hand.

      “I thank you for the dance, my lady.”

      “Oh, call me Isleen.”

      “Isleen,” he repeated. “May I get you something to drink? A glass of wine, perhaps?”

      She inclined her head. “That would be lovely.”

      He gave her his arm, and they strolled to a small table where a server was dispensing wine in heavy glass goblets.

      Nisio’s heart thumped. This was his chance. It was almost too easy. He simply had to grab a bottle of wine and invite Isleen to his room. Her entourage was busy either talking to Leo or dancing. It would be a simple matter to drug her and spirit her out of the base.

      He was steeling himself to do it when a tiny sound made him turn his head. Ula was standing a few yards away, a plate of food in her hand, her face stricken.

      He gulped. The rock in his stomach expanded until it pressed against his lungs. For a few seconds, he couldn’t breathe.

      “Nisio?” Isleen looked from him to Ula, and then she smiled—a toothy smile that sent a trickle of ice down his spine. “Ula, how nice. Why don’t you join us, sweetling?”

      Ula’s mouth worked. She shook her head, and with a muttered apology to Isleen, set her plate down on the nearest table and started pushing her way through the crowded cavern to the exit.

      “I frightened the poor thing,” Isleen murmured. Nisio wasn’t sure if that made her sad—or glad.

      He glanced at her distractedly. “I beg your pardon, my lady, but I must—” He gave a polite little bow and started after Ula, who was already halfway to the exit.

      But Nisio was a hunter. With his Gift came the ability to see paths where no one else would, like a chess player who could plan ten moves ahead. With one sweeping glance, he plotted a route through the crowd that would have him intercepting Ula before she could leave the great hall.

      But he hadn’t counted on the Delírio. He had almost caught Ula when a pair of intertwined fada blundered into him, so wrapped up in each other they didn’t even see him.

      Ula shot him a wild-eyed look and darted out the door.

      Nisio swallowed a curse. He detoured around the intertwined pair and hurried after her.

      He had to speak to Ula. Had to make her understand.

      As he entered the corridor, she turned into one of the narrow, less traveled halls that branched off the main route. He reached her in a few long strides and pulled her to a halt.

      “Ula, wait.”

      “Get away from me,” she hissed and tried to jerk her arm from his grip.

      He turned her so that her back was to the stone wall with him blocking her. “Please—I wish to explain.”

      She stared at him, white-faced. “There’s nothing to explain. It’s a baccha. You’re free to bed anyone you bloody well please. Now if you’ll just let me go—” She made to go around him, but he shifted to stop her.

      “Por favor, Ula—” Frustrated at his inability to reason with her in English, he dragged her into his arms. She twisted wildly, biting and scratching at him like an enraged cat until he got hold of her wrists and pressed her against the wall.

      She glared at him. “Let. Me. Go.”

      “Querida, please. Don’t—”

      “Don’t what?”

      “Don’t…fight me,” he said lamely.

      She turned her head to the side. “Just let me go.”

      He brushed his lips over her cheek. The skin was as smooth and creamy as a magnolia petal. “Not until you forgive me. The last thing I wanted to do was hurt you. I swear Isleen means nothing to me. It’s you I want.”

      “Fine,” she said without looking at him. “I forgive you—now let me go.”

      He stared at her set face. She was right—he had to let her go. All that was left was to say goodbye.

      Then a tear slid down her cheek and something in him split wide open. In that moment, he knew he would never have gone through with it.

      Not just because Isleen was a woman and when it came down to it, he couldn’t bring himself to harm her—although that was part of it.

      And not just because he’d be betraying the Shannon alpha, who’d opened his home to Nisio and treated him like a member of his own clan, although that was also part of it.

      But because of Ula.

      “Minha querida.” He kissed the tear from her cheek. “My sweet.”

      “Go to Hades.”

      “You’re right to hate me. I’m a cabrão, a bastard.” He pressed kisses to her jaw. He was still holding her wrists, but she was no longer fighting him.

      “Nisio,” she said in a taut voice.

      He loosened his grip, expecting her to push him away.

      But instead, her breath sighed out “You are a bastard. A goddamn bloody bastard. But I don’t hate you.” She threaded her fingers through his hair and kissed him.

      He froze, stunned. Her tongue searched the seam of his lips, sending warm trickles of delight over his skin.

      “Nisio,” she said again and nipped his lower lip.

      He snapped into action, gathering her close and kissing her back, long and deep. Tasting her. Learning her.

      She moaned into his mouth and undulated her hips against him. His cock swelled and thrust against the buttoned placket of his pants.

      His hands roamed over her body—the indentation of her waist, the honeyed curve of her hips. He squeezed her ass through the rich fabric of her dress, enjoying how her breath hitched. One strong leg wrapped around his hip. He rocked his pelvis against hers, and she moaned again and tightened her grip on his hair.

      He was impossibly hard, her scent filling his senses like a drug. “Ula,” he said in Portuguese, “I have to be in you. I—”

      “Yes,” she said, “yes,” and he knew she was giving permission even if she didn’t understand the actual words.

      Her hands came down to cup his face, and then she jolted and released him so abruptly he took a step backward.

      Her spine snapped straight and her eyes rolled back in her head. An eerie blue-and-gold energy crackled around her, raising her hair so that it danced around her face.

      He stared at her, awed and a little afraid. The level of energy was easily five times that of Douro’s Seer.

      How did the Shannon clan not recognize what a powerful Seer they had in their midst?

      Ula’s eyes turned a deep, scary navy. She focused on Nisio.

      “By the Sea Goddess,” she croaked. “You’re here to kill her.”

      “Que?” In his confusion, he spoke in Portuguese, but she understood.

      “The lady.” Her voice had the hollow ring of a Seer. “You mean to kill her. With some kind of potion.”

      “No.” He swallowed. “You do not understand—”

      But Ula was rabbit-quick. Before he realized what she was doing, her fingers darted inside his shirt and she withdrew the vial from its pouch.

      She held it up between two fingers. Within the thick glass, the white liquid twisted and writhed like a living thing.

      “With this.” Her face was stark with horror. “This is why you’re here. I saw it. The lady—she was on the floor of the great hall. A white mist was coming from her lips, and you were standing over her.”

      “I—”

      She didn’t even hear him. Her gaze turned inward. “My da’s warriors grabbed you, forced you to your knees. And then my da grabbed you by the hair. Oh, Goddess…” She put her hand to her throat. “My da, he had a dagger up against your throat. And you weren’t fighting him. You just said you were sorry. I tried to stop him, but he…”

      She gulped and trailed off. When she raised her eyes to him, they swam with tears.

      Nisio swore. “Give that to me.”

      She clutched the vial to her chest and backed away from him.

      He stalked forward, grabbed her wrist and pried open her fingers. She tried to resist but he was too strong for her. As soon as he had the vial, he tucked it back into its pouch and hid it in his shirt again.

      Ula was back to normal, although shivering with reaction.

      “Sweetheart.” He tried to take her in his arms, but she shrank back against the wall.

      “Don’t. Touch. Me.” She opened her mouth and he knew she was going to scream.

      “Wait.” He raised a hand. She flinched and he growled, “Damn it, I will not hurt you. Only, listen to me. It is not supposed to kill her—only put her to sleep.”

      Ula moved her head slowly from side to side. “You’re wrong. I saw the lady die. She—a white mist was rising from her mouth. And you—you were the one who did it.”

      “No. That cannot be.”

      But she was so certain—and he’d felt the power in her.

      A buzzing filled Nisio’s ears.

      Could Sindre have set him up as a scapegoat? It fit, damn it, including why the king had come a thousand miles south to hire a Portuguese fada. There was nothing to link Nisio and his men to the ice fae—hell, before last month, none of them had ever even seen an ice fae. If he, Nisio, administered the poison, the blame would fall entirely on him. The Shannon fada—and the Ériu Sun Fae—would never let him leave here alive. They’d probably hunt down his men, too.

      His stomach twisted. Fucking fae.

      He should’ve known better than to trust one to deal honestly with a fada. To the fae, fada were on about the same level as the Irish were to their landlords.

      Ula’s eyes narrowed. “Even if you don’t intend to kill her, why do you want to put her to sleep?” Understanding dawned. “Of course. That’s why you’re here—to kidnap the lady.”

      People were coming down the hall. He seized her hand. “We can’t talk here. Come with me.”

      “No.” She dug in her heels. “Get away from me or I’ll—”

      He dragged her close. He had to keep her quiet. The Shannon people might not take her Gift seriously, but all she had to do was demand they search him and they’d find the potion.

      “If you scream,” he gritted in her ear, “your father’s men will beat the hell out of me and toss me in the ocean—if they don’t slit my throat right here and now. Is that what you want?”

      “I won’t let you hurt Lady—”

      He clapped a hand over her mouth. “Do not say her name. Compreende?”

      Ula blinked up at him, her eyes dark with distress, but gave a jerky nod.

      “Well?” He raised his hand an inch. “Are you going to call for help?”

      Time seemed to stop as they stared at each other.

      He dropped his hand and stepped back. The choice was hers. If she screamed, he’d deal with the consequences.

      The voices came closer. A trio rounded the bend—two men and a woman. Ula looked from him to them and then slumped against the wall. She shook her head without speaking.

      He blew out a breath and set a hand on the wall next to her. “Kiss me.”

      He brushed his lips over hers. Her mouth hardened, but she allowed him to do it.

      One of the men gave a knowing chuckle as the trio passed by. On another night, the men might have questioned seeing Nisio with the alpha’s daughter, but tonight they just laughed.

      As their steps faded away, Nisio lifted his head. Ula stared back at him. From the great hall, the drumming grew louder—a deep, insistent beat that set up an answering thrum in his blood.

      Ula was still furious and upset, and he’d only kissed her to blend in. But he couldn’t help responding. His cock hadn’t gotten the message that she was off-limits.

      She was feeling it too. Her cheeks were flushed, her lips parted.

      He rocked his hips against hers. Lightly but insistently. He had to do that much or go right out of his skin.

      He speared his fingers in her soft black hair without taking his gaze from her. “Ula?”

      Her throat worked. “Damn you,” she whispered.

      But it wasn’t a no and they both knew it.

      He pressed his body against hers. Deus, she felt good—all soft curves and warm woman. She instinctively widened her stance and he stepped into the space she made, grinding himself against her belly with a hunger that was part-Delírio, but mostly the ache that had been gnawing at him since the day they’d met.

      He drew her head back and set his mouth to the tender skin of her throat. He nipped her and then sucked hard. Putting his mark on her.

      Ula made a small, aroused sound. Need roared through him. He forgot everything—Isleen, Sindre, even his men—as he dragged up her skirt. The hall was dark and little-traveled, and it was the baccha. He was going to finally have her, and to hell with anything else.

      He slid his fingers through the silky hair of her mound, searching out her sex. She was hot and wet. He caressed her plump lips, teased her swollen little bud.

      “Nisio,” she said in a jagged voice. Sharp nails dug into his shoulders.

      He lifted his head to smile down at her. “You like that.”

      Her lids were half-closed, her thick black lashes curling over her cheeks. “Mm.” She lifted her face, seeking his mouth.

      His breath shuddered in. He kissed her, a deep, open-mouthed kiss, while his fingers kept up a slow, teasing rhythm between her thighs.

      Footsteps sounded in the corridor again. Antone, by the scent.

      Nisio’s animal was too aroused to quit now. He rumbled a warning without breaking the kiss, although he did withdraw his hand from between Ula’s thighs and tug down her skirt.

      Antone jostled his shoulder. When Nisio turned his head to snarl at him, he said, “Excuse me,” and then his hard face split in a smile of welcome. “Do Rio! Well met.” He stuck out a hand.

      Nisio just stared at him.

      His friend switched to Portuguese. “What the fuck are you doing?” he demanded, still with that wide smile.

      Nisio blinked, and then with a tremendous effort, lifted himself off Ula and, keeping one arm around her, shook the other man’s hand.

      “Antone,” he said in English. “What brings you this far north?”

      They exchanged a few words, and then Antone jerked his head in the direction of the great hall. “So what happened?”

      Nisio gave an imperceptible shake of his head. Aloud, he said, “We were just—” He looked at Ula and shrugged.

      “Nisio?” She looked from him to Antone. “Who is this?”

      Manuel rounded the corner, carrying four knapsacks.

      Ula’s spine went rigid. “These are your men, aren’t they? What’s going on?”

      “Calm yourself. I can explain.” Glancing at Manuel, he switched to Portuguese. “She’s coming with us. Get her a shawl or a cloak.”

      Manuel set down the knapsacks and slipped away.

      To Antone, he said, “She knows everything—about the potion, why we’re here.”

      “How?”

      “She has the Sight. She saw most of it, then found the potion and guessed the rest.”

      His friend cursed. “Hell, you’re right. She’d better come with us—at least until we can decide what to do with her.”

      Nisio snarled. “You won’t touch her.”

      Antone glared back and for a long moment, they were locked in a silent battle of wills. Then the other man dropped his gaze. “By Dionysus and all the gods,” he muttered, “I hope you have a good reason for this.”

      “She’s my mate.”

      His friend’s jaw dropped. “The hell she is.”

      Ula was looking from him to Antone. She set a hand on Nisio’s chest, her scowl rivaling Antone’s. “I want to hear that explanation, now.”

      “Of course, minha querida. In one moment.”

      He urged her down the hall toward the land exit as Antone followed with the knapsacks. Behind them, Manuel trotted up with a wool shawl.

      Nisio’s gut roiled at what he was about to do, but his heart was singing. This woman was his. He hadn’t intended for this to happen, but since it had, he was going to take advantage of it.

      He was stealing Ula Gallagan.
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      Nisio herded Ula up the stairs along with the other men. Large, hard-faced men who were obviously from his clan.

      She was still reeling from her vision and that kiss…if you could call it a kiss. Another minute and he’d have been taking her there against the wall—and she’d have let him.

      Her cheeks heated. What was it about the man that sent her common sense flying out the window?

      The three men were speaking in rapid-fire Portuguese. They stopped on the first landing so Nisio could wrap the shawl around her. He draped part of it over her head so that her face was concealed. The three men shouldered on their knapsacks and then Nisio put an arm around her shoulder and hurried her up the next flight.

      When she realized what was happening, she dug in her heels, but he tightened his grip so he was practically carrying her up the steps.

      “What are you doing?” she gritted. “You have to be stark, raving mad if you think I’m going anywhere with you.”

      He didn’t stop. “I promise I will explain to you. But I must leave this place—now. If you can wait a few minutes, por favor?”

      “No!”

      They had reached the last landing before the exit. She managed to jerk out of his grip. When he reached for her, she backed into a corner. “Why should I trust a man with so little regard for my clan that you were after killing a fae in our very own caverns?”

      He scowled. “I told you that the potion, it is not to kill the lady.”

      “Then what is it supposed to do?”

      “Make her sleep.”

      “And then what?”

      “I have made a contract with the ice fae king.”

      “Sin—” She clapped her hand over her mouth before she spoke his name.

      “Yes. And he is close.”

      She gulped. She’d never met the ice fae king, but she’d heard stories. Sindre was a cold, cold man. The last thing she wanted was to attract his attention.

      “Bloody hell, what were you thinking?” She drew a furious breath. “I don’t care if it was only supposed to put her to sleep. This is the winter solstice, the time when a sun fae’s power is at its weakest. If you hand the lady over to him, you might as well slit her throat and be done with it. The king’s been trying to take over the Ériu clan’s territory since before I was born. But I’m telling you, whatever is in that vial won’t just put her to sleep. It will kill her.”

      “I did not know this about the king,” he admitted. “Not before I came to your country. But how do you know your Sight, it is a true one? I’m told your Gift is weak and not to be trusted.”

      “But I saw it like I was right there. I’ve never Seen so clearly before. And the energy—” She faltered and dropped her eyes. “It was so clear…”

      Could she trust her Sight? She’d been wrong before.

      Most of the time, any visions she had were a quick glimpse, like the twitch of a curtain—so quick she couldn’t always be sure she’d even Seen anything.

      But this time it had been as if the curtain had been ripped right off. She could still see Isleen, lying like a broken doll on the floor of the great hall, her copper hair spread out around her and a poisonous white mist rising from her lips—and Nisio stood over her, mouth open in shock, holding a small vial from which rose the same white mist.

      And then a half-dozen Shannon warriors had rushed at Nisio from every direction.

      He hadn’t even tried to evade them, just sent Ula a resigned, sorrowful look as they forced him to his knees.

      Ula shuddered and wrapped her arms around her stomach. No, she couldn’t take a chance that what she’d Seen wasn’t true. Because if she was right, not only Isleen would die, but Nisio as well.

      She lifted her chin. “Maybe it’s not exactly what would—or will—happen. I’d be the first to admit my visions are hard to interpret. But you said yourself you’re working for the ice fae—and I saw with my own eyes that white liquid you’re hiding beneath your shirt. So it’s not just my Sight telling me you’re up to no good.”

      Footsteps sounded in the hall below them. They all froze.

      “Enough,” Nisio said in a low, hard voice. His eyes went night-glow, the silver blazing into hers, his animal to the fore. He clapped a hand on her mouth and crowded her into the corner. “We’re leaving, and you, you are coming with us. Compreende?”

      Ula’s heart thumped warily. He was using the full force of his dominance against her again—but she was damned if she’d let the man railroad her into this.

      “And if I refuse?” she said around his hand.

      The footsteps went past. Nisio lifted his hand. “Then call for help.”

      She moistened her lips. She knew she should do it. He was a mercenary, here to kidnap Lady Isleen—an act that could drag her clan into a war with the Ériu fae. Festivals like the midwinter bacchanal were neutral zones. If Isleen disappeared from Shannon, the Ériu clan would be out for blood.

      But Ula had had two visions tonight, both strong. And in that first one, Nisio had been her lover. Maybe even her mate.

      “Mine,” he’d said. And she’d opened to him eagerly, wanting with her whole heart and soul to belong to him.

      She swallowed hard. If only she knew what to do. She was afraid to trust her Gift, and yet tonight, it had seemed so clear—so true.

      Nisio touched her cheek. “Well, querida?” His tone was softer now, but his every muscle radiated determination. Still, he was giving her a choice—and that meant something.

      She nodded tightly.

      He expelled a breath and urged her the rest of the way up the stairs.

      They reached the heavy oak door and the powerful ward which guarded it. But of course, the ward only served to keep danger out. It wouldn’t do a bloody thing to stop the three men from leaving—and taking her with them.

      The man called Antone eased the door open a crack. He quickly pulled it shut.

      “There’s someone out there,” he reported. “A couple of Shannon men.”

      Nisio wrapped a hand around her nape. “Promise me you’ll be quiet. You can’t say a word—all right?”

      She gripped his arm. “You don’t have to do this, Nisio. If you destroy the potion and let me go, no one will ever know what happened. I promise I won’t tell anyone.” That much she could do for him.

      Antone turned hard green eyes on Ula and growled something in Portuguese. She didn’t need a translation to guess he was not in favor of taking her along with them. In fact, she had a feeling he wouldn’t mind eliminating her altogether.

      She gulped as Nisio snarled something at his subordinate. Antone’s scowl would’ve dropped a lesser man in his tracks, but he subsided.

      Nisio stroked Ula’s cheek with his thumb. “Decide, Ula. You will not be harmed, no matter what. This I swear on the grave of my avó, the mother of my mother. But I want you to come with me. Give me the chance to explain.”

      He meant it. His scent had the freshness of truth. For the hundredth time, Ula wished her Gift wasn’t such a slight one, that she could see what would happen instead of these maddening glimpses and premonitions. But that vision of Lady Isleen’s death hadn’t been a mere glimpse—and something told her that she had to stay with him, that any other decision would result in his death, and maybe even Lady Isleen’s.

      She saw again her da with his dagger to Nisio’s throat and swallowed sickly. “Damn you, Nisio. That explanation had better be a good one.”

      His eyes lit up as if the sun had touched the river-gray. “Thank you.” He pressed a kiss to her lips and then drew the shawl tighter around her face.

      Another man ran up the stairs, slimmer than the other three, with high cheekbones and a goatee. When he saw Ula, his dark brows shot so high they almost touched his hairline.

      “Ah,” Nisio said. “Leo. You are needed.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11

          

        

      

    

    
      Nisio eased the oak door open. All his planning had been for nothing. He should be sick over it, but instead, he was more at peace than he’d been in weeks. He knew he’d made the right decision.

      And Ula was with him, at least for now. He still had the chance to make this right. No midwinter gift could’ve been better.

      He glanced at her. Bundled in the coarse gray shawl, she should’ve looked plain, but instead, the drab wool made her ocean-colored eyes and creamy skin seem to glow.

      He was certain that she was his mate. The knot in his chest was pulsing now, a bud ready to flower.

      He was also certain that she didn’t know yet. But she apparently sensed something, because she was giving him the benefit of the doubt when they both knew that one scream would’ve brought her whole clan down on him and his men.

      He squeezed her hand, and then gestured for her, Manuel and Antone to stay back while he and Leo slipped out the door. The rain had finally stopped, leaving the sky a moonless black pricked by hundreds of bright stars. Beneath his feet, the grass was spongy.

      A few yards away, Leo hailed the men and immediately engaged them in a spirited discussion of the merits of the thoroughbred versus the Arabian. Leo’s Gift was a type of chicanery, allowing him to mimic accents like a native—unusual for a fada, but useful. Now he sounded more Arab than a sheik. The sentries would never guess he was Portuguese.

      Meanwhile, the Shannon men fervently defended the Irish thoroughbred. One of them glanced over his shoulder, but when he saw it was just Nisio he turned back to Leo, who was waving his hands to make a point, his sharp features animated.

      Antone and Manuel slipped around Nisio like two ghosts and with a single blow each to a critical pressure point, dropped the two men where they stood.

      Ula had followed the men out. She drew a sharp breath.

      “Be easy,” Nisio murmured. “My men know what they’re doing. They’ll sleep for a few minutes, that’s all.”

      Leo quirked a brow at Ula. “She’s coming with us?”

      Nisio nodded as the other two men came up to stand on either side of them. “We have to leave—now—before he guesses something went wrong.” He didn’t need to say who “he” was.

      King Sindre was either nearby or arriving any minute. They’d agreed to meet him in an abandoned farmhouse a half-mile east of where they were now.

      Leo didn’t waste time arguing. “This way,” he replied—pointing west toward the village and the ocean. “To the water.”

      Nisio nodded. The ocean was their territory. They could change to their animals and blend in with the other sea creatures. Not even a powerful fae like Sindre could track them beneath the water.

      Leo led them downhill and into the little fishing village that hunkered near the busy Shannon harbor. Before they entered, he and his men donned the gear in their knapsacks, rigging themselves out like local fisherman—dark sweaters and caps, simple wool trousers, and boots.

      The village was eerily silent, its cobblestone roads empty. Smart humans stayed inside on midwinter eve, avoiding the dark creatures who were especially powerful on the longest night of the year. A few adventurous—or black—souls had wangled an invitation to the baccha, but the rest had barricaded themselves in their homes, doors and shutters locked tight.

      Leo took them off the main road, threading his way through a series of muddy back alleys. They moved at a trot, but it still wasn’t fast enough for Nisio. Sindre could ’port from place to place, a powerful Gift in itself. But a fae king would have more than one Gift, and Nisio had no idea what else the man could do.

      Nisio sensed a shift in the air. Sindre had arrived at the agreed-upon meeting place. He didn’t know how he knew that, but he did.

      A cold dread pricked his nape. He shot a look over his shoulder, but the street was empty save for the shadows that gathered in every nook and cranny. He exchanged a glance with his men and they increased their speed.

      There were fae who could move so quickly they were practically invisible. Others could walk in a man’s shadow so you didn’t know they were there until you felt a hand on your shoulder—or a knife in your back.

      Deus, what were they thinking? It was insane to go up against Sindre. Even four fada warriors wouldn’t be a match for a powerful fae like the king.

      The others were equally uneasy. Even Ula had stopped demanding an explanation and was hurrying along with the rest of them. Their steps grew faster and faster until they were running.

      “This way.” Leo turned north, leading them behind a church and through a graveyard. They halted beneath a pair of immense ash trees. The bare branches rattled above them as a hundred feet away, something dark rushed down the alley they’d just left. They heard the faint but clear thud of hooves against the mud. But no horse could run that swiftly and silently.

      They exchanged glances. “What the devil was that?” whispered Manuel.

      Ula shook her head. “I’m not sure,” she mouthed back, “but I’m fearing it’s a púca.”

      Nisio muttered a curse. He had the bad feeling that Sindre had employed the púca to track them. The shapeshifting horse had a fada’s ability to scent prey. Or maybe it was Isleen’s bodyguard, out for blood.

      “We have to get out of here before they realize they’ve lost us and come back.” Nisio looked at Antone. “What about your cave in the hills?”

      His friend shook his head. “It’s not safe. Last night, we caught a whiff of some other fada.”

      “From Shannon?”

      Antone lifted a big shoulder, let it drop. “We didn’t wait around to see, just packed up our things and spent the night in a barn with a dried-up, skinny cow. The poor thing hid our scent, at least.”

      Antone’s blunt features were expressionless, but Nisio could guess how fun that had been.

      “Then where?” He glanced at Ula. Her body was rigid with apprehension.

      His throat tightened. In the base, he’d been sure that he had to bring her with him, that it was the only way to both save his men and claim his mate. But now he hated himself for dragging her into danger along with them.

      Suddenly fine hairs all over his body stood straight up and his scar started itching like crazy. He scrubbed a hand over his face.

      “He comes closer,” he muttered. “We have to hide.”

      “But where?” Antone asked.

      They exchanged a look. They were trapped in this small town, too far from the water.

      It was Ula who moved first. “This way.” She pointed in the direction from which they’d come, lifted her skirts and darted back through the graveyard.

      At the sight of her disappearing, Nisio roused himself. “Follow her,” he rapped out. The four of them set off after her.

      Ula dodged in and out of the alleyways with them right behind her.

      She had traveled a hundred yards east when Nisio grabbed her arm. “Where are you taking us? This is the way back to the base.”

      “Trust me,” she hissed, and raced off again.

      Nisio looked at the other men.

      It was Manuel who said, “I vote we follow her. The danger seems less the further we get from the water.”

      Nisio nodded. The sense of impending doom had lessened. Sindre must be counting on them bolting toward the ocean.

      “Let’s go then,” he said, and they sprinted after Ula, catching up as she reached the village edge. She turned north again, stopping next to a stone wall separating the houses from the fields beyond.

      Feeling her way along the stones, she touched a palm to an oblong rock four feet up. A portion of the wall disappeared.

      His brows climbed. “An illusion?”

      She nodded and darted inside. “Come on—hurry.”

      He looked at his three men. Antone shrugged. “We must trust her, it seems.”

      The prickle that warned Nisio of Sindre’s approach increased, and his scar was burning almost unbearably now. The hollow clatter of hooves sounded on the cobblestone street that ran down the middle of the village.

      “Go!” He gestured for his men to follow Ula.

      As he went to follow them, the glass vial knocked around his neck. He took it out. It was small, no bigger than his thumbnail. It glowed white in his palm, the liquid spinning slowly in a hypnotic dance.

      He stared at it, mesmerized.

      “Nisio,” Ula hissed. “Get inside. Now.”

      He came to himself with a start. Something told him to get rid of the potion. Sindre might be using it to track them. But he just couldn’t make himself do it.

      Ula darted out of the wall and grabbed his hand. “Hurry.”

      He thrust the potion back into his shirt and let her drag him inside. She touched another stone and the wall reappeared.

      They were in a large room, his three men waiting in a half-circle. All their eyes had gone night-glow in the darkness. Most fada’s eyes changed color when they went night-glow. Ula’s were beautiful, a shimmering sea-green in the pitch black.

      “This tunnel goes back to my grandda’s time. He started an escape tunnel to the Atlantic coast, and my da continued it. This is one of the entrances. Even if the púca tracks us to the wall, the king will never be able to break the ward in time to follow us. It was cast by the lady herself.”

      Nisio’s spirits rose. Maybe they had a chance after all.

      “But the king can teleport,” he pointed out.

      “There’s a ward set to confuse and misdirect anyone but a Shannon fada, or someone we’ve invited in. You’d have never been able to track me if I’d left you on the other side.”

      “Impressive,” Antone murmured.

      “Put your left hand on the wall,” Ula directed, “and follow my voice. As soon as we move a few yards, we should trigger a light.”

      They put their hands where she’d indicated. Beneath them, the floor was packed soil. They exited the room they’d started in and entered the tunnel. A fae light glowed on, illuminating a passage about seven feet high and eight feet across.

      “We only have to travel about a half mile now,” Ula said.

      Nisio touched her arm. “Your clan—surely they do not leave this tunnel without the guards?”

      “Actually, we do. The ward only allows Shannon Sea Fada and those we invite to pass through. And only my da, his lieutenants, and a few others know where the entrances are. You’ll be safe enough, if that’s what your worry is—no fae has ever broken through that ward. Now come.”

      “Very well. But me, I will go first.” He slid his dagger from his pants pocket, and his friends followed suit.

      She waved a hand. “Be my guest.”

      They set out again, Nisio in the lead. The way forward was more or less straight west, with only two places where the tunnel divided. In each case, Ula directed him to take the right passageway. His internal compass told him that if they continued this way, they would exit on the coast north of the estuary.

      A few more fae lights had found them, allowing them to see easily now. They passed by a couple other large rooms, and Nisio and his men looked around in wonder. To carve such spacious rooms out of solid rock was a feat of engineering that must have taken years. Both contained natural pools which would provide drinking water and a place to bathe.

      “If need be,” Ula said, “we can shelter the entire clan in here for as long as a month.”

      “Impressive,” Antone muttered again.

      “Sim.”

      The path sloped downward toward the sea, and the packed earth beneath their feet gave way to bedrock. The tunnel wound like a river through the hard rock. Nisio guessed that this part had been carved out by water, and then enlarged by the Shannon clan.

      They’d been walking about fifteen minutes when they entered a large cavern about half the size of the Shannon great hall.

      “This is the last room,” Ula informed them. “The exit to the Atlantic is out that door”—she pointed to the far side of the room—“about another hundred yards further on.”

      Nisio glanced around approvingly as the fae lights spread out across the cavern. The space had clearly been built as a long-term refuge. It had everything a large group might need, including another pool to provide fresh water, a row of water closets built into one wall and built-in shelves stocked with everything from bedding to dried fish and canned fruit.

      “For this night, it may be best to stay right here,” he said. “When the king does not find us, he will leave.”

      Ula nodded. “If he doesn’t, the sun fae will throw him out of Ireland.”

      She passed a hand over her face, and Nisio sensed her drawing on her Gift. She sighed. “I can’t See anything, but something tells me we need to keep moving.”

      “As you wish. But we have time to eat a meal, yes? Your Gift, it takes much energy.”

      She glanced at the shelves of food. “I am hungry,” she admitted.

      “Then you must eat.”

      But first, they all made a beeline for the pool, the water fada in them unable to resist its pristine beauty. Fed by a small stream that spilled from a cleft in the limestone wall, the pool glowed like a blue-green jewel in the dusty cavern floor.

      Nisio took a tin cup from his knapsack and filled it. He offered it first to Ula, waiting until she’d drunk her fill before taking a long drink himself. Now that the adrenaline was wearing off, he was feeling that wild dash through the village. His still-healing ribs were aching and the gash on his head was burning.

      He fingered the stitches. They’d held, although the gash had opened slightly.

      It was Ula who worried him. Her face was drawn and she had shadows beneath her eyes. She appeared to be losing weight before his very eyes. He had to get some food into her to replace the energy she’d lost employing her Gift.

      “Sit.” He guided her to the wall. She obeyed without a fight, which told him how exhausted she was. He crouched next to her and wrapped the borrowed shawl around her. “Rest. I will bring you food.”

      She nodded mutely.

      He filled a tin plate with smoked fish, some dried fruit and a handful of oat-nut cakes, and presented it to Ula along with a fork.

      She accepted it gratefully, then frowned at his empty hands. “Aren’t you going to have any?”

      “We ate at the base.”

      And he was uncomfortable taking anything else from Shannon, even a few bites of food. During his stay, he’d gone out with the fishers a couple of times to earn his keep, but he was ashamed to take anything further.

      Ula shrugged and fell on hers with a delicate greed while his men hunkered down in a circle around them.

      “So,” Antone said in Portuguese, “what went wrong? And tell me this isn’t the alpha’s daughter.”

      Nisio chose to answer the second question first. “Her name is Ula Gallagan,” he replied in English.

      At her name, she looked up, and he said, “Senhorita Ula, I wish to introduce you to my men. Antone, he is my second, and the other men are called Manuel and Leo.”

      She inclined her head. “It’s pleased I am to meet you.”

      Leo murmured something polite back, but Antone just jerked his head in acknowledgment before turning back to Nisio, his mouth flat.

      “This is your mate?” he asked, still in Portuguese. “The alpha’s daughter?”

      “Sim.”

      “So we have not just the fae after us, but the Shannon alpha as well.” He shook his head. “The bond isn’t complete—we’d scent it if it were. Let her go, irmão. While you still can. This is madness.”

      Nisio fixed him with a hard stare. “She comes with us, or our paths part here. I won’t leave her behind.”

      Antone stared at him a moment and then spread his hands. “On your head be it.”

      “It’s for the best,” Nisio said. “It’s not just that she’s my mate. She’s a Seer. You heard her—she foresaw the lady’s death at my hands. She may be our only chance of getting out of this alive.”

      All three of his men looked at Ula. Her shoulders tensed, her gaze darting from face to face.

      “Speak English,” Nisio growled at his men. “She deserves to know what we are saying.”

      To Ula he said, “I told them that you’re a Seer, and that we need your help.”

      “And why should I help you?”

      Antone ignored her to ask, “What exactly did she See?” although this time, he spoke English.

      “This.” Nisio withdrew the potion from his shirt. The vial felt cold in his hand. He’d swear its temperature had dropped twenty degrees. “Senhorita Ula believes that it is not a sleeping potion, but the poison.”

      “If I may?” Antone held out a hand.

      Nisio removed the cord from his neck and handed over the potion. Antone’s preferred animal was a bull shark, which gave him the keenest sense of smell of any fada Nisio knew.

      Antone removed the stopper from the vial and took a cautious sniff. “Silver, of course,” he remarked. “But there is something bitter. It could be poison, sim—but if so, it is not one I’ve smelled before.” He took another sniff. “The woman is right. I’d stake my life this isn’t a sleeping potion.” He stoppered the vial again and gave it back.

      Nisio’s stomach tightened. “So your Sight, it is most likely correct,” he said to Ula as he replaced the cord around his neck. “If I had given it to the sun fae woman, she would be dead—and on me would be the blame for her murder.”

      Antone understood first. “Filho da mãe. That son-of-a-bitch fae.”

      Leo and Manuel were shaking their heads as well.

      “That’s what we get for trusting a fae,” Leo said. “They may not lie, but they stretch the truth until it screams for mercy.”

      “A pox on the lot of you.” Ula’s scowl was directed at all four of them. “Did you even consider what would happen to my clan if a fae lady was abducted from our very base?”

      Nisio found it difficult to meet her clear-eyed stare.

      “Her people wouldn’t have known who did it, and when they asked the questions, your father could have told the truth—that he had done nothing. This is why I waited for the midwinter festival. At a baccha, the fae and fada mix freely, with none to notice or care who celebrates with whom. And the lady, she likes fada. It would have been easy to…”

      He trailed off as Ula’s breath hitched.

      “I see,” she said, jaw tight. “I’m guessing that wouldn’t have been much of a hardship?”

      “Querida—”

      She broke her last oatcake in half, then half again, her gaze on the cake as if her life depended on separating it just so. He knew she was recalling his kisses, how he’d told her how much he wanted her—hell, he’d all but taken her up against the wall—and all the time he’d been planning to bed Isleen if that’s what it took.

      He’d told himself the ends justified the means. But now he saw himself with Ula’s eyes and was ashamed.

      He shifted, conscious of his three friends’ interested gazes. They weren’t used to seeing him explain himself, especially to a woman. But they didn’t understand. None of them were mated yet.

      The mate bond. The mystical link that would unite him heart, body and soul to his woman for the rest of their lives.

      He shut out his men to touch Ula’s hand. He felt raw, vulnerable, especially since she not only hadn’t accepted his claim yet, she didn’t even seem to be aware of the bond.

      Until she did, he couldn’t be sure of her. Even having his friends so close to her was agitating his animal—and he’d trust these men with his life.

      Ula stilled under his touch.

      His throat worked. “Minha querida. You—I…”

      “Yes?” she said, still without looking at him. But she stopped tearing apart the poor oatcake.

      He spread his hands. “I am sorry. You are the one who is right. I should never have taken this job. It felt wrong to me from the start.”

      Her mouth flattened, but she finally looked up. “I’m still waiting for that explanation.”

      “Sim. You deserve it.” He hesitated, gathering his thoughts. “You have heard perhaps that the fada, we have been in Portugal for a long time—two or three thousand years?”

      “I have.”

      “We have done well enough—perhaps too well. The river of my clan—the Douro—has grown crowded. There is not enough food for everyone. Some of us have left already. I am the third son of the alpha.”

      “Ah. I was thinking you must be high in the hierarchy.”

      “But my brothers are higher. There is nothing for me in Portugal, so with my pai’s blessing, I have gathered a group who wish to move elsewhere, perhaps to the Americas. We have the plan to found our own clan. But we need silver, enough to buy land, so that we are the owners. We”—he indicated himself and his friends—“take any work we can from the fae or the humans. We work as the mercenaries, and sim, the assassins, but half of what we earn is turned over to the clan…as is right.”

      She nodded. “Of course.”

      “So when the ice fae king comes to me, I believe it is a sign from the gods. The king, he offers me much silver, more than we can earn in a hundred turns of the sun. All I have to do is drug a fae for him—and in Portugal, we don’t have much love for the fae. I think it is the easy work for the silver he is willing to pay.” He spread his hands. “So there you have it. Not a pretty tale, sim?”

      She shook her head. “You’d never have gotten away with it, Nisio. You’d be dead by now—all four of you.”

      “Perhaps.”

      “Swear something to me—all of you.” She glanced around at his men. “That if I help you, you’ll leave Ireland without doing anything to harm the lady or her clan, and that she’ll be safe from you for as long as you live.”

      Nisio met Antone’s eyes. He should’ve expected something like this, but he couldn’t help being impressed that Ula was smart—and ruthless—enough to extract such a promise from them.

      His friend gave a rueful shrug, and when he glanced at Leo and Manuel, they nodded, resigned to the fact they were never going to earn the rest of Sindre’s silver. Hell, at this point they’d be grateful to get out of Ireland with their hides intact.

      And even then, they had the ice fae to worry about. You didn’t renege on a contract with a fae. Somehow, they’d have to appease Sindre. But that was a problem for another day.

      “You have my word,” he told Ula. “I have already decided that this would be wrong, to give Isleen to Sindre.”

      “And mine as well,” said Antone, with Leo and Manuel echoing him.

      “Good.” She nodded, satisfied. “And I’ll be needing another promise from you as well—that you’ll let me send a message to the lady, warning her that the ice fae king is here and that he’s up to no good.”
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      Nisio exchanged a look with Antone. Ula waited, hoping they didn’t scent her nervousness. She knew she was pushing, but they were lucky she was helping them at all. If her da ever found out, there was going to be hell to pay. He might even banish her from the clan.

      She gulped sickly. Sure, she wanted to travel, see something of the world, but not because she’d been tossed out of her own clan. Shannon might not be perfect, but it was all she had.

      “Well?” She crossed her arms over her chest and tried to project strength. It wasn’t easy, especially with both Nisio and his second glowering at her. But—“It’s only right that we warn the lady. She’s in danger and she doesn’t even know it.”

      To her surprise, Nisio nodded. “All right. But how will we get the message to her?”

      “I can take it,” said Leo.

      “There’s no need for that,” Ula replied. “There’s a man in the village who will take it.”

      “Why would he do that?” asked Nisio.

      “He’s a friend of my da’s—a retired sea captain. My da saved his life, and that of his crew. The captain will help us, no questions asked.”

      Fifteen years ago, her da and some of his men had rescued Captain Murphy and his crew when their boat had taken on a sudden leak too far from shore to make it back. The captain and her da had struck up an unlikely friendship fueled by a mutual love of whiskey and the sea.

      “I’ll just nip into the village and give him the message,” she added, “and then we’ll set off.”

      “No,” Nisio returned. “It’s too dangerous. The problem, it is mine to solve. I will go.”

      “Won’t work. Captain Murphy doesn’t know you. If you went to him, he’d go straight to my da. I plan to ask him to wait until tomorrow morning, which will give you time to get away.”

      Nisio dragged a hand over his hair. “Then we will go together.”

      She shook her head. “You can’t.”

      A muscle flexed in Nisio’s cheek. But his voice was calm enough. “Ula—”

      “Hear me out.” She touched his chest, aware the other men were looking on with interest. She had a feeling not too many people said no to Nisio do Rio. “It’s you the king is after, not me. It may be more dangerous to let him see you with me than for me to go alone.”

      “We cannot be sure of that,” he returned. “And the púca, he has your scent.”

      “It’s still safer for me to go alone.”

      Nisio wrapped his hands around her upper arms. “I do not stand to the side while my woman, she goes into danger.”

      His woman? Her eyes widened, but she retorted, “Even if it’s for the best?”

      Their gazes locked. She moistened her lips. She was used to standing up to alpha males—her da and brothers would’ve kept her swaddled in cotton if she hadn’t—but Nisio was different. She didn’t want to fight him—wanted to please him. Still, she wasn’t the sort to simply roll over and show her belly.

      “I’ll be quick about it,” she said. “There’s an exit in the wall just a few yards from the captain’s house. I’ll give him the message and come right back. I promise.”

      His jaw set, but he growled an assent, adding, “But make to me a second promise. If anything seems wrong—anything at all—you will leave. Imediatamente.”

      “I will.” She came up on her toes and brushed her mouth over his. “I promise.”

      The nearest exit to the captain’s house was just five minutes down the tunnel. Antone, Leo and Manuel accompanied them to the exit, then waited inside the ward while she and Nisio slipped outside.

      Nisio immediately pulled her into the shadows. The village was still locked up tight, the streets dark save for the candles flickering in the church windows to mark midwinter eve.

      He kept her tight against his body as he looked around, eyes glowing and his nostrils flared. She didn’t detect anything out of the ordinary, but she waited for Nisio’s okay, knowing his hunter senses could pick up things she couldn’t.

      He gave a short nod. “Ten minutes. No longer—or I will come after you.” He gave her a hard kiss that left her knees weak.

      She touched his cheek. “I’ll be back in eight,” she said and darted down the alley toward Captain Murphy’s house, a sturdy cottage with white-washed walls and a thatched roof.

      She tapped on the back door. Footsteps sounded, and then it opened a crack. It was Molly, the captain’s maid-of-all-work.

      “Miss Ula!” the plump, pink-cheeked woman exclaimed. “What brings you out tonight?”

      “I have business with the captain.”

      “Come in, come in.” Molly ushered Ula into the kitchen. “You’ll wait in the parlor.”

      “I thank you,” Ula replied, “but the kitchen is good enough. I won’t be but a minute.”

      “May I take your shawl?”

      Molly reached for it but Ula shook her head. “I’ll be fine. If you would just get the captain for me…”

      “Of course.” Molly was clearly curious as to why Ula was here at such a late hour, but she inclined her head and left the room, and a short while later, Captain Murphy strode into the kitchen.

      Although close to seventy turns of the sun, the captain was a slim, vigorous man with sharp brown eyes and a sailor’s weathered skin.

      His face creased in a grin. “Ula, my love.” He enveloped her in a hug. “It’s a pleasure to see you. What’s that woman about, keeping you in the kitchen? Get Miss Ula a cup of tea,” he told Molly, and made to usher Ula into the parlor.

      Ula shook her head. “Thanks, but I don’t have time for tea tonight.”

      The captain’s bushy gray brows beetled. “What’s up, then? Why would you be slipping around Shannon when it’s the Midwinter Festival? Why aren’t you at the base?”

      “I have a favor to ask.”

      “Anything,” was his reply. “How can I help you?”

      “I have need of someone to carry a message to my da. Someone he trusts.”

      “Of course I’ll do it, but why not tell him yourself?”

      Ula wrapped her shawl more tightly around her. “I have my reasons. Will you do it or no?”

      “I will. But—”

      “Please, Captain Murphy. I don’t have time for questions. Can you trust me on this?”

      He nodded. “Very well. Now, what’s this message?”

      “It’s simple enough. Tell my da that the lady is in danger. The ice fae king is in Ireland, and he’s plotting something against her.”

      “You’re wanting me to go now, then.”

      “The morning’s soon enough. The lady is at the base for the night—she’ll be safe enough there. And it wouldn’t be wise for you to go out—not on midwinter’s eve. There’s a púca abroad.”

      “Is there now?” He lifted a brow. “If you’re sure… I’ll admit I’d rather not tangle with a púca. I’ll go first thing tomorrow, then. But what about you, lass? Your da will ask me where you are.”

      “Tell him I’m with friends. That I went for a swim up the coast.”

      The captain rubbed his chin. “He’s not going to like it.”

      “I’ll be home soon enough and he can take it up with me. Now I’d best be going. Thank you again. You’re a sweetheart.” Ula kissed his leathery cheek.

      The captain shook his head. “Go on with you now.”

      Ula grinned and slipped out the door.

      A movement to her left made her snap her head around. It was Nisio, his back against the wall next to the kitchen window, a stiletto in his hand. The house was locked up tight as the rest of the village, but his animal-enhanced senses would’ve allowed him to hear the entire conversation.

      She placed a hand on her hip. “You don’t take orders well, do you?”

      He shrugged. “You’re too important to me.” He slid his stiletto back into his pocket and took her hand. “Now hurry. I think that púca has caught our scent again.”

      Ula shook her head at him—and then she heard it, the distant thunder of hooves. She gulped and raced with Nisio back to the wall. They darted inside just as the púca crested the hill and galloped down the cobblestone street.
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      Back in the cavern, Nisio volunteered to take watch while the others slept. They’d decided to wait until midnight before striking out. The baccha would be in full swing, and surely Sindre would have given up by then. He couldn’t stay in Ireland too long without the sun fae sensing his presence. That didn’t mean the ice king couldn’t teleport back in the blink of an eye, but it gave them some breathing room.

      His men didn’t argue, just removed their boots and stretched out on the stone floor. Nisio could tell by their breathing they weren’t asleep, though.

      He rested his head on the wall and looked at Ula, who had her head propped in her hands, staring into the pool, her pretty green skirt bunched up around her calves. He felt a pang of guilt at dragging her out of the party. He hadn’t even told her how beautiful she looked.

      The ten minutes that Ula had been in the captain’s house had seemed like an eternity. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust her. But the sea captain was an unknown quantity, and there was still Sindre and the púca. They could be miles away—or lurking around the corner.

      And then there was Ula’s family…

      “What about your da?” he asked. “Won’t he come looking for you?”

      She smoothed down her skirt. “I’m more worried about Robbie and Gerrit. But you know how a baccha is. It’s not likely they’ll miss me until morning.”

      He nodded. Dionysus was a wild, untamed god. Something about the music and spirits set the god’s blood that was in every fada humming. A baccha was the one time when Ula’s absence wouldn’t be noted—or if it was, they’d assume she’d gone off with some man.

      Ula slid him a look. “I can hide you for a few days, but what will you do after that?”

      “Swim to England. Get a boat to take us home.” He thought of Sindre’s silver in its hiding place, but he wasn’t so stupid as to go back for it. Either Sindre would retrieve it, or it would rest there until some lucky human found it. Without the silver, he and his men couldn’t afford their passage home, but they’d hire on as sailors. Water fada were always welcome aboard a working ship.

      “So I’ll never see you again.”

      He swallowed. But—“No. This doesn’t end here.”

      Her blue eyes were troubled. “I don’t know, Nisio.”

      “I know.” He took her hand. It was slim and capable, with short nails. The hand of a woman he wanted by his side.

      He smoothed the back with his thumb. He didn’t have anything to offer her but a place in a clan worse off than her own, but he was young and strong. He’d recover from this.

      “I’ll come back for you,” he vowed. “It may take ten turns of the sun, but I will return.”

      “My da will never let me go off with you.”

      “But the choice is yours.”

      “Only if we’re mate—” She pressed her lips together.

      His heart pulsed. Did she feel it too? He held his breath, but she just shook her head and stared into the pool.

      His chest tightened, but he let it go for now and pulled her onto his lap. “It will be all right,” he said against her hair. “I promise you.”

      “That’s not a promise you can make,” she returned, but she rested her cheek against his shoulder. He stroked her back. She was a soft, pleasing weight, one he could have held all night. Her breath sighed out and a short while later she was asleep.

      Around him, his men dropped off to sleep, one by one. The only sound was the rustle of the stream flowing down the wall into the pool. Nisio gathered Ula closer and waited for midnight.
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      Antone was the first to awake. It was still a few minutes short of the hour. He rose to his feet and stood looking down at Nisio and Ula.

      “She’s a beautiful woman, my friend. Any man would be proud to claim her as his own.”

      “Sim.” Nisio stroked a stray black curl back from Ula’s face. She was still asleep, her lashes thick black crescents against her creamy skin. “The bond is there, Antone.”

      “But not yet complete.”

      Nisio tightened his grip on the sleeping woman. “No,” he admitted. “But I intend to mate-claim her.”

      Manuel and Leo had sat up and were listening.

      Antone shook his head. “Will you take her from everyone who loves her, then? Her father, he will be furious about this night. He’ll never let her go to you.”

      Nisio set his jaw. “It’s not his choice. It’s hers.”

      Tradição held that female fada had the right to accept or deny a mating. No matter how dominant the male, he didn’t have the right to compel a woman to bond with him. And an alpha couldn’t refuse to accept a mating, although he could make it damn difficult for the couple to get together.

      “If she leaves with us, she can never come back.”

      “Never is a long time. But you misunderstand. I’m not taking her from Ireland. She will go with us as far as this meeting place, and then I will send her home. The claiming, it will come later.”

      Antone shook his head, but let it drop.

      Nisio looked down at Ula. She appeared so young, her face soft with sleep. The alpha’s beloved only daughter. Of course he couldn’t take her with them. Not right now, when they’d be doing everything to evade Sindre’s wrath.

      But it made him sick to think of leaving her behind in Ireland.

      Ula’s eyes opened and she blinked up at him. “Nisio?” Her fine black brows drew together.

      He smoothed out his face. “It’s time, minha linda.”

      But he wasn’t letting her up without a kiss. He shifted so that her head rested on his arm and pressed soft kisses to her throat, her jaw, and finally, her mouth.

      “Mm,” she said against his lips. “What’s that mean? Mee-ah leen-da?”

      “My beauty.”

      “Oh.” Her mouth curved. “Thank you.”

      “It’s the truth.” He went back in for another kiss, uncaring of his friends, who were all on their feet now.

      It was Ula who broke the kiss. She set a hand to his cheek and mouthed, “Later.”

      His whole body went hard. Later wouldn’t come—not on this trip to Ireland, anyway, but a man could dream…

      After a trip to the water closet, Ula returned with some dried fish and several bags of oatcakes, saying her da wouldn’t mind. “Even during the famine, he shared what he could with the local people and any travelers.”

      Nisio’s pride wanted to refuse, but he had Ula to think about, too. They wouldn’t have time to do more than gulp a few fish on the run. She’d need food after the long swim.

      So he thanked her and tucked some of the fish and oatcakes into his knapsack, while his friends divided the rest among them. The knapsacks were of waterproof oilskin and fitted with special straps which adjusted to their changed shapes when they shifted.

      He removed the vial from his neck and wrapped it carefully in a handkerchief before tucking it into the knapsack’s front flap. He’d decided to hang onto it for now. He might need it later.

      He slung the knapsack over his shoulder and followed Ula back into the passageway. They would exit through an underwater tunnel that came out in the ocean near the cliffs north of the estuary.

      It felt good to be moving, although he’d feel better if he knew where Sindre and the púca were. But according to Ula, the púcai hated the ocean.

      “It’s their biggest weakness,” she’d explained. “They try to avoid water at all costs, especially the ocean. And even if he does follow us, he won’t be able to track us by scent.”

      That left Sindre, and as long as the five of them got beneath the waves before he caught up, they should be able to evade him. For now.

      The passageway narrowed. The air had a briny scent, and slits in the ceiling carried the boom of the surf to them.

      The passage ended in a tiny room carved out of the bedrock. At its center was a saltwater pool. With each pulse of the ocean, the black water surged, sending cold waves slapping over their bare feet.

      “This is the entrance to the tunnel,” Ula told them. “When you come out into the ocean, you’ll be about ten feet underwater. The currents are strong here, and if you’re pushed ashore, you’ll be dashed against the rocks. So swim hard and fast, and make sure you’re well beyond the breakers before you stop.”

      Nisio nodded. The west coast of Ireland was wild and rough, the Atlantic hurling itself at the land to carve out cliffs and sea stacks. He’d learned to be wary of its strong currents.

      “We will,” Antone said. He gave Ula a small, stiff bow. “Thank you for your help, senhorita. It is most kind of you.”

      She flashed him a smile. “Maybe you shouldn’t be thanking me until you’re clear of Shannon.”

      “If we don’t get free,” he replied, “it will be on our heads, not yours.”

      Nisio drew a deep breath, his blood beating in time with the pulsing water. The Delírio was rising in him. Around him, he could sense his friends also responding to the primitive rhythm, but his attention was on Ula.

      She folded up the shawl and he put it in his knapsack. A stray moonbeam slanted through a slit in the ceiling, painting blue highlights on her black hair.

      Their eyes met. With a wicked half-smile, she raised her hands to her nape and started to unbutton her dress.

      So she was feeling it too.

      His cock strained against the wool trousers, his every cell aching to lay her down on the stone floor and take her. But it was more than that. He wanted everything from this woman—not just her taut, sexy body but her mind, her heart, her very soul. She called to every part of him—not just the wild, untamed animal, but the man as well.

      Antone and Manuel had turned their backs and were already pulling off their clothes. Leo shot a look at Ula, and then at Nisio’s scowl, turned his back to them as well. Fada didn’t think much of being naked around each other, but he was damned if they were going to see her body for the first time at the very moment he did.

      A long line of tiny silver buttons ran down the back of Ula’s dress. She was only halfway through when Nisio was done shucking his own clothes. He brushed her hands away and finished unfastening them for her.

      As he helped Ula out of the dress, he couldn’t help a rueful smile. This was not the way he’d envisioned undressing her for the first time. Still, he was a man. She was removing her chemise now, her body turned sideways.

      He took a good look—and practically swallowed his tongue.

      Deus, she was beautiful. High, small breasts with rosy nipples, a nipped-in waist that curved to sweetly rounded hips, and smooth, perfect thighs.

      He glanced back at her face to find she was looking him over in turn. He flashed her a wait-till-I-get-you-alone smile and reached for his knapsack. Antone, Manuel and Leo were already strapping their knapsacks onto their backs. He stuffed his clothes into his own pack along with Ula’s, cinched it closed and shrugged into it.

      Ula looked up at him, her eyes wide and glowing, her lips turned up. She was as exhilarated as him.

      His three friends plunged into the pool and dove deep, finding the tunnel that led to the ocean.

      Nisio gave Ula a last, hard kiss, and then took her hand. Together, they dove into the pool.

      They surfaced into a dark, heaving sea and kept swimming until they were twenty yards out. A strong wind blew from the west, whipping up white caps. The plan was to swim north about three miles, and then spend the night in a cave accessible only by water that Ula had assured them was known only to her.

      “I go there when I need to get away,” she’d said.

      Now Ula swiped her wet hair out of her eyes as Nisio and the other three men stopped nearby. “We can shift here.”

      On the cliffs high above, a horse whinnied a challenge. They all turned to look.

      The púca had found them.

      He glared down at them, his glowing yellow eyes visible even from this distance. Nisio looked around for Sindre, but he was nowhere in sight—and Nisio’s scar wasn’t itching.

      The púca tossed his shaggy black head and gave another loud neigh. Taunting them. He was a stallion; they all sensed it, and he was daring them to come up there and fight.

      “Damn,” Leo muttered.

      Nisio growled and flexed his hands. Both man and animal wanted to take up the púca’s challenge. He was aroused and ready, and if he couldn’t fuck, a fight was almost as good. But Ula and his men were more important. He couldn’t allow himself to be distracted.

      He deliberately turned his back on the púca. It was an insult, and the other shifter knew it. He let out a piercing neigh.

      Ula grinned at him. “It’s bloody cold, isn’t it?”

      He dashed the salt water out of his eyes. “We need to change.”

      Ula nodded and sucked in a breath. Unlike most other fada, water fada could take on a number of different forms—dolphin, shark, orca, eel, even otter. As long as the animal spent most of its time in the water, a water fada could shift to it. But they all had a preferred form.

      Tiny bits of color sparkled around Ula: blue, green, a touch of gold. The sparks shimmered, coalesced…and then she took on the shape of her animal, a pretty gray bottlenose. He and his men followed right behind: Nisio, Leo and Manuel as long-beaked, dark gray river dolphins, and Antone a bull shark.

      High above, the púca screamed, enraged at losing his prey.

      Nisio smacked his tail against the surface, sending up a mighty splash. A message for the púca: Up yours.
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      The shock of the ice-cold water washed the last of Ula’s sleepiness away.

      She sliced through the tunnel ahead of Nisio, but he easily caught up once they were through, and popped up right beside her in the black water just beyond the breakers. A quick look around told her that the other three men had made it safely through the breakers as well.

      The púca’s rage puzzled her—he acted almost as if they’d threatened him instead of the other way around—but at least he couldn’t follow them into the water.

      She pushed the wet hair out of her eyes and grinned at Nisio. A branch of the Gulf Stream kept the ocean warmer than it would have been this far north, but it was still December and bloody cold—but invigorating.

      Nisio looked from her to the púca and grinned back.

      She sucked in a deep breath and started her shift. Every fada felt their shift a little differently, but for Ula, it began as a glow in her belly before spreading out in every direction to the tips of her toes to the crown of her head. Her vision filled with bits of color, growing brighter and brighter until she had to close her eyes—and when she opened them, she was her dolphin.

      Around her, Nisio and the other men had taken their animal forms as well. Somehow she wasn’t surprised to see Antone was a bull shark. He had that air of cold calculation she’d seen in fada whose primary animals were sharks.

      Nisio slid along her right flank, a companionable gesture to let her know he was there for her. Her whole side tingled, that excitement still sparking between them.

      If only…

      She reminded herself why he’d come to Shannon, how close he’d come to killing Lady Isleen. Her da would be furious if he knew she was helping Nisio.

      But in the end, he hadn’t gone through with it—and Nisio had never been anything but good to her. Even when he’d pushed her away, it had been out of guilt, and to keep her safe.

      The four males formed a protective circle around Ula and they all set off north. The three-mile trip would take about an hour, especially in a rough ocean like this.

      The first couple of miles passed quickly, but it had been a long day, and Ula was still depleted from the overuse of her Gift. She slowed down, her energy flagging. The men immediately slowed as well.

      Nisio gave her an encouraging nudge. We’re almost there, yes?

      She had been using sonar to monitor their location. Now she sent out another string of high-pitched clicks, which informed her they were passing over a deep gorge in the ocean floor.

      About another half mile, she replied.

      Good—just a little more. You can do it.

      Typical alpha—telling her what she could and couldn’t do. But it worked. She rolled her eyes and kept going.

      Then a winter squall blew up out of nowhere. One instant the sky was clear, and the next, the stars were blotted out by low, ominous clouds. A cold wind whipped across the ocean’s surface, followed by a spattering of raindrops.

      The five of them sped up, but they’d only swum another few hundred yards when there was a crash of thunder and the heavens opened up. Rain pelted down, churning up the water until even their echolocation abilities were useless, the roiling seas making it impossible to get a reading on their location.

      Ula’s stomach bottomed out. It was like with her mam, all over again.

      Twelve-year-old Ula had had a vision of Nessa Gallagan as a skeleton, but what she hadn’t been able to predict was the date or manner of her death…and her mam had gone out into the ocean and got caught in a squall just like this.

      Had her Sight failed her again? Only this time, it was worse—instead of saving Nisio and his men, she’d led them into even more danger.

      She froze, racked by guilt.

      Dive. Nisio’s body bumped hers. You need to get below.

      Yes. They’d be safer underneath the water. She dragged in a breath and obeyed.

      The five of them formed a circle several yards beneath the surface, bodies vertical in the water. As dolphins, they could remain underwater for up to seven minutes, and they’d be protected from the worst of the storm. And Antone was a shark, able to take oxygen from the water.

      The ocean seesawed crazily, taking them on a wild, stomach-turning ride. Overhead, lightning crackled and thunder crashed, setting up a cacophony that vibrated through their very bodies.

      Ula hung on grimly. She was tired. So tired…

      Nisio’s beak brushed her cheek. It’s too much for you. We must go back to land.

      No. Ula gathered her last few ounces of energy and forced herself to think, because the men needed her. This was her coast, and she knew every inch of it. This area was all high cliffs and jagged rocks. They’d never make it to shore in a storm like this.

      The current is too strong. We’ll be dashed against the rocks.

      She flashed on her mam’s broken body and shuddered. Nessa had died very near here.

      Then we’ll have to ride it out, Nisio said, and the other men nodded agreement.

      But the squall was pushing them relentlessly toward shore. The thundering breakers woke them to their danger. The five of them turned as one and dove into the waves, heading back out to sea.

      A surge of adrenaline helped Ula keep up with the men. They dove deep, swimming hard and fast—until she ran out of oxygen. She surfaced and opened her blowhole just as a huge wave came out of nowhere and smacked down on top of her, sending her spiraling into the depths.

      Ula sucked in a lungful of cold, salty water. She choked and tried desperately to expel the water. Her chest squeezed. In her panic, she couldn’t determine which way was up and which way was down.

      And then Nisio appeared, diving beneath her belly and guiding her back to the surface. She coughed up the rest of the water and then took a deep breath before diving back under again.

      Nisio nudged her with his snout. Change to a fish.

      The other three men circled her, concerned. Manuel and Leo had changed to large sea bass, and Antone, of course, was already a shark.

      Nisio was right. She needed to get deep underwater and stay there, and she could only do that as a fish. She nodded and visualized herself as a fish. But the glow in her belly was too weak.

      She sent him a helpless look. I…can’t.

      Not having the energy to complete the shift was a fada’s nightmare. If she tried to force it, she could end up halfway shifted, a beast that was half-dolphin, half-fish. She’d die, the different organ systems being too incompatible to coexist in the same body.

      Don’t then, Nisio replied. It’s not worth it.

      It took her a few seconds to realize he wasn’t going to shift either.

      She clucked worriedly. You should shift. Don’t worry about me.

      He just gave her a look and remained as a dolphin. She wanted to argue with him, but she had to admit it was nice to have his big body next to hers, offering a protection even a large fish couldn’t match. And if he shifted, they wouldn’t be able to communicate.

      The ocean continued to heave and groan like an immense, restless animal. From the depths, ice-cold water welled past them to the surface, churned up by the high winds. Above the storm raged, hurling bolts of lightning at the surface.

      Suddenly they all went rigid. A waterspout was whirling through the dark directly toward them, sucking up water in its wake.

      Dive! Nisio rapped out. As deep as you can.

      The five of them piked their bodies and headed straight down. But it was too late—the waterspout was upon them.

      Ula was wrenched from the group, tumbled end-over-end through the black water. Again, her chest squeezed with the need for oxygen. She flipped her body from side to side, trying to right herself, and somehow popped back to the surface.

      She sucked in a breath that was half rain. She glimpsed Nisio swimming determinedly toward her—and then she was flung into the air.

      A scream tore from her throat as the spout spun her like a leaf through the roaring sky. She tried to breathe, but the whipping air made it almost impossible. Lightning zigzagged around her, sizzling over her skin and creating an eerie blue light. She caught another glimpse of Nisio, his dark gray body crackling with the same eerie light, and then black edged her vision and she started sliding into unconsciousness.

      Then as abruptly as it had sucked her up, the waterspout released her and she plummeted back down, slamming onto the ocean’s surface so hard she saw stars.

      Stunned, she lolled in the dark, heaving water, desperately clinging to consciousness. She couldn’t allow herself to pass out, not in a storm like this. She’d sink beneath the waves—or worse, become prey to a shark.

      At last she drew a ragged breath, and then groaned. She hurt from her beak to her tail flukes. She gave an experimental undulation.

      Please, let me be okay. No internal injuries.

      Moving hurt, but no worse than remaining still. Her whole body sagged with relief. Maybe she was just badly bruised.

      As suddenly as it had blown up, the storm passed, leaving an unnerving quiet in its wake. Ula sent out a string of clicks, searching for Nisio and the others. But all she detected was the slap of waves against rocks.

      An island? She swam closer and examined the shoreline with her sonar.

      No. Her jaw went slack. It couldn’t be.

      She scanned the shoreline a second time, but it was true. She was just a few hundred yards from Isleen’s Isle. The waterspout had carried her a good four or five miles out in the Atlantic, and those dark shapes looming above her were the cliffs at the island’s southeastern edge.

      And if she didn’t force her battered body to move, she was going to be dashed against the jagged rocks below.
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      Nisio fought to stay with Ula as one by one, his men were torn away by the gale-force winds.

      Manuel and Leo were first, their smaller, lighter bodies unable to resist the powerful winds. Antone dove deep, but the waterspout went deep too, almost as if it were seeking him. A few seconds later, Nisio saw the shark go flying up into the spout.

      Dive! Nisio shouted at Ula.

      But it was too late. He watched, horrified, as the waterspout whipped her skyward.

      No. He didn’t even stop to think it over, simply set his teeth and leapt into the howling vortex after her.

      He could just make out her oblong shape in the odd blue light. He tried to force his way toward her but it was as if the spout was a living thing. He managed to inch his way closer and then she was torn away.

      Ula’s scream ripped at his heart like a jagged knife. He sent frantic clicks into the storm, but it was useless. Blue lightning danced around them, lighting the whirling clouds, but he could only see things in his immediate vicinity—and his sonar was useless. She could be a yard away and he wouldn’t know it.

      All he could do was ride out the storm. But the ferocious winds and incessant noise were too much for even his powerful body. He was about to pass out when abruptly, everything went silent—and then he dropped like a stone out of the sky. He managed to angle his body so that he entered the water at a slant, but the force of the landing still knocked the breath out of him.

      With an effort, he surfaced and hung in the water, sucking air through his blowhole, his whole body throbbing. But his own pain was unimportant. He had to find Ula, his men.

      He swam forward, scanning the surrounding area through echolocation.

      But all he detected were a few agitated fish and a dazed juvenile blue shark who took one look at Nisio—who in this form was twice its size—and shot away as fast as its fins could carry it.

      The crash of breakers made Nisio focus his efforts toward the east. An island loomed out of the night like a great gray ship, its cliffs high and unforgiving.

      Fear snaked through his gut. He redoubled his efforts to find Ula. He wasn’t as worried about his men—they’d survived worse, and besides, they’d been dropped out of the spout miles from here. But if Ula were nearby, she might be too injured to save herself from being dashed against the rocks at the cliffs’ base.

      At last he detected a cylindrical shape a few hundred yards to his left. A dolphin, moving slowly and painfully. He turned and shot through the water.

      Ula! His entire body shuddered with relief.

      She chittered a weak greeting back and regarded him, bleary-eyed. You’re…okay.

      He nuzzled her cheek. And you?

      I’m…okay.

      You’re safe. I’m here now.

      She was too tired to fight the current carrying them toward the island. He stayed close, offering reassuring clicks and whistles and encouraging her to take short rests from time to time. Unfortunately, each time they rested, they were pushed further toward the jagged rocks. Already, the booming waves had set up an underwater cacophony that made it hard to think, let alone communicate.

      Nisio put his head near to hers. We have to go out to sea before it’s too late.

      No. There. Ula indicated a small, hidden cove where they could land without being dashed against the rocks.

      Without another word, Nisio turned and started for it. But they’d only gone a few yards when Ula’s chest heaved and she ceased swimming.

      Not sure…can make it. You…go.

      He snorted. Like hell.

      No use…us both dying.

      No one’s going to die. Now save your breath and swim.

      He placed his body alongside Ula and pushed her the last hundred yards to shore. She put her head down and with what he could tell was a superhuman effort, made a last-ditch push that got them both through the breakers and into the protected cove.

      It took him a moment to realize they weren’t fighting the current any longer. His muscles went lax with relief. He coaxed Ula another ten yards closer, and when the water was chest high, changed to his human form. Even for him, the shift was difficult, but it allowed him to guide Ula the last few feet until her body rested on a smooth shelf of rock two feet below the surface.

      Shift.

      She lay half in, half out of the water, sucking air through her blowhole. She didn’t seem to hear him, but a few dim sparks spread out over her skin and he could see the outline of her human body on top of her dolphin. Then the sparks went out and she was still a dolphin, but with the beginning of legs and arms.

      His lungs seized. She wasn’t going to make it.

      But she had no choice but to change to human. This cove, while protected, was shallow. If Ula stayed as her dolphin, there was no place to hide if Sindre caught up with them.

      He had the bad feeling that the king had conjured up that waterspout. It had acted almost as if it were alive—or was being directed by someone. And if Nisio was right and the spout was Sindre’s, the king might conjure up another one. He could even turn the entire cove into a block of ice.

      “Easy, cara.” He crouched down to stroke Ula’s flank. “You can do it. Just concentrate.”

      She looked up at him through half-closed eyes, and then with one last, shaky inhale, the sparks twinkled back to life, brightened and spread out…and she was a woman.

      His breath whooshed out. “There you are,” he murmured and gathered her into his arms. For a long moment, he crouched there, clutching her to his heart and offering thanks to the gods.

      She laid a hand on his chest. “You’re…alive.”

      She gave a hard shiver, and guilt gripped him. He’d found his mate—and then just about killed her. He pressed a kiss to her wet hair and promised himself that no matter what, he’d get her home alive and in one piece.

      “I’m not that easy to kill,” he returned gruffly.

      Ula gave a weak chuckle followed by another shiver.

      He swore under his breath. “We need to find somewhere warm and dry—and away from searching eyes.”

      “There.” She pointed toward a huge granite rock. “A cave. Behind…”

      So she knew this island. Good. Then he realized why—they were on Isleen’s Isle.

      His heart sank. Of all the luck, to end up on Isleen’s private island. But they weren’t going anywhere now. Not tonight, at least.

      And hopefully the sun fae lady would stay at the baccha, in which case they might be gone before she realized they were here.

      Somehow his knapsack had survived the trip with only a broken strap. Nisio slung the remaining strap over his shoulder and rose to his feet with Ula in his arms.

      The big granite rock concealed a narrow cleft in the cliff. Beyond it, he could scent a cavern: damp but with a source of fresh air. He had to duck down and turn sideways to get them both through a short passageway, but he emerged into a space with enough height to stand up in.

      From somewhere above, he felt the faint brush of air, confirming that the cavern had an outlet high in the cliffs, but it was pitch black. His eyes went night-glow and he saw that they were in a small cave. On one side, thick stalactites dripped from the ceiling and were met by stalagmites stabbing up from the floor, but this side had a level surface that they could sit or sleep on.

      It would do.

      He set Ula on her feet and helped her into her chemise and his thick wool sweater before wrapping her in the wool shawl and guiding her to a seat against the wall.

      He dug out a pair of socks from his knapsack and put them on her as well, and then placed a blanket over her legs before giving her an oatcake. Only then did he don his own shirt and trousers.

      When he turned back, she had the flat, dry cake cupped in her palms and was staring down at it.

      He hunkered down before her. “Eat, querida.” He broke off a piece of the cake and brought it to her mouth. “You need the energy.”

      Ula nodded and began to chew.

      “Good girl.” He squeezed her knee through the wool blanket. “Will you be all right if I go outside? I must search for fresh water.”

      “Don’t worry about me,” she rasped. “I’ll be fine.”

      He hesitated—she didn’t sound fine—but they needed water.

      “Go right,” she added. “South.”

      He nodded and headed back through the narrow passageway. Once outside, he paused to scan the ocean for his men. But he saw nothing but the breakers crashing against the sharp black rocks.

      He dragged a hand over his hair. His instincts told him his men weren’t anywhere near. For one thing, they’d been pulled out of the waterspout several minutes before him. They were probably a good mile out to sea, if not farther. He’d just have to accept there was nothing he could do tonight. Neither he nor Ula were in any condition to go back out through the breakers.

      He turned south and made his way over the rocky beach. Within a few yards, he scented water and tracked it to its source. It was a mere trickle originating halfway up the cliff, but it ended in a small natural basin at the cliff’s base, so he was able to fill his canteen. On the way back he gathered a load of driftwood as well. Normally, the cave would be warm enough for water fada, but right now Ula needed extra heat.

      Back in the cavern, he was happy to see she’d finished half the oatcake. He handed her a cup of water, then stood over her until she’d finished the rest of the oatcake. She was already reviving, her shivers easing and her gaze less dull.

      He took out a flint and made a small fire, then gave her a piece of salted fish before taking an oatcake for himself. They fell silent, staring into the fire and concentrating on their meager meal.

      Nisio finished first. He took a gulp of water and waited as Ula finished the fish and drained her cup.

      “More?” He raised the canteen.

      “No, thanks.” She leaned her head against the wall and eyed him. The light from the fire flickered over her, giving a warm glow to her skin. “This is a tale to tell your grandkids. The time you took a wild ride in a waterspout.”

      Guilt sliced at him again. “I’m sorry. This spout—I believe it was made by the ice fae king. It is too perfect. The way it comes out of the night to find us…the way it stops so suddenly…”

      She pursed her mouth. “You just might be right. We do get the occasional waterspout this far north, but generally in late summer when the water is warmer. And this one was so sudden—and so powerful.”

      He nodded grimly. “Again, my apologies. If not for me, you would be safe at Shannon.”

      She fingered the shawl. “I’m not sure either of us could’ve helped it. I have a feeling it was fate that we met.” He was still taking that in when she added, “And you’re not the only one who’s sorry. Some Seer…I should’ve Seen what would happen, but instead I took you into the ocean and we all almost got killed.” She stiffened and looked around, horrorstruck. “Your men? Where are they?”

      “I don’t know.”

      She touched his arm. “Oh, Nisio. I’m so sorry.”

      “They are all right,” he said staunchly. “My men, they are tough, and they were thrown out of the waterspout before us. They will go deep, spend the night as their fish.”

      She brightened a little. “Aye.”

      “And the Sight, it doesn’t work like that.”

      Her mouth twisted. “Mine doesn’t work at all.”

      “This isn’t true. I saw with my own eyes that it does.”

      “But I tried to save you and your men and I only made things worse.”

      “Stop it.” He scooped her onto his lap. “I grew up with a Seer. She is the mate of my cousin. Her Sight, it is sometimes there, sometimes not. You were tired, out of energy. And to know your own future, that is rare. Most Seers can only foresee the future of others.”

      She blew out a breath. “My mam said something like that. But it seems so bloody unfair. Other people can control their Gifts. Why not me?”

      “You will learn.”

      “It’s not that easy. I don’t have anyone to teach me.”

      “Then you will find someone. If not here, then somewhere else. My clan’s Seer would teach you.”

      She was silent a long time, while he waited tensely for her reply. He hadn’t even known he was going to say it, but it was the perfect excuse to get her to Douro—and then he’d mate-claim her.

      At last she said, “I just may take you up on that. I’ve an itch to travel anyway.”

      “You are welcome any time.”

      She didn’t say anything further, and he let it drop. This close, he could see that what he’d thought was a shadow on her cheek was actually a bruise. He traced it with his finger.

      “You should rest. You’ll feel better in the morning.”

      “I know I should, but I can’t. I have this bad feeling…”

      She gave another shiver and he wrapped his arms more securely around her. “Me too,” he admitted. “It comes and goes, but it is there.”

      “I’m thinking it’s the ice fae king. Do you know what his Gift is?”

      “No. I think he has more than one, though.”

      “I think so too, and I have no idea what else he can do, but people say his main Gift is chicanery. He fools your senses, toys with your emotions.”

      “That explains it. In the village, I was ready to give in. Me.” He growled, outraged that the fae had dared toy with him in such a way.

      Ula chuckled. “I’m guessing that’s a new feeling for you.”

      “A Douro man will die before he gives in,” he said simply. Then he swore. “Mother of God, the man must be powerful. Because if he can do all that and make a waterspout, too… We have had the lucky escape.”

      “I’m not so sure it’s luck.”

      He frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “Do you know whose island this is?”

      “The lady’s.”

      “Exactly. And the Ériu fae hold their rituals here. The king’s magic probably smacked up against their wards and that’s why we fell out of the spout. Otherwise we might both be in the middle of the North Atlantic by now—or dead.”

      Nisio considered that. “I know why the ward let me pass,” he said slowly. “I was here before, and it recognized me as an invited guest. But why let you through?”

      “People say my mam had some sun fae blood. Maybe that’s why. Mam would never say yea or nay herself.”

      “So we are safe,” he said, “at least until morning. The ice fae king would have to have the death wish to come after us—if he could even pass through the ward.”

      “That’s right.” Ula smothered a yawn.

      He guided her head so it lay against his chest. As her hair dried, black curls were springing to life, tickling his nose and chin. He flashed on Isleen in all her perfect, shimmering glory, and realized he’d take Ula any day with her mass of flyaway hair and pert, mobile face. He smoothed a hand over the soft mass of curls, his chest tight with protectiveness and something else, a need that wasn’t only sexual.

      “Thank you, minha querida. For helping us.”

      “Hmph,” she said to his shoulder. “My da’s going to skin me alive when he finds out.”

      He grimaced. “I am ashamed to ask you to face him alone. If I could, I would go with you, take his anger on myself.”

      “I know. Don’t listen to me—you need to get far away before he finds out.”

      “Tell him I didn’t give you the choice. It is the truth, no?”

      She shrugged. When he looked down, her eyes had shut. He rested his chin on her head, savoring this quiet time with her. Drawing her scent into his nostrils, running his gaze down her body to the single bare foot peeking out from beneath the blanket. Absorbing every detail against the days to come when he’d be without her. Even to listen to her slow, even breathing was a gift.

      Her eyelids fluttered. She yawned and arched her back, catlike. “I’m sleepy.”

      He nodded, and setting her on the ground, came to his feet. “It is time we go to bed.”

      She gave him an unreadable look. “We’ll have to share the blanket.”

      And just like that, he got hard, his mind picturing all the things he wanted to do to her.

      “Sim,” he said thickly and added, “But to sleep only,” even though it killed him. “You are too tired.”

      She cocked her head. “What makes you think I’d have you even if I wasn’t? I may be helping you, but that doesn’t mean I’ve forgiven you. You were making up to me when all the time you were planning on bedding another woman.”

      “I was, and it was bad of me. But I think it would not have been possible for me—to have another woman. Once I saw you, there was only you.”

      “Damn you, Nisio.” Her brows lowered in a black scowl. “You say things like that and I want to forgive you.”

      “What I did, it is not to forgive. I should never have touched you.”

      She heaved a breath. “It’s not all on you. I didn’t exactly push you away.”

      “I want you to know, I wasn’t doing it for myself. Antone, Manuel, Leo, others back home—they were all counting on me.”

      “I know. That doesn’t make it right, but—”

      They stared at each other, and he knew that even if she wasn’t ready to forgive him, she understood why he’d done it. That was enough for now.

      Heart full, he banked the fire while Ula sat cross-legged on the blanket and twined her hair into a thick black braid before curling up on her side, facing him.

      The cavern was dark again save for the glowing red embers. Nisio lay down next to her. Not touching her, but close enough that he could feel her heat along his side. He pulled the shawl over both of them and then rolled to face her, his head pillowed on his arm.

      He could just make out her face in the darkness. Her eyes had gone night-glow again—the deep, seductive green of an undersea grotto. She was so beautiful, with those luminous eyes in a heart-shaped face. His gaze lingered on her soft, full lips.

      Her breath hitched, and he knew she was following his thoughts. “What is this you said about fate?”

      She shook her head.

      Slowly, carefully, he reached out his hand, giving her the chance to move away if she wished. He knew damn well things weren’t settled between them, that she was angry and upset with him—and rightly so.

      But she remained still.

      He touched her cheek. The skin was as smooth and fine-grained as a child’s. He was gripped by an unaccustomed humility—he was too hard, had too much blood on his hands to be touching such a soft woman.

      He pulled his hand back but she caught his wrist. Keeping her gaze on his, she nuzzled his palm. Taking on his scent and imprinting him with hers.

      And with that simple gesture, she acknowledged that she was his.

      His breath snagged in his chest. His mouth shaped her name. “Ula.”

      Gemma had told him it meant “sea jewel.” The name was perfect for her. He wanted to tell her that, to lavish her with compliments, but he wasn’t smooth-tongued like Leo. Instead, he brought her hand to his mouth and reverently kissed her fingers.

      Her lips twisted. “I want you, Nisio. You know that. But wanting and having are two very different things. It would never work.”

      “Não?” He’d been telling himself the same thing for the past two weeks, but hearing it from her made both man and animal want to snarl in fury. “We’ll make it work.”

      She stared at him mutely. Setting her hand back on the blanket, he smoothed his palm down her body. His sweater covered her to mid-thigh. It was easy to slide his hand under it to her hip, bare save for the thin cotton chemise.

      He thought of the green dress and the lush, strong thighs he’d glimpsed just before they entered the water. He recalled Ula dancing with the children earlier that day, her head thrown back in laughter.

      He traced a circle on her hip with his palm. “Have I told you how beautiful you looked tonight? The men, they all wanted you.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I’m thinking that’s an exaggeration.”

      “You didn’t see what I saw. The unmated ones, anyway. Trust me, their tongues were—how do you say it?—falling from their mouths.”

      “Hanging out of their mouths.”

      “Sim. That’s it.” He shaped the curve of her waist.

      She flashed him a saucy look. “And what about you? What was your tongue doing?”

      “I have much control, querida.”

      “Do you now?” Her smile was wicked. “Prove it.”

      For a few seconds he forgot to breathe. His whole body clenched with desire.

      Then he leaned closer so their mouths were only a whisper apart. “It would give me the greatest pleasure,” he said against her lips.

      Her eyes widened, but before she could respond he was tossing the shawl aside and rolling her onto her back. He shoved the chemise up to her waist and settled between her thighs. She inhaled sharply, and that was the last breath she took for a good while.

      He cupped the back of her head in his hand and brought his mouth to hers, tasting her deeply, completely. With his other hand he shaped her body, pushing up the sweater and caressing her breasts through the chemise, pinching her nipples into hardness, and then moving to where the chemise was rucked up around her hips, leaving her bottom bare.

      He gave it a possessive squeeze. Mine.

      His heart sang with the knowledge. He’d found his mate.

      Most fada only mated once, however long they lived—and some never did. Somehow, Nisio hadn’t expected it to happen to him, not for another century or so, when he was settled, alpha of his own clan.

      But it had, and to walk away from Ula now would be like cutting off a limb.

      And all the time he was kissing her, rasping his tongue over hers, nipping on her lips, until she whimpered low in her throat and he realized her knees were bent and he was between them, unfastening the buttons of his pants so that he could take her.

      Stones and hellfire.

      The woman was hurt and exhausted. He was a bastard to take her like this. He dragged his mouth from hers.

      She stared up at him, pupils dilated, her breath coming in short huffs.

      He inhaled jaggedly. It didn’t help that his animal was egging him on. This was the mate, and it didn’t understand why Nisio was holding back. But although his animal influenced him, the man made the decisions.

      He gave Ula a slow smile. “That,” he said, “is what a man who has control can do with his tongue.”
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      Ula looked up at Nisio, incredulous.

      He had to be kidding. She was hot and wet and so ready, one touch was probably going to send her off like a rocket.

      And he was stopping?

      “Don’t look at me like that.” He pressed a kiss to the turn of her neck. “Someday—” he sucked her earlobe into his mouth—“I will have you alone, and not hurting. Someday soon. And then I will taste every part of you from here”—he closed his teeth on the sensitive flap of skin—“to those toes of yours, so pink and pretty.”

      She speared her fingers through his thick, wavy hair. “You’re joking, right? If I didn’t want you, I wouldn’t be teasing both you and myself like this.”

      He raised his head to look at her. “You mean this?”

      For answer, she lifted up and nipped his lips. Hard.

      He growled and cupped the back of her head, keeping her there while his tongue delved between her lips, tasting her like she was the most delicious food. At the same time, he skimmed a hand down her belly, seeking out the plump flesh hidden beneath a tangle of wiry curls.

      Shock waves raced up and down her body. She rocked her hips toward him, wordlessly begging for more, and he slid his middle finger lower to where she was slick and ready for him.

      He moved his finger in and out of her in, slow and easy, then flicked his thumb over her swollen bud. She gasped and clenched around him. He slid a second finger inside and stroked leisurely while continuing to massage her with his thumb.

      The chemise was suddenly too much against her skin. Her breasts felt tight, achy. She dragged it off and cupped her breasts, offering herself to him.

      Nisio made a low sound of approval and then lowered his head. He sucked on first one nipple, then another, all the while keeping up the sweet friction on her clitoris.

      She moaned. “That’s it. Harder…” She gripped his nape, urging him closer.

      He suckled more strongly. She pressed her face into his hair and came with a muted scream. He stayed with her, stroking slowly until her breath sighed out. Then he gave her a soft, lingering kiss before standing up to remove his clothes.

      Her lungs seized.

      It was like her vision—and yet different. Her gaze traced his body in the shadows. He was big and powerful, with broad shoulders and a chest layered with muscle. She felt a clench of possessiveness. She wanted this man to be hers, and only hers.

      He came back down on his knees before her, staring back with hot eyes. When he spoke, his voice was hoarse with desire.

      “You are so linda.”

      “I thank you. And what do you call a beautiful man?”

      “Bonito.”

      “You’re bonito.”

      He gave her a crooked grin. “Me?”

      “Aye.” She traced a finger down the hard ridges of his abdomen. “You are.”

      He shrugged. “I am happy you think so.” He brought both hands to her breasts and teased the nipples with his thumbs, his expression intent, as if memorizing her feel.

      Her whole body tightened. She was still humming from her climax, but already she wanted him again.

      She lifted her hand and beckoned him closer. “Come here, Senhor do Rio.”

      She didn’t have to ask twice. In an instant, he was over her, his legs between hers, their faces just inches apart.

      “That’s better,” she murmured. She raised a hand and let her fingers drift over his cheek, the hard angle of his jaw, prickly with black stubble.

      He closed his eyes and rumbled with pleasure.

      She traced the line of his scar. “Someday you’ll have to tell me how you got this.”

      “Mm.” He rubbed his cheek against her palm. Marking her with his scent, as she had with him.

      Love pierced her, sweet and hot and overwhelming. She closed her eyes. It was too soon, too fast—and with the one man her da would probably fight tooth and nail to prevent her mating.

      But she couldn’t fight it anymore.

      She cupped his face. “Come into me. I ache for you.”

      “It is the same for me.” He gave her a soft kiss, and then reached down and placed the tip of his cock at her entrance. He slid an inch inside, then stopped.

      “Mãe de Deus,” he said on a groan. “You’re so tight. So wet.”

      Heat came off him in waves. His scent filled her nostrils, earthy, masculine. She smoothed her hands over his shoulders, relishing the hard round muscles.

      His silver eyes captured hers. “I want you to know, this isn’t just the Frenzy. I have wanted you from the first day. At night, I do not sleep for wanting you. In the day, I think only of you.”

      “I know,” she murmured. “I know.”

      He kissed her, open-mouthed, and then pushed the rest of the way inside her. Sensation streaked up her spine at the same time that something inside her broke open.

      At last...

      It was so good, even better than she’d imagined. She instinctively clenched around him, trying to draw him deeper.

      Nisio set his teeth and withdrew slightly. “Slowly, querida. You are so tight. Let me…”

      “Please,” she said at the same time. “Please.”

      “Sim, sim.”

      He stroked slowly back in. This time he didn’t stop until he was fully inside her. She wrapped her arms and legs around him and they both started to move.

      From far away, Ula heard herself making broken moans of pleasure. She was close, so close, but he was holding back, and she guessed he was still worried about hurting her.

      “More.” She dug her fingers into his muscular ass. “I need it harder.”

      “Sim?” His eyes flickered and turned an even brighter silver, and she knew she was looking at his animal, dark and primitive and a little aggressive.

      Excitement danced over her skin. Her own eyes went night-glow, her animal joining her in the pleasure.

      Nisio rocked out of her and then came back into her. Hard.

      “My woman,” he said in a deep, guttural voice. He thrust into her again, hard and perfect. “This is what you want?”

      “Aye…that’s exactly what I want.” Her stomach constricted. Her skin felt too tight, her whole body filled with a sweet, hot ache.

      She lifted to meet him. He thrust harder and faster until they were both panting.

      “Say it to me.” His eyes blazed down at her. “Say you’re mine. My woman.”

      “I—” What was he asking? But he couldn’t mate-claim her, not unless she said the words back to him.

      “Minha mulher—my woman. Say it. Or I’ll leave you wanting.” He took hold her wrists and pressed them to either side of her head.

      “You wouldn’t.”

      “No?” He gave a single slow stroke and then stopped.

      She moaned. “Nisio.”

      He gave another slow, perfect thrust. “Give me the words, querida.”

      Her breath sobbed out. “I’m yours. You know I am.”

      A feral growl tore from his throat. His mouth descended on hers, hard and demanding, his hips moving to the same rhythm.

      When they were both breathless, he reached between their bodies to rub his thumb over her. He kept up an easy pressure, and she whimpered and writhed beneath him. So close…so close…

      “Please.”

      He smiled and pressed harder…and she was there. The hot sweetness exploded into fire. Her back bowed and she groaned as wave after wave of pleasure washed through her.

      When she came back to herself, Nisio was thrusting into her hard and fast. She enfolded him in her arms and hung on, head spinning with the wonder of it until he made a harsh sound and came, hips jerking as he spilled into her.

      “Ula.” He slumped forward, chest heaving, his cheek against hers.

      He was damp with sweat, his heart beating fast and heavy beneath her palms. She stroked his shoulders and back, and then just hugged him loosely until he rolled onto his side.

      He tucked her into the crook of his arm and nuzzled her hair. “You are—what is the word?”

      “Spectacular?” she asked with a grin. “Amazing? The best you ever had?”

      “Sim, sim. All that. I wish I had the time to love you all night…and into the day which follows.”

      “Mm.” She pressed a kiss to the side of his face. “I’d like that.” Then her mouth opened in a huge yawn. She giggled. “But maybe not tonight.”

      “Ula?” His voice turned serious. “You feel it too, don’t you?”

      She tensed. “Feel what?”

      He stroked her hair for a minute without speaking. “I believe you know, but you are right, this is not the time.” He pressed a kiss to the crown of her head. “Rest. I have you safe.”

      “I am tired.” And yes, she knew what he meant. She felt it too: a cord of energy, stretching from her to Nisio, alive and pulsing, its tendrils sunk into her heart.

      The first, unmistakable signs of the mate bond.

      But to come fully into being, both partners had to accept the bond—and she wasn’t ready, even though she was afraid that if she refused to bond with Nisio, there would never be another man for her.

      She heaved a sigh. Of all the men in the world, why him?

      And on that thought, she fell asleep.

      For the first couple of hours, she slept hard, her body healing itself.

      Then her eyes fluttered. She moved restlessly and then she felt the peculiar sensation that was her Sight. She saw again the nightmarish image of Isleen dead on the cavern floor.

      “No…” Ula flinched and shook her head. “It didn’t happen. It won’t happen.”

      She turned around, looking for help—and almost ran into a shaggy black horse with fiery gold eyes. Her heart leapt into her throat.

      Hot breath touched her face. “Come.”

      She didn’t recall climbing on his back, but as soon as she was seated he let out a harsh neigh and raced out of the base and across the cliffs. Above her, the stars spun dizzily while she clung to his mane for dear life. She was terrified—and yet, there was something seductive about the púca as well, and she understood how you might be enticed to ride one until you were wrung out from exhaustion.

      This isn’t real.

      The thought snapped her back to her senses. She released her death-grip on the púca’s ragged mane to pinch herself on the thigh.

      “You’re dreaming,” she told herself sternly—and the púca was gone and she was back in the cave, breathing hard as if she’d really taken a wild ride under the stars.

      Nisio had turned on his back. She turned over and scooted closer to him. He came enough awake to wrap a big arm around her and pull her closer. He was hard and warm and comforting. She lay her head on his chest and fell back asleep.

      A couple of hours had passed when her nape prickled. She moved restively, rubbing it with her hand, and then came awake.

      Someone else was in the cave.

      She rolled over and raised her lashes just enough to see. A tall, beautiful man with long blond hair was staring down at her.

      King Sindre.

      Ula inhaled sharply. She’d never met an ice fae, but she was sure it was him.

      How—? She screwed her eyes shut and then opened them again, but he was still there.

      She reached behind her and gave Nisio a shake. “Nisio,” she whispered, “wake up.” But he remained still.

      A hard lump settled in her stomach. She hunched into herself, trying to make herself smaller. Anything to avoid those icy gray eyes.

      “Ula Gallagan.” Sindre beckoned to her with a single long finger. “Come here.”

      Her body flexed, preparing to obey. “I won’t,” she whispered and somehow summoned the strength to remain where she was, although the effort left her trembling. She moved backward until she touched Nisio.

      Why didn’t he wake up?

      Sindre’s voice lashed her skin. “Come here. Now, Ula.”

      Her hands bunched at her sides. “This isn’t real,” she gritted out, hoping it was true. And then more strongly, “I won’t come. Get out of my dreams, damn you.”

      The ice fae king simply considered her with those chilly eyes, then raised his hand. His lips moved and Ula opened her mouth to scream, fearing that if he completed the spell she would never awaken—and then suddenly, she was surrounded by warmth.

      Strong arms cradled her and Nisio murmured, “Calm yourself, querida. I have you safe.”

      Sindre cursed and disappeared.

      Ula tried to force her eyes open, but she couldn’t. So she was still asleep. She muttered fitfully, trying to come fully awake.

      But she couldn’t. Fear rose up in her. Her heart hammered in her chest.

      Sindre’s body began to take shape in the cavern again.

      She gulped. “I won’t come with you. I won’t.”

      “Wake up.” Nisio shook her shoulder. “You are safe, I promise you.” A big hand smoothed comfortingly over her abdomen, and finally, she was able to force her eyelids apart.

      The cavern was empty. She heaved a shaky breath.

      Nisio’s breath stirred her hair. “It’s all right. A bad dream.”

      “He was here,” she said. “The ice fae king. I saw him.”

      “No. It was just a bad dream. I woke up when you started moving, and I saw nothing.”

      “No. I tell you, he was here—a tall blond with eyes like dirty gray ice.”

      Nisio’s grip on her tightened. “That son of a bitch. But it must be one of his tricks, because I tell you, he wasn’t here.” He sniffed. “See—not even a hint of silver.”

      Ula inhaled deeply, testing the air. He was right. “But it seemed so real.” She shivered. “And he tried to take me with him.”

      Nisio muttered something low and dark and wrapped himself more tightly around her.

      She buried her face in his shoulder. “I felt so cold and hopeless, as if there was no point in fighting. I’m not sure where I got the guts to stand up to him. I think if I’d been alone, he’d have won.”

      “I’ll kill him.” Nisio’s growl was feral. “The man is a coward. His fight is not with you. It is with me.”

      “But why come into my dreams?”

      “If he takes you somewhere when you’re dreaming, it might not be possible to return to your own body.”

      A chill slid over Ula. “Like a ghost?”

      “Or his slave. I think it works on you and not me because your Gift, it makes you open to this. But remember, he tries to make us scared, without the hope. This is part of his tricks.”

      “Well, it bloody worked.”

      “But you fought him off. You are strong.”

      “You helped somehow. I’m not sure how, but you did.” His hand spread protectively over her belly. She linked her fingers through his and pulled him even closer until he was pressed all along her body from her shoulders to the backs of her legs. “I don’t think I can go back to sleep tonight, though.”

      “It is almost dawn. Perhaps it is best if you stay awake. Tomorrow, we will deal with him.”

      Ula bit her lip and decided not to ask how they were going to deal with a fae so powerful he could steal into your dreams. “Just stay close to me.”

      “I will.” He moved her braid out of the way and kissed her nape.

      The two of them spent the rest of the night like that, Nisio tight against her back, his arms around her.

      A couple of times Sindre brushed at the edges of her consciousness, but she sensed his frustration. Something—or someone—was keeping the ice fae king out, and Ula was pretty sure it was Nisio. Something about him protected her from Sindre’s attempts to gain a foothold in her mind.

      She pressed into his hard, warm body and allowed herself to relax.
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      Nisio realized he was breathing through his teeth.

      That Sindre had struck at him through his woman. The bastard was toying with him.

      He wrapped himself around Ula, making his body a protective shield. He could tell she was awake, too, but neither of them spoke for the couple of hours that remained of the night. Instead, they rested in the way of their animals, bodies relaxed but senses alert.

      Nisio wracked his brain for what to do when Sindre caught up with them.

      Because the fae king would find them. And if Nisio wasn’t careful, he and Ula might find themselves dead or transported to his frozen wastes as slaves.

      He had to outwit Sindre. The stakes were even higher now that Ula was involved.

      His woman.

      But he was fresh out of ideas. All he could do was remove Ula from the equation by offering his life to save hers.

      He only prayed that Sindre accepted the bargain.

      Thank the gods he hadn’t mate-claimed Ula yet, because once the bond was complete, losing him could kill her. And even if she didn’t die, she’d probably never mate again, living out the rest of her long life alone.

      At least this way, she’d have a chance to find another mate, even though the very idea was a dagger to his soul.

      He gathered her closer. Aching for what would never be, but knowing that when the time came, it would be easy.

      Because Ula was more precious to him than life itself.

      Decision made, he allowed his eyes to drift shut, holding her against his heart until the cavern filled with the hazy light of dawn.
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      Ula jerked upright, heart pounding.

      She shook Nisio. “We have to go. Right now.”

      “What is it?” Nisio sat up next to her. “That cabrão—bastard—is in your mind again?”

      “Not him.” She swallowed hard. “Your men.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t know.” She pressed the heels of her hands to her eyes. “I can’t…I can’t See.”

      “You can.” He gripped her shoulders. “Please. Do it for me, querida, I beg of you.”

      She opened her hands to look at him. The worry on his face made her heart twist. She heaved a breath. “Very well, I’ll try. But I’m not making any promises.”

      “Obrigado.” He gave her a hard kiss. “I thank you with all of me.”

      She nodded and with a deep breath, turned her Sight inward.

      She caught a glimpse of something and her breath quickened, but that was it. Three quick scenes in succession: Antone swinging his fist at a faceless someone; Leo with a knife pressed to his back above his left kidney; and finally, the calm, square Manuel on his knees, head lowered in shame.

      Then it was as if she’d slammed up against a brick wall.

      Light exploded through her head, followed by darkness as black as midnight.

      She steeled herself to try again.

      Nothing.

      She tried a third time, then let out a sob of frustration.

      “I tried,” she told Nisio. “I swear I did. But all I See is your men fighting for their lives. And they’re losing. I don’t know where they are or who they’re fighting—or even when it happens. It could be happening right now. I just don’t know.”

      He smoothed his hands over her shoulders. “You did your best,” he said, but she felt his disappointment. “Tell me what you saw.”

      He was right—even those few details might help. She described what she’d Seen as best she could.

      They both realized at the same time what it meant. Their eyes met, and then Nisio leapt to his feet.

      “We must go back.” He began stuffing their things into his knapsack. “It’s your father and his men. It must be. If it were the fae who had them, it would be different. They would not be fighting with their hands and weapons.”

      That made sense.

      Ula came to her feet as well. Surely they could reason with her father, explain what had happened.

      Then it occurred her that her da would’ve guessed the three men were with Nisio—and from there it wouldn’t be much of a leap to ask if Nisio had Ula. She told herself that all the men had to do was tell the truth when her da questioned them. Her da wasn’t a hothead—except where his family was concerned.

      Bloody hell. She shot a look at Nisio, hoping he wouldn’t realize how close his men were to death. At the very least, her da would try and beat the truth out of them.

      Her only consolation was that her da would keep them alive in hopes of luring Nisio back.

      “Here—eat.” Nisio thrust an oat cake and some dried fish into her hands.

      She nodded and gulped it down, along with the last of the water in the canteen. But the food tasted like dust as she pictured the three men in her angry father’s hands.
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      The trip back to the mainland passed quickly. The current was with them, the ocean smooth. It was a clear, cold day, the sky so blue it hurt your eyes.

      As they neared Shannon, they veered north to the entrance that led to the secret tunnel. The two of them had already agreed that it was best to check out the lay of the land rather than swimming right to the main entrance. They exited in the small room and pulled on their clothes.

      “The baccha usually lasts for two or three days,” Ula told Nisio. “What I Saw may not even have taken place yet. We can sneak in the land entrance and go right to my da. Maybe if I explain—”

      Nisio pulled her into an embrace. His big hands cupped her face. “Whatever happens, I want you to know this. Eu te amo—I love you. To have you as my mate, this would be my dream.”

      Her heart thumped. A single, hard beat.

      She slid her arms around his waist. “I love you, too.”

      Something flitted across Nisio’s face. Sadness…and regret.

      She was puzzling that out when he speared his fingers in her hair and sealed his mouth to hers. His tongue swept inside, a deep, breath-stealing kiss.

      When he was done, he took her hand and together, they jogged into the tunnel. A short while later, they exited at the outskirts of the village. Ula waited next to the wall while Nisio sniffed the air for danger. He nodded and motioned her forward, and the two of them jogged up the trail toward Shannon.

      There was a movement behind them, and they both whipped around. But it was Antone, Leo and Manuel, stepping out from their hiding place in a copse of trees.

      Joy creased Nisio’s face. In that moment, Ula understood that Nisio wasn’t just these men’s alpha. He loved them like brothers. It was how her da felt about his men, too. In fact, all the best alphas did.

      The men grinned and slapped each other on the back, greeting each other in Portuguese, and then settled down to listen to Nisio. “You must leave Shannon,” he said, switching back to English with a glance at her. “Ula has Seen that if you stay, Lord Chas will capture you.”

      Antone nodded. “We’ll go north as we planned, and then hire a boat. We have enough coin to get to Dublin.”

      “This is a good plan,” said Nisio.

      Ula nodded, too. With a start, she realized that for once she trusted her Gift—even that small glimpse she’d gotten. Yes, it was possible she was wrong, that her da would never have captured the men, but it made sense even if she hadn’t foreseen it.

      And Nisio’s easy acceptance of her Gift helped boost her own confidence.

      “What about you?” Antone asked Nisio. “It is not safe for you here. You should come too.”

      Ula’s stomach bottomed out. “Antone is right,” she forced herself to say. “There’s no need for you to come into the base with me now. Not if your men are safe.”

      “No.” Nisio took her by the shoulders. “There is still the ice fae king. If I leave, he will come back into your dreams.”

      She touched his face. His black hair was disheveled, and dark bristles shadowed his lower face. He looked like a pirate. A beautiful, sexy pirate who she’d follow to the ends of the earth.

      And she still hadn’t heard the story of his scar. She traced her finger along it, her throat full with unshed tears, afraid she never would.

      “I’ll call Lady Isleen.” She deliberately spoke the fae’s name. “She may not be as powerful as the king, but she’s guarded Ireland from him all these years. She’ll keep me safe.” She pressed a kiss to Nisio’s stubbled jaw. “Safe travels.”

      He looked from her to his men. “I will not leave you.”

      “Go.” She pushed away from him and stepped back. “You know it’s for the best. Lady Isleen will be here any second.”

      He shook his head, jaw set.

      And then they heard a shout and turned to see Chas Gallagan and a half-dozen of his best men pounding along the grassy ridge toward them.
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      Nisio and his men moved like the military unit they clearly were. No indecision, no need even to speak. They simply threw off their knapsacks and formed a circle, backs to one another, stilettos out.

      But they were outnumbered by the seven men from Shannon, who besides her da, included Robbie, Gerrit, and her da’s second, Hugh. The Shannon men quickly surrounded them.

      Ula’s da glanced at her long enough to confirm she was unharmed and then jerked his head at his second.

      Hugh was a soft-spoken redhead whose animal was a seal. But his mournful face and liquid brown eyes were camouflage; the man had a will of iron. He took a step forward.

      “Hand over your weapons,” he told Nisio, “or today’s the day you’ll die.”

      Nisio slid a glance at Ula and she knew that if she hadn’t been there, he would’ve fought to the death. But instead, with a shrug he flipped his knife over and gave it to Hugh, handle first. The other three men followed suit.

      Ula’s da eyed the four men, the sharp scent of his fury suffusing the air.

      Ula took a step forward. “Da.”

      Her father shot her a look that froze her in her tracks.

      Chas turned back to Nisio. “So you thought to take advantage of my hospitality, did you, lad?” His tone was even, but his jaw was rigid enough to crack nuts.

      What did he know? Ula tried to recall what she’d said in her message. She was sure she’d only warned him that Isleen was in danger because of Sindre.

      “Steal my daughter out from under my very nose,” her da went on. “I would’ve thought better of a Douro assassin. Because that’s what you are, am I right?”

      Nisio gave a curt nod.

      Her da growled. “You fecking bastard. I thought you Douro fada were men, at least. But to take my Ula—that’s the act of a coward.”

      Ula couldn’t remain silent any longer. “Da. You have it all wrong. It wasn’t like that. I—”

      Chas’s gaze snapped to her. “So you’re saying you went with him willingly?”

      All the Shannon men looked at Ula. She moistened her lips, and then said, “Aye. I did.”

      Robbie shook his head in disgust, and Gerrit’s face went stone-hard.

      Ula lifted her chin, but before she could say anything more, Nisio spoke up. “Senhorita Ula saved Lady Isleen’s life. And she only came with me and my men to try to save us as well. She deserves your praise, not your anger.”

      “So this has to do with Isleen and the message Ula sent.” Her da pounced on the admission.

      Bloody hell. Ula briefly closed her eyes. But it didn’t take a genius to realize that Nisio had something to do with the threat against Isleen—and her da was far from stupid.

      His sharp blue eyes raked over Nisio. “Let me guess,” he said, “you’re here to kill the lady.”

      “Not to kill her,” Nisio returned. “But to kidnap her for the ice fae.”

      “Fuck,” was her da’s disgusted response. “You might as well have stuck a knife in her yourself and be done with it.”

      A muscle worked in Nisio’s cheek but he remained silent.

      “So,” her da said, “let me get this straight. Not only did you threaten one of my most important allies, you dragged my own daughter into it—all while living in my bloody base under my bloody protection.”

      Nisio squared his big shoulders. “My apologies,” he said tightly. “It was not well done of me. I offer no excuses.”

      Her da folded his arms over his chest. “So tell me, why shouldn’t I slit all four of your throats right here and now?”

      Ula’s head snapped up. She deliberately moved closer to Nisio. She knew better than to interfere in her alpha’s interrogation, so she remained silent. But her da’s lips thinned—he’d received the message, all right.

      Beside him, Robbie’s scowl was black, and Gerrit was looking at her like she was the lowest worm on Earth. Ula ignored them to focus on her father. This was between him and Nisio, and everyone on the hill knew it.

      Nisio met her da’s eyes. “Me, I will give you my throat to cut. This is no more than I deserve.”

      Ula made a small, anguished sound, and Nisio swallowed but didn’t look at her.

      “But my friends,” he continued, “they are only following me. Their only crime is that they are loyal. For this, they do not deserve to die.”

      All three men muttered at that. “We ask for no special treatment,” Antone growled.

      “That’s my decision,” her da returned. “And Ula? What do you have to do with this?”

      She smoothed her palms down her skirt. A lie would only make things worse, making her sick and her da even angrier. But the truth might sign Nisio’s death warrant.

      “I—”

      “Nothing,” Nisio said. “She knew nothing of why I was here. I’m telling you, it was the Senhorita Ula who saved the lady’s life. She had a vision in which she foresaw the lady’s death at my hand. Me, I would have killed the lady, although that was not of my knowing. I was to give her the ice fae king’s potion. But know this—the king said the potion, it was to put the lady to sleep, not to kill her.”

      “And you believed him? How trusting of you.”

      Nisio’s fists balled at his sides, and Ula knew how hard this had to be for him, but he kept his tone respectful. “I scented no lie, but you are right, I suspected the king wanted to kill her. Or if not, take her back to his own land and make of her a prisoner.”

      Ula’s da looked at her. “And how do you come into this? You had a vision?”

      “Aye.” She described what she’d Seen and how, when she’d confronted Nisio, he’d decided to leave Shannon rather than kill Isleen.

      Gerrit’s lip curled. “Because the bitch’s son knew the game was up—that you would turn him in if he didn’t.”

      “Maybe.” Ula moved a shoulder. “But you weren’t there, and I was. He was shocked and angry. He may have suspected, but he didn’t know for sure.”

      “And why didn’t you come to me?” her da demanded. “Or if not, ask Hugh or Robbie for help?” He shot a hard look at Nisio. “Did the bastard threaten you?”

      “No.” Ula realized she was clutching her skirt with both hands. She forced herself to release it. “I believed—felt—that I should go with him. That I could help the lady that way.”

      “Your Sight?” he asked neutrally.

      “I wouldn’t call it that. It was just a feeling, but it was very strong.”

      Gerrit made a disgusted sound. “Shite, Ula. Everyone knows your premonitions aren’t worth a bloody damn.”

      Ula’s cheeks burned. But it wasn’t anything she hadn’t heard before. She shrugged and turned back to her da, but before she could speak, Nisio growled and lunged for Gerrit. In a flash, Hugh had a knife to Nisio’s throat.

      Ula’s heart stuttered. “Nisio, nay.”

      His eyes were locked on Gerrit. “The senhorita’s vision,” he gritted, “was preciso in every detail. She foresaw the lady’s death. It is because of her that I found out that the potion given to me by the ice fae was not the sleeping potion as I believed, but the poison.”

      Ula blinked. His belief in her rang in his voice for all to hear. Warmth bloomed in her chest. Never in her life had anyone defended her so plainly.

      Chas Gallagan’s snarl was that of an alpha pushed to the breaking point. Ula wasn’t the only one who instinctively hunched her shoulders.

      “Both of you, stand down,” he rapped out. “Now.”

      “I beg your pardon,” Nisio said without taking his eyes from Gerrit, “but if he speaks so of Ula, I cannot let it be.”

      “He’s right, Gerrit,” her da said. “Enough already—we’ll sort out you and Ula later. Is that clear?”

      Gerrit gave Nisio a look of loathing before nodding curtly. “Aye, my lord.”

      Hugh removed the knife from Nisio’s throat, and Nisio stepped back and calmly continued where he’d left off. “My second has confirmed that Senhorita Ula is right. What the ice fae king gave me is no sleeping potion—it is poison.”

      “Which one is your second?” her da asked.

      Antone stepped forward. “That is me, meu senhor. Antone do Mar.”

      “And how did you determine it was poison?”

      “I cannot say for sure it is the poison,” Antone replied. “It is not one I have before encountered. However, the scent is bitter like a poison, and I would stake my life that it is not a potion for sleep.”

      “And where is this potion now?”

      “In my knapsack,” said Nisio.

      “Give it to me.”

      Nisio got his knapsack and handed over the small vial. Ula’s da removed the stopper and took a cautious sniff of the milky liquid.

      “You may be right,” he said as he replaced the stopper and tucked the vial into his breast pocket. “This isn’t like any sleeping potion I’ve ever smelled, and it does have a bitter taint. So let me get this straight: the four of you were hired to administer this potion to Lady Isleen, then after she fell asleep, turn her over to the ice fae.”

      “That is correct,” Nisio replied. “But it is just me who was hired. The other three men came to help, that is all.”

      “Your loyalty is impressive,” her da returned, “but the fact remains, they’re in it as deep as you.” He rubbed the side of his nose. “What a bloody fecking mess. What in the name of the gods am I going to do with the lot of you?”

      Isleen chose that moment to teleport into their circle. The air shimmered and twisted. Ula blinked and there she was, still dressed in her blue velvet party dress and gold jewelry. A moment later three fae males appeared beside her.

      Two of the men were clearly bodyguards. They took a post on either side of Isleen but a step behind. The third was her cousin Devlin. Like Isleen, he was still dressed in his midwinter finery in a suit of brown shot with copper. A gold hoop adorned one of his pointed ears.

      Isleen inclined her head to Ula’s da. “Good morrow, Lord Chas. Peace to you and yours.”

      “My lady. Lord Devlin. Peace to you and yours.” He returned the traditional fae greeting with a courtly bow. “You got my message?”

      “I did, and I thank you. Your information has been confirmed by Devlin and my head guard. But that’s not why I’m here.”

      “Oh?”

      Isleen’s gaze swung to Ula, who hastily made a curtsy. “Your daughter called my name.”

      “Did she now?” Chas lifted a single dark brow. “Well, I’m glad you’re here. I want to offer you my sincerest apologies. It appears that one of my guests was sent by the ice fae king to abduct you.”

      “So I hear.” Isleen clearly wasn’t surprised. “And do Rio is the man?” She turned to Nisio.

      He fingered his scar. “Yes, my lady.”

      Isleen looked Nisio over, making no effort to hide that she liked what she saw. Ula bristled but kept her mouth clamped shut.

      “Pity,” the fae lady said. “I might have enjoyed it. Being…taken by you, I mean.”

      “You are too kind,” Nisio replied smoothly, but Ula felt the tension in him. For some reason, that made her relax.

      The bodyguard at Isleen’s right stirred, and his black eyes flashed gold. Anger radiated from him, so strong that Ula was surprised no one else felt it. But when she glanced around at the men, their attention was on the beautiful sun fae lady.

      Of course. She resisted the urge to elbow Nisio—hard—in the ribs.

      Then Ula drew a sharp breath. This bodyguard wasn’t a sun fae. He didn’t have a sun fae’s golden skin, and his hair was a pure coal black, where sun fae were usually light haired.

      She inhaled slowly. He was a shifter—the púca. Of course. That explained how Isleen knew so much. The púca hadn’t been working for Sindre after all—he’d been working for her.

      The guard was still glaring at Nisio. Ula set a hand on his arm. “Careful,” she murmured.

      Nisio glanced at her and she realized that he, at least, wasn’t as mesmerized by Lady Isleen as the other males. She cut her eyes at the black-haired bodyguard.

      Nisio’s nostrils flared and then his brow kicked up. “Ah. That explains much.”

      “And how was he thinking to kidnap me?” Isleen asked.

      “The ice fae king gave him a sleeping potion.”

      Her stunning face hardened. “Did he now? And may I ask why I was spared?”

      Nisio spoke up. “Because Senhorita Ula foresaw your death. You have her to thank.”

      “I see.” Isleen didn’t even look at Ula. Instead, she narrowed her eyes at Chas. “You should have brought her to us for training.”

      Ula glanced from her to her da. What did Isleen mean?

      “And owe a fae?” was her da’s reply. “I think not.”

      “The reckoning would have been a small one. She is family, and we fae honor our bonds as much as you fada.”

      Ula jolted. “Family? What do you mean?”

      Isleen’s gaze turned on her at last. “Did no one ever tell you? Your great-grandmother on your mother’s side was sired by my father during a baccha.”

      “That makes you—”

      “Your aunt. Or great-aunt, to be precise.”

      Ula shook her head dazedly. “I knew I was part fae, but not that I—you—”

      Isleen’s beautiful face looked almost kindly. “It’s wrong to repudiate your Gift. In doing so, you deny your very nature. And your Gift is rare and precious, even for a fae.”

      Gerrit pursed his lips, while Robbie appeared as shocked as Ula.

      She turned to her father. “Da?” she asked through numb lips. “This is true?”

      He gave a short nod. The men he had brought muttered in dismay.

      Her da sliced a hard look around him. “My Nessa was a quarter fae, yes, but who among you can offer even one instance where she hurt or betrayed us? Even in her death, she saved the two men who were with her by leading them to a safe cove. If she hadn’t, the wave that broke her body against the rocks”—he swallowed hard—“would’ve taken them as well.”

      He turned in a slow circle, meeting each of their eyes in turn. One by one, the men shook their heads and dropped their gazes. Her da waited until they were all shifting uneasily from side to side before saying, “I thought not.”

      “But,” Ula said, “why wasn’t I ever told? Or Robbie? Does Finn know?”

      Her da swiped a hand over his stubbled chin, his eyes weary. He must have rushed straight from the midwinter festival to find her. Ula felt a twinge of guilt, but anger made her push on. He should’ve told her, damn it.

      “Da?” she demanded.

      Nisio placed a hand on her shoulder. “Easy, querida.”

      Even through her anger, she sensed Nisio’s concern for her. She swallowed and reminded herself that this was her father, the man who had always been there for her, even when he didn’t understand her and her Gift.

      “Nay,” her da said, “Finn doesn’t know either. Your mam and I, we thought it best. No one knew but the two of us.”

      “But how is it that no one—” But Ula knew the answer to her own question. Her mother had come from a den north of Galway. A den that was related to her clan in some way, but so small the Shannon alpha had allowed them to go their own way until his son Chas had stumbled upon the beautiful, half-wild Nessa one day and mate-claimed her a week later.

      “Your brothers didn’t show any sign of a fae Gift,” Chas added. “Then your mam died, and I thought that if the fae got ahold of you, I’d never get you back. And your Gift seemed so small, anyway.”

      “That’s because she has no training,” Isleen inserted tartly. “Even the best Seers go weeks, even months, with nothing—or nothing of much importance. But when it’s important for you to know”—she turned back to Ula—“as happened last night, you will. But for the most part, you don’t want to know the future. Trust me—it’s better not to.”

      Her tip-tilted green eyes appeared suddenly too old for her youthful face, and Ula wondered just what the other woman had foreseen.

      Ula scowled. “I never asked for this Gift.” She wanted nothing of a talent that could foretell a loved one’s death—but offer no way to avert it.

      “But it is yours just the same,” the fae lady replied. “And like any Gift, it’s a little different for each Seer. Only by accepting it can you begin to learn its truth—and how it might best be utilized. As you did last night.”

      Ula shook her head wordlessly.

      Lord Devlin stirred. It was clear he had no interest in Ula or her Gift. “Where is the ice fae king now?” he demanded of Nisio.

      It was Isleen who replied. “Patience, cousin. He’ll be here any minute.”

      Ula stiffened. Her da said, “You’ve summoned him, my lady?”

      “I did.”

      Ula’s skin crawled. The sense of doom descended on her, stronger than ever, a cold gray fog that sucked at her will. Her heart thudded dully. She was a small, weak thing with a Gift that was worse than useless. It was hopeless to fight…

      Isleen snorted and flung up a hand. “Show yourself, Sindre. These tricks bore me.”

      The sense of doom eased, but Ula was still shaking off its effects when the ice fae king ’ported onto the ridge a few yards from Isleen.

      He was exactly as he’d appeared in her dream: a glittering blond ice-dragon of a man. He’d come alone—no guards, no second-in-command. The man was either incredibly arrogant or more powerful than Isleen.

      Ula had the bad feeling it was the second. Sindre was the ice fae king, after all. Isleen might rule the Ériu Sun Fae, but that was only one clan. The head of the seven sun fae clans lived in North America.

      Sindre ignored the fada to nod to Isleen and her cousin. “My lady,” he said in perfect English. “And Devlin. Peace to you and yours.”

      “Sindre.” The two of them inclined their heads in turn.

      The fada gave themselves a collective shake and glanced around at one another sheepishly. Ula realized she wasn’t the only one who’d felt that sense of hopelessness; Sindre had been manipulating them in some way.

      “Chicanery,” said her da in a subvocal voice that only the fada could hear.

      Ula nodded. It was as she’d told Nisio. The fae Gift of chicanery was that of illusion and emotional deception. It was Sindre who’d been making them feel that overwhelming sense of doom. Apparently he was even able to enter people’s dreams.

      She swallowed and edged closer to Nisio.

      Sindre glanced from Nisio to Isleen. A smile played on his hard, beautiful mouth. “I almost had you, love. He’s very handsome in an animal way, isn’t he?”

      Nisio said something pithy in Portuguese.

      Sindre’s smile faded. His pale eyes sparked and he raised his hand.

      “Don’t.” Ula grabbed Nisio’s arm. “Don’t give him the excuse to hurt you.”

      “The Douro man is quite attractive,” Isleen drawled. “How kind of you to arrange this, my lord.”

      Sindre’s attention turned back to her. Their gazes caught and held. Suddenly Ula was sure they’d been lovers in the past.

      Was that all this was—a fae lovers’ quarrel?

      But no. That might be part of it, but Sindre was clearly trying to take over Isleen’s territory as well.

      The sun fae lady’s lovely face hardened into something dangerous. “You’re in my territory, Sindre. And from what I understand, the potion you gave him was a poison.”

      “A test.” He waved his hand dismissively.

      It wasn’t a lie, and yet like so much the fae said, it could be interpreted in more than one way. What kind of test? To see if Isleen could counteract the poison? To see if it killed her or merely put her to sleep? It could even be a test of the sun fae defenses.

      “And if I’d failed?” Isleen demanded.

      Sindre held out a hand. “Give me the potion.”

      Ula’s da glanced at Isleen. When she nodded, he handed the vial to Sindre. The ice fae king removed the stopper and drank the potion down.

      Isleen watched impassively, but Ula saw the wariness in her eyes.

      Sindre’s face paled, but a few seconds later he opened his mouth and a white mist came out of his lips, just as Ula had seen in her vision of Isleen.

      Ula shivered. She would swear the temperature had just dropped ten degrees.

      “It’s quite harmless,” the king said. “A warning…nothing more.”

      Lord Devlin’s nostrils flared. “Harmless to an ice fae, perhaps. But to a sun fae? I’m not so sure. I’m betting it would’ve frozen my cousin, maybe even trapped her in sleep for the rest of her life.”

      The ice fae king shrugged but didn’t deny it.

      “And what was the intent behind the warning?” demanded Isleen.

      Sindre’s smile was all sharp white teeth. “If I spelled it out for you, love, it wouldn’t be nearly as fun.”

      Isleen fingered the gold necklace. Magic shimmered in the air. “Get the hell out of my territory, Sindre. In fact, if I find you anywhere in Great Britain—anywhere at all—I’ll send an assassin after you. And my man won’t miss.”

      “Very well. But we’re not finished, my lady. That I promise you.”

      The two of them glared at each other. The air crackled with power, making all the fada hunch their shoulders. Behind Isleen, the bodyguards tensed. The púca’s nostrils flared in warning and Ula wondered that Sindre didn’t even spare him a glance.

      Then the king inclined his head, conceding this round to Isleen, although Ula was certain it was more a strategic tactic than a surrender.

      “As for you, fada”—he speared Nisio with his frigid gray gaze—“you failed me. You had a chance to carry out your task, but you chose not to. I’m afraid I can’t forgive that.”

      He flicked his fingers and Nisio staggered. Ula grabbed his arm. Sindre stepped forward and muttered a few words and the air around Nisio twisted and glimmered crazily.

      Ula’s belly iced. Sindre was attempting to teleport Nisio somewhere else.

      She lunged for Nisio, wrapping herself around him like a vine. “Do something,” she screamed at her da and Robbie.

      “Ula.” Her da leapt forward. “Let go, damn it.”

      Nisio tried to thrust her from him, but she dug her fingers into his back and hung on. In desperation, she looked at Isleen. “Help us. Please.”

      The fae lady had already lifted her hand. Her lips moved in what Ula prayed was a counterspell. But it was too late.

      Ula’s head spun, her stomach did an acrobatic flip…and then she and Nisio were alone on a vast, icy shore.
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      Nisio kept Ula tight against him as he took in the windswept beach, a broad swatch of black volcanic sand and rocks with patches of ice and snow. To the east, a tepid sun crawled its way up the winter-blue sky, and several miles to the west, a squat dark volcano steamed ominously.

      Ice fae country—probably Iceland.

      If he was right, they were over eight hundred miles from Ireland, in a vengeful fae’s own territory—and Ula had placed herself in terrible danger by coming along with him.

      Anguish clamped his chest like a vise. He gripped her shoulders. “Mãe de Deus, woman. What did you do?”

      She lifted her chin. “I wasn’t going to let him send you somewhere without me.”

      “You little fool.” He gave her a shake. “You should have let me go. Sindre has no quarrel with you—I’m the one who broke the contract. He would have taken me only.”

      She gazed back steadily. “Well, too bad. I’m here.”

      High in the sky above, a lone seabird screeched, the solitary note emphasizing the hopelessness of their situation. He dragged her to him and buried his face in her hair. “Oh, lord, querida. Desculpe-me.”

      “If that means you’re sorry, stop it. This isn’t your fault.”

      “But it is my fault. My fault for taking you from Shannon in the first place. I—”

      “Enough.” She touched his cheek. “We can argue about whose fault this is later. Right now, let’s figure out how to get back to Ireland.”

      “Yes.” But he couldn’t bring himself to release her, still gripped with horror at having brought his mate to this desolate spot. He could face his own death bravely. But Ula’s? He’d rather tear out his own heart than see her harmed.

      She smoothed her palms up and down his back. “Nisio?” Her voice was a lifeline in the darkness into which he was sinking. “I know this is bad, but the way you’re acting—it doesn’t seem like you. So worried and upset.”

      “No,” he said slowly, and then again more firmly, “No.” He lifted his head and stared at her. “You believe this is more of Sindre’s dark magic?”

      “I do.”

      He scraped a hand over his hair. “I am ashamed to have brought you into harm, but you are correct, this is not like me.”

      “That’s what I thought.” Her lips twisted. “It would be a fine revenge, wouldn’t it? To drop us here and keep us so upset and agitated we can’t escape.”

      He swore under his breath. “I am sick to the death of this man and his tricks. Sending that waterspout after us, playing with our minds. How can we fight such a man?”

      “I don’t know.” She caressed his right cheek, the one the night fae had slashed. The scar felt hot and itchy, but her touch soothed it. “It seems to help when we stay close to each other.”

      “Sim.” He turned his head into her hand and breathed deeply, inhaling the warm spice that was Ula. Gradually the anguish that had all but paralyzed him eased and he was able to think calmly, logically. They were on Sindre’s territory, yes, but Nisio was a hunter, a Gifted strategist. If he kept his wits about him, they might both escape yet—or failing that, make a new bargain with the ice fae king.

      He took Ula’s hand and pressed a kiss into the palm, and then released her. She turned to look around her. He wrapped an arm around her shoulders, keeping her close as they examined their surroundings.

      “We’re in Iceland, aren’t we?” Ula asked.

      “I believe so, yes. It is Sindre’s home, after all. By the position of the sun, we are somewhere on the south shore.”

      “So Ireland is that way.” She pointed southeast to where the ocean met the sky in a chill dark line. “Well.” She set her shoulders. “Guess we’ll have to swim for it.”

      “Sim. But it will take a couple of weeks.”

      “Better than waiting around for whatever Sindre is planning next.”

      He squeezed her shoulders. “You have the heart of a lion, minha querida.”

      “Me?” She flashed him a startled grin, and he thought, not for the first time, that for all her family seemed to love Ula, they didn’t appreciate what they had in her.

      She stood a little taller. “Might as well start now, then.”

      “Wait. Out there…” His eyes narrowed. Far out on the water, the horizon seemed to have shifted.

      He blinked and looked again. It wasn’t a trick of the light. The horizon was coming closer, a formless gray mass eating its way slowly and inexorably across the ocean toward them.

      Ula saw it now. She looked to either side, and then turned in a complete circle.

      “Nisio,” she said in a scratchy voice. “It’s all around us.”

      He turned as well. She was right; they were at the center of a murky gray cloud that was closing in on them from every direction. The only blue sky still visible was directly overhead.

      “Son of a bitch,” he muttered in Portuguese, then switched to English. “What new trick is this?”

      Ula’s hand crept into his. “I don’t know. Any ideas?”

      He swallowed hard. “I am afraid not. But hold on to me—do not let go.”

      “Trust me, I won’t.” She twined her fingers tightly through his.

      Nisio wracked his brains. There had to be something they could do—because when that cold, murky cloud enveloped them, all bets were off. Then it hit him.

      “Shift, Ula. We need to change to our dolphins.”

      A dolphin’s primary sense was hearing. The two of them could use echolocation to find their way through the fog. Sindre may not have considered that, or he might not even know that dolphins depend more on hearing than on sight. It wouldn’t be the first time a fae had underestimated a fada.

      “Good idea,” she whispered.

      But neither of them made a move. They just stood there, fingers intertwined, staring into the cloud as it rolled steadily toward them. It was a vast, pale gray mist like no cloud Nisio had ever seen: no breaks, no thinner or thicker patches, simply a uniform spacing of particles.

      He peered into it, mesmerized, limbs curiously heavy.

      Why try to escape? The cloud was everywhere. They would wander, lost in the mist, until they died.

      Ula made a soft mewl of despair. “He’s doing it again, damn him.” Despite the passionate words, her voice was toneless, lacking in energy. “We can’t fight him…can we?”

      “Come here.” With a heroic effort, he wrenched his gaze from the gray cloud to pull her close. “We can fight him, querida—and we can beat him. You must believe that.”

      She stood in the circle of his arms, unmoving, for so long that he grew afraid. Then her arms crept around his waist.

      “You’re right,” she said against his shirt. “And I do believe it. I do.”

      “I do also.” He nuzzled her cheek, drinking in her closeness like a plant would sunlight. “Ula?” he asked hesitantly. “I believe it is time to speak of the bond between us.”

      She shrugged, and he drew a breath, encouraged. This was the worst time and place he could think of to mate-claim her, but their survival might depend on it.

      Yes, there was the chance that he might die at Sindre’s hands, but if they didn’t do something, they were both going to die anyway.

      “Our bond,” he continued, “it is still new and weak, but I think that perhaps it makes stronger our ability to resist Sindre’s illusions.”

      And touching was the most basic way to connect.

      Silence. The fog crept closer.

      Then Ula spoke against his shoulder. “You still feel the same way? Even knowing how much fae I have in me? That Isleen’s my great-aunt?”

      “What’s this?” He tipped up her chin so she had to meet his eyes. “Why should this matter? We all have a few drops of fae blood.”

      “I have more than a few drops. And most of us aren’t related to a fae lady. I know you don’t have much love for the fae.”

      “The fae, no. But you, querida, are not a fae. You are Ula, a sea fada and the mate of my heart.”

      “I’m a Seer, too.”

      “I have great respect for the Seers. It is your clan who fears them. In my clan, a Seer is honored for her Sight. I only wish I knew you before I agreed to take Sindre’s silver. You could have saved me much trouble.”

      The tension in her shoulders eased. “But then we would’ve never met.”

      “Sim. But I think that me, I would have found you anyway.” Nisio brushed his lips over hers. “I was born to adore you.”

      She gave him a tremulous smile, and he could’ve sworn he saw stars in her pretty blue eyes.

      “You don’t have to share his death, woman.” Sindre spoke from a few yards away.

      They both jerked around to face him. Nisio’s hand went for his stiletto, but the Shannon men had it. He pushed Ula behind him.

      “Let the senhorita go,” he told Sindre. “This is between you and me.”

      “That’s why I’m here.”

      The ice fae king was dressed in his usual light attire—a silk shirt, gray this time, and pants of a darker gray. His white-blond hair shone, as if he were standing in the sunlight in a place where the fog didn’t exist. One long-fingered hand beckoned Ula, who was plastered against Nisio’s back, looking around his shoulder.

      “Come, little one,” he said. “I’ll return you to your home.”

      Ula’s fingers dug into Nisio’s waist. “No, thank you. I’m staying right here. My lord,” she added belatedly.

      Nisio fixed Sindre with a hard look. “Give me your word that the senhorita won’t be harmed—and that you will return her directly to the Shannon base.”

      “Stop it, Nisio.” She poked him in the back. “I won’t go.”

      He simply raised a brow at Sindre. “Well, my lord?”

      The ice fae inclined his head. “I so swear.”

      Ula ducked under Nisio’s arm and ranged herself beside him. “I’m thinking it would be best if I stay. Why does he want to send me back, anyway?” She shot Sindre a challenging look. “You wouldn’t be thinking that if I leave, it would make things easier for you, now would you?”

      The king’s hard mouth curved. “You’re a fiery little thing, aren’t you? Perhaps I’ll keep you after all. I could use a new pet.”

      Ula inhaled sharply. “A pet?”

      Fury rose up in Nisio, hot and red. His claws sliced out. He’d had all he could take of this cold, mocking fae. If Ula hadn’t been there, he’d have gone for the king’s throat and damn the consequences. But for her sake he tried one more time to negotiate.

      “Let the woman go,” he gritted in Portuguese. “I’ll return your damn silver. I’ll hire myself out to you for another job. Hell, I’ll work for you for the next hundred years. Just let her go.”

      “We had a contract,” Sindre returned in the same language. “No one breaks a contract with me.”

      Nisio’s hands fisted. His claws dug into his palms deep enough to draw blood, but he barely noticed. “That contract was void the moment you set me up as your scapegoat. If Isleen had died, it would have been me and my men that the Shannon clan came after. And if we’d escaped Shannon’s justice, the Ériu men would’ve been right behind them.”

      Sindre shrugged. “A clever man would’ve thought of something.” He glanced at Ula and switched back to English. “Well, love?”

      Her chin jutted. “I’m not your love, and I’m staying with Nisio.”

      “As you wish.”

      Nisio’s stomach sank. “Ula, no. Go with him. I beg of you.” He gave her a small push in the ice fae king’s direction, but she twisted away and immediately returned to Nisio’s side. This time, she grabbed his upper arm with both hands and sent him a look that dared him to try and push her away a second time.

      Sindre had already taken a step back. The mist swallowed everything but his face, still shining with that unearthly light.

      “Have it your way, my pretty pet. I must say, you people are remarkably loyal.” He made it sound like a defect, but Nisio thought he detected a note of envy.

      “As for you, fada,” he said to Nisio, “it’s for me to say when the contract is void, not you.” He faded further into the mist. “However, I’m a fair man. Find your way home, and I’ll call us even. But I warn you, you only have until midnight my time. After that, the sensory deprivation tends to drive people insane. I believe you fada are especially vulnerable.” His teeth flashed white and he was gone.

      Then the mist was everywhere—like an icy gray blanket had been dropped over their heads. Nisio could still see, but everything was washed out, the colors a pale imitation of their true hues. Ula could have been sketched with a piece of charcoal: dark gray hair, pale gray face, the vivid blue of her eyes barely detectable.

      And it wasn’t just his sight that was affected. Ula’s scent was as faint as if she were standing ten yards away instead of right beside him, and he could no longer hear the seabird in the sky above.

      Only his sense of touch seemed unaffected. He retracted his claws and wrapped his arms around Ula. She was soft and warm, and he could feel her heart beating against his chest through the bulky wool sweater she was still wearing.

      He rubbed his cheek against her silky curls and inhaled deeply, trying to draw what he could of her feminine tang into his lungs, desperate for whatever he could have of her.

      Ula burrowed her hands under his shirt, seeking bare skin. “Well,” she said, “I didn’t foresee this. Why do I have to have such a bloody useless Gift?”

      He stiffened. “How can you say this? Your Gift, it is not useless. You saved Lady Isleen—and stopped me from making the big mistake.”

      “You think so?”

      “I am sure of it.” He set a finger under her chin and nudged it up so he could look into her eyes. “You are the only reason I am still alive. No Seer can foresee everything—you would go mad. Think about it. How could you live your life if you were always seeing the future? You would become confused, not sure what is real and what is a vision.”

      She blinked. “I never thought of it like that.”

      He caressed her face. It was so pale, as if she were a ghost, but the skin felt warm, alive. He took hope from that.

      “This I promise you—I will see you safely home. Even if I have to make another contract with Sindre.”

      Ula’s eyes narrowed. “What sort of contract?”

      “I will offer myself to him. As he says, he can always use another—”

      She clapped a hand over his mouth. “Don’t say it. I’ll be damned if I’ll let you enslave yourself to save me.”

      He lifted a brow but didn’t argue further. They both knew she wouldn’t be able to stop him if it came to that.

      “But you,” he said after she removed the hand, “you should have gone with him. I am not the only one who does not take the orders well, hm?”

      She scowled. “If you’re after believing I should have gone off with that fae and left you here alone—”

      “No.” He slid his hands down to her shoulders. “I am unhappy with you, but I believe no such thing. You would die yourself before you left a friend behind.” And Deus, he loved her for that.

      Her brow furrowed. “Of course. Wouldn’t you?”

      “I would. But not everyone thinks the same.” He rubbed his lips over hers.

      “You’re not really mad at me, are you?” Her fingers burrowed into the hair at his nape, dragging him closer. Her mouth opened, inviting him in.

      “I am, yes,” he said against those soft, full lips. “You should have returned to your family, your clan. Me, I am weak with you. I should have ordered this.”

      In hindsight, he realized that’s exactly what he should have done. He was her dominant; he could’ve compelled her obedience. But it hadn’t even occurred to him, perhaps because even an alpha used that sort of power—the power to command someone to go against their very self—sparingly, if at all.

      “You’re not weak,” she murmured. “I’m beginning to think you’re the strongest man I know. And I thank you for letting me make my own decision.”

      “Ah, querida.” His mouth moved over hers. “Amo-te. I love you.”

      Then his arms were around her and he was kissing her, hard and deep. She moaned and he cupped her ass, urging her up against him. She entwined a leg around his thigh, pulling him closer. Their bodies pressed together, hands searching out skin, their animals frantic for touch.

      Nisio tore his mouth from hers, but only so he could skim his lips over the smooth skin at the turn of her shoulder. By the gods, he ached for her.

      And she wanted him just as much. She was rubbing herself against him, making small sounds of arousal that made him crazy with wanting.

      A kiss. Just a kiss and I’ll stop there. Anything more is a bad idea…

      Although he was having a hard time recalling why.

      He nipped and sucked his way up the side of her neck, giving her small love bites. She angled her head to give him better access, her throat vibrating with pleasure.

      Ula was his mate. His animal, primitive beast that it was, urged him to lay her down on the gritty beach and claim her.

      Here. Now.

      But no. Much as he hated to stop, Sindre had only given them until midnight to escape his fog. They couldn’t afford to waste any time.

      “Ah, querida.” He eased Ula away and rested his forehead against hers. “I would give much to take you right here, but first, we must escape this fog. I think we should shift to our dolphins and begin our swim to Ireland.”

      She blew out a breath. “I suppose you’re right. Bloody fae.” She gave him a last kiss and stepped back to drag off the sweater before turning around to give him her back.

      “Would you—?” She lifted her hair from her shoulders.

      He duly unbuttoned her dress. “The next time I do this,” he muttered as he pulled it over her head, “we will be in a room with a bed. A big bed—very big.”

      “Will it now?” She tossed him an arch look over her shoulder.

      He growled and dragged her close to nip that soft bare shoulder. “When I have you alone, querida…”

      Her head fell back against his chest. “I can’t wait.”

      He squeezed one full breast through her chemise, then reluctantly released her.

      While she removed the chemise, he stripped as well. He stuffed all of their clothes into the knapsack, and then strapped it back on before taking Ula’s hand. Together, they walked into the ocean. The shore dropped steeply. Within a few steps, they were over their heads, but they were already shifting.

      Nisio finished first. As they’d feared, the gray fog had somehow infused the water, rendering it impossible to see more than a yard in any direction, but he sent out a test-stream of clicks and was able to form a picture of the area around him. They were the only large water animals in the vicinity, leading him to think that other animals were avoiding the area. No surprise there.

      As he waited for Ula to complete her change, he continued to release a steady stream of clicks in case she came out of it disoriented. Using echolocation he could “see” her as she shifted, so he was able to stay within a few feet of her. Still, it was a relief when he felt her dolphin body glide alongside his. He couldn’t resist a little sensual play, diving beneath her and turning so that he slid along her underside, belly to belly.

      She chittered at him in a very Ula way, half-laughter, half-scold, and he grinned and came up beside her again.

      Ireland was somewhere to the southeast. By mutual consent, they headed straight out into the ocean, wanting to get as far from Iceland as they could, keeping in communication the entire time. A dense school of capelin appeared to their right, and he was suddenly aware of how hollow his stomach was. The two of them made a beeline for the school and gulped down a couple dozen of the small, oily fish in rapid succession, and then set out again.

      Nisio believed—prayed—that their echolocation abilities were unimpaired, so at first he ignored the niggling sense that they weren’t making any progress.

      It’s just more of Sindre’s tricks. He wants you to believe that you’re not really going anywhere.

      But the feeling grew stronger. Just when he was ready to share his uneasiness with Ula, she nudged him and said, We went by that ledge ten minutes ago. I recall that rock that looks like a big fish.

      I’m going to take a look.

      Nisio spy-hopped at the surface. The mist parted, perhaps because Sindre enjoyed toying with them. Whatever the reason, he had a clear view of the coast of Iceland—just a few hundred yards away.

      His chest constricted.

      What? Ula demanded as he sank back below the surface.

      We haven’t gone anywhere. We’ve been swimming in circles.
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      Ula sat with Nisio on a large black rock. They’d found their clothes and put them back on, then wandered aimlessly along the beach until they’d stumbled over this smooth, flat rock. Even gripped by that horrible hopelessness, Nisio had put his sweater on her and then pulled her down between his knees so that she was cradled by his body, his arms wrapped loosely around her and his chin resting on the top of her head.

      Neither of them had spoken for several minutes. Or had an hour passed? She wasn’t sure. It could’ve even been an entire day. All she knew was that Sindre had spoken the truth; the sensory deprivation was slowly driving her mad. It was like being swaddled in wads of wet gray cotton. She felt disoriented, lightheaded. The only thing keeping her grounded was Nisio’s warm, hard body against her back.

      Her stomach growled and she realized she was hungry…and now that she thought about it, thirsty as well. It seemed like it had been days since they’d eaten the capelin.

      Nisio broke the hush, his voice rusty. “We”—he cleared his throat—“need food and water.”

      “There’s probably a stream nearby.”

      But neither of them moved. What was the point? There could be a stream just steps away, but without the ability to see, hear or scent it, the only way to find it was to stumble around blindly in the fog.

      “Ula.” Nisio turned her to face him. “We have to fight. Otherwise he’s won.”

      “What’s the use?” she asked listlessly. “Sindre’s a fae. He’s made it impossible for us to win.”

      “Ula.” He dragged her closer. Beneath her cheek, his heartbeat was hard, agitated. “Time is running out, minha querida. By my count, midnight is but a few hours away. Come. Stand up.” He pulled her to her feet.

      His agitation got through to her as nothing else had. He needed her. He couldn’t get out of this on his own or he’d have done so.

      She drew a breath and forced her lethargic brain to think. “All right. Which way?” She glanced around, but all she could see was the thick gray fog.

      “I don’t know. But I think it is best to keep moving.” He took her hand and started forward.

      “No, wait.” She bit her lower lip, trying to recapture the thought that had darted through her head, minnow-like, and then disappeared.

      “What?” Nisio grasped her shoulders. “You have an idea?”

      She closed her eyes and focused with her whole being. There.

      “This could be crazy,” she said.

      He peered at her through the murky haze. “Tell me.”

      “I could try to use my Sight to find a stream, maybe even some food. He’s blocked our physical senses, but the Sight doesn’t depend on the physical.”

      Nisio didn’t even pause to think it over. “Do it.”

      “But will it work?”

      “Who knows? But I believe your Sight is more powerful than you know. The Seer I know—my cousin’s mate—she says it is very hard to open yourself to such a Gift. But to fight it, this is even worse. This Gift, this Sight—it is a part of you. Me, I am a hunter. I can track any prey. I have the sense of direction very good, and I can make it so that I am very hard to find—what do you call it?”

      “Camouflage.”

      “Yes, that’s it.”

      Ula nodded, recalling how hard Nisio had been to follow in the base. It was as if he’d disappeared into thin air. “But what does that have to do with me?”

      “Don’t you understand? If I were to say no to this Gift, I would be only half of a man. It is the same for you—for any of us.”

      It’s what Isleen had said, more or less.

      Ula chewed her lip. Other than the morning in the cave with Nisio, when she’d tried to See what was happening with his men, it had been a very long time since she’d willingly opened herself up to her Sight. But what did they have to lose? Midnight was just a few hours away. In fact, she wondered if it hadn’t already come and gone. It seemed like they’d been here for days, as if the gray fog had swallowed time itself.

      “That’s my woman.” Nisio gave her a hard kiss. “You can do this. I’ll be here, holding you. I promise.”

      “Thank you.” She rested her head against his chest, drawing strength from the thick, hard muscles, and then straightened back up.

      The mist had thickened ominously. It was getting darker. It occurred to her that as night fell, the gray would change to pitch-black, a curtain that even their night vision couldn’t penetrate. They would die here, stripped of all senses save touch. Her throat filled with panic.

      Nisio cupped her nape, grounding her. “You can do this, meu amor.”

      She gulped and blinked up at him. A fragment of memory teased her.

      And then it crashed over her like a rogue wave.

      It was the morning of her twelfth birthday and her mam had made her a pretty new frock—scarlet, an unusual color for a water fada, but she’d asked for red and her mam had said that a birthday girl should have whatever she wanted.

      Now, as her mam placed the dress in her arms, the twelve-year-old Ula jiggled with joy. “Can I put it on now? Please, mam?”

      “Of course, love. Just take care to keep it clean until the party this afternoon.”

      “I will, I swear on my honor.”

      Her mam helped her into the dress and she danced about the room, the skirt swirling around her skinny legs. “I’m as beautiful as a fae.”

      Her mam caught her hands. “You’re as beautiful as my big girl. Look.” She turned Ula in the direction of a mirror.

      Ula grinned at her reflection. Then she gasped. Her mother had disappeared, to be replaced by a skeleton with her mam’s black hair and sky blue dress.

      “Mam!”

      “What is it?” Her mother grabbed her by the shoulders and turned her back to face her.

      Ula squeezed her eyes shut, unable to look. Her body shuddered. She shook her head. “I…no, no, no.”

      “Hush, love. It’s all right.” Strong arms held her close. Her mam’s scent enveloped her, familiar, reassuring.

      Ula ventured a quick look. Her mother was herself again: nicely rounded, creamy skin with a hint of pink on her cheeks and a smile that lit up her whole face.

      “You’re all right. Mam’s here.”

      Ula gave a sob of relief. “Oh, Mam. You—I saw a skeleton. Dressed in your clothes. And it had your hair.”

      Her mother flinched, then pasted a reassuring smile on her face. “Don’t fret, love. You had a vision.”

      “But I don’t want to See that kind of thing,” Ula wailed.

      “There, there.” Her mam patted her back. “You know about my Sight. Things don’t always come true the way we see them.”

      Ula nodded. That was true. “But it was so real.” She touched her mam’s face, ran her fingers through her soft black hair.

      Her mam exhaled raggedly. “I know, sweetling. I know.”

      In the next few weeks, her mother had tried to teach Ula what she knew about her Sight, but Ula had resisted. If that’s what having the Sight meant, she wanted another Gift, thank you very much.

      And then two months later Nessa Gallagan was dead, caught in a freak storm on her way back from a trip up the coast.

      They’d buried her in the blue dress…and Ula had blamed herself. Because if she’d worked harder at controlling her Gift like her mam had wanted, maybe she’d still be alive. Or if Ula had just Seen more in the first place.

      Instead, Ula had done everything she could to block her Sight.

      “Ula?” Nisio ran his hands over her shoulders, concerned. “Stay with me.”

      Anger bloomed in her chest. “I never asked for this Gift,” she said between clenched teeth.

      Nisio’s brows drew together. “But why do you find it so difficult to accept?”

      “Because, damn it—I foretold my own mother’s death. She was a skeleton, a skeleton in a blue dress. And I had no idea when or why she was going to die—or how to save her.” Ula’s chest heaved. “It’s no use. I can’t do this.”

      Nisio inhaled sharply. She waited for him to growl at her in anger, or worse, withdraw from her.

      But his arms tightened around her. “You can.” Despite the mist, his eyes were brighter than she’d ever seen them. They burned into her, twin beacons of pure silver in this forlorn gray world. “It may be our only chance. It is this chicanery of Sindre that makes you afraid.”

      She let out a jagged laugh. “I wish it were that easy. But I swore never again to use this Gift. Not willingly. And I’ve been afraid of it for a long, long time. It’s useless, I tell you.”

      Nisio was silent for a minute. Her hands had worked their way under his shirt and were digging into his sides. She forced them to relax.

      “Ula?” Nisio framed her face with his hands. “I understand that you are afraid. But I promise, you are strong enough to do this. And I will be right here with you.”

      She felt the press of his dominance and understood that if he chose, he could compel her to do it. But in the same instant he realized what he was doing and with an audible breath, wrenched back so that all she felt was his affection and admiration, and, strongest of all his belief—in her.

      Eu te amo. I love you. My mate. My heart.

      The words filled her whole being. So loud and sure, it was as if he’d shouted them—but his lips hadn’t moved. They’d come through the mate bond.

      His eyes widened and she knew he felt it too. Their bond had sprung into life without a word spoken. It was there, pulsing between them—the possibility made certain now, like the first unfurling of a plant as it pushes its way through soil and into the sunlight.

      Still, the mate bond was instinct, their animals choosing each other. This love spilling from her heart was her, Ula, choosing Nisio.

      She took a deep breath, closed her eyes and for the first time since she was twelve, deliberately opened herself to her Sight. Fully and completely. Because even when she’d tried to see what had happened with Nisio’s men, she hadn’t been completely open to it.

      That brick wall she’d slammed into had been of her own making.

      At first nothing happened. All she was aware of was the swift, panicky beat of her heart. She kept trying, concentrating with her whole being. Forcing her Gift until sweat beaded on her forehead and she was shaking with effort.

      “Easy, querida.” Nisio smoothed his palms over her upper arms. “Relax and let it speak to you. I’m here. I will keep you safe.”

      Ula exhaled slowly and let herself sink deeper. She felt Nisio with her the whole way, an anchor in the churning sea of possibilities that was her Sight.

      The fog was a transparent vapor now. She could see the ocean as if through a thin haze, and far off-shore, the steady beacon of a lighthouse.

      That’s when she realized the fog had retreated a little. They were standing in a clear space about ten feet in diameter.

      Nisio’s nostrils flared, testing the air, then he tugged Ula to the left.

      “I scent water,” he said as he plunged back into the mist. “Fresh water.”

      She went willingly, trusting that his hunter’s Gift was leading them in the right direction. The stream was only a few yards to their left, but they would have passed it by, unable to see or smell or hear it in the mist.

      They fell to their knees and drank. Water had never tasted so good—sweet and fresh and icy cold. Ula scooped it into her palms, slapped it onto her face.

      Beside her, Nisio had dunked his whole head into the pool. After the last shift, he hadn’t bothered to tie back his long hair. He came up and shook his head like a dog, sending water flying everywhere.

      They grinned at each other. It was so good just to feel something—anything.

      When they struck out again, it was with considerably more confidence.

      And then it hit Ula—the lighthouse’s signal was a familiar height and angle. She caught her breath and glanced around. The fog was thinning, and with it, color was returning to their world. It was late evening, but with her night vision, she could see a hint of Nisio’s olive skin and the black stubble on his cheeks and chin. The sky above them was a true black, not a dirty gray, and a pale-yellow slice of moon was rising to the east.

      Just a hundred yards away, was a cliff and just beyond, the ocean heaved and threw itself against the rocks, dark and restless, the moon casting a broken gold path on its surface.

      Her brow furrowed. They were walking on grass and to her left was a small, wind-blasted tree. But a few feet away, there was a beach of black sand and she could see the squat volcano in the distance.

      “Nisio? I see a lighthouse.”

      He scraped a hand through his hair. “But there was no lighthouse before.”

      “I know. And from the signal, it’s the Loophead. But it can’t be.” She took his hand. “See—over there.”

      He blinked. “I see it now. And that cliff—and the grass…”

      Their eyes met. “What if—”

      “—we are not in Iceland at all,” he finished. “Deus.”

      “I don’t know.” She walked the few feet to the sand and crouched down to finger it. “It feels so real.”

      He crouched next to her and scooped up a handful, letting it trickle through his fingers. “But Sindre has the Gift to trick us into believing this.”

      “Bloody hell.” She came to her feet and waited until he rose as well. “All right. I’m through with this. Let’s go home.”

      The lighthouse had been lost in the fog again, but she took his hand and went inside herself. Something shifted and, just like that, she knew which way to go. “This way.” She pointed in the direction that she somehow knew was east.

      She and Nisio exchanged a glance. He pressed her hand. “You lead. I believe in you.”

      She squeezed back, heart full. “Thank you.”

      They started off. It was a long walk, but Ula refused to believe she was wrong. Still, as time passed, uneasiness started to creep back in.

      And then the fog began to dissipate. Little by little, until it was only a patchy mist. She was almost afraid to hope, but Nisio saw it too.

      “It’s working. Whatever you are doing, don’t stop.”

      She shot him a triumphant smile. They hurried forward, faster and faster until they were running.

      And then they broke out of the mist. It was late evening and they were on a cliff high above the Atlantic. To the east she could see the Loophead light, its signal fire bright against the night sky.

      They were on an island a few miles off the mainland—not Isleen’s Isle, but one of its neighbors.

      If they swam fast, they could be home in an hour.
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      Nisio swung Ula into the air.

      “By the gods, you did it! You broke the illusion.” He spun her in a circle.

      “I did.” Her whole face lit up. “I did.” She threw back her head in jubilation. “By the Goddess, I did.”

      She looked back down at him, her eyes a gorgeous night-glow aqua.

      Color. He could see again.

      They both stilled. Then, without taking his gaze from hers, he brought her back to the ground, sliding her body along his.

      And then they were kissing, tongues tangling and bodies straining toward each other. He could taste her, scent her, hear her draw a jagged breath when he lifted his head long enough for them both to gulp in oxygen before taking her mouth again.

      He only released her because her stomach rumbled. “You need to eat.”

      “Aye,” she said.

      But they didn’t move, just looked around, still not quite believing they’d escaped Sindre.

      “You are sure that we’re in Ireland?” he asked. But his hunter’s internal compass confirmed it.

      “I can’t believe it myself, but look.” Ula pointed east. “That’s the Loophead Lighthouse, and I recognize this island. We’re only a couple of miles from Shannon. Either we somehow traveled from Iceland to here—or we were never there at all.”

      “Bastard fae,” Nisio said, disgusted. What he wouldn’t give for a chance to meet Sindre on level ground. “We would have died just a few miles from Shannon, lost in that fog until we starved to death.”

      “But why keep us in Ireland?”

      “It’s not easy to teleport two people. Even for a powerful fae—and we seem to be on an uninhabited island. This was easier. And if we died, it wouldn’t be on Sindre’s territory, but on sun fae land.”

      He deliberately spoke Sindre’s name. The king must know they’d broken free of his spell, and he’d said that if they found their way out of the mist, he’d call it even. The fae might like to twist the truth, but they didn’t lie. He and Ula were safe.

      She nodded. “That may be it.”

      Nisio’s gaze snapped to the lighthouse. “We must get back to Shannon. My men—”

      “Be easy.” Ula set a hand on his arm. “My da’s fair enough. He’ll hold them, but he won’t hurt them. Not until he knows more.”

      He nodded and turned back to her—and narrowed his eyes. She looked half-starved, dark shadows under her eyes. He’d just have to hope she was right about her father, because she didn’t look like she could swim a hundred yards, let alone two miles.

      He touched her face. “First thing is to find food and water.” Taking her hand, he led her back to the stream she’d found, which turned out to be a few hundred yards away around a bend. He shook his head, wondering how Sindre had been able to confuse them so completely.

      “I’m thinking we were walking in circles the whole time,” Ula murmured.

      “Sim,” he said grimly.

      At the scent of water, Nisio realized he was parched to his very cells. He would’ve sworn he hadn’t had a drink in days.

      They dropped to their knees and drank deeply. Then, thirst assuaged, Nisio had Ula sit on the bank while he rolled up his trousers and waded into the water, otter claws out, to catch a fresh trout. He fileted it with a single sharp claw, rinsed it off in the cold stream and presented it to her.

      She took it with a barely concealed greed, then handed half back to him. “You eat, too. You’re so thin.”

      “As are you.” But he accepted the fish—there was more where that came from.

      He ate a piece and watched as Ula wolfed it down as if she hadn’t eaten in a week—and perhaps she hadn’t. He was beginning to think they’d been lost in the fog for longer than a single day.

      He made quick work of his own trout. Before he went after another, he glanced at the moon rising to the east—and swallowed hard. The moon, which had been a sliver the night of the winter solstice, was now a quarter full.

      “Look at the moon,” he said. “We have been gone for a week, perhaps more.”

      Ula followed his gaze. “Holy blue seas,” she breathed. “No wonder we’re famished.”

      “I recall now, Sindre said we had until midnight his time.” He rubbed his jaw. His beard had grown a good quarter-inch. “Deus, the man is the devil himself. If we hadn’t gone mad, we would’ve died of thirst—or starved to death.”

      They were lucky to be alive; water fada were especially susceptible to dehydration. In fact, Nisio suspected that only their time in the ocean as dolphins had saved them. Thank the gods for that school of capelin.

      Wading back into the stream, he caught two more trout in rapid succession and offered Ula the choicest portions. This time, they ate more slowly, savoring the tang of wild, fresh-caught fish.

      When that was gone, he caught another trout, then another until neither of them could eat another bite. They sat in a grassy hollow near the stream and gazed out at the ocean.

      “Da must be out of his mind with worry,” Ula said with a glance at the lighthouse. “And your men—I wish we could get a message to Shannon somehow.”

      Nisio moved a shoulder. “It cannot be helped. We cannot swim for the mainland tonight. We need to rest, allow our bodies to heal.” He might be able to make it—now that he had eaten, he felt his energy returning—but he wouldn’t risk Ula. “We will leave first thing in the morning.”

      “I suppose you’re right.” Smothering a yawn, she lay back on the grass, head cradled in her arms.

      Nisio settled on his back next to her, forearms on the grass. High above, clouds scudded across the sky, alternately concealing and revealing the moon. The wind had risen. It swept across the cliff, churning the surf in the black ocean below. At least the hollow offered them some protection.

      Ula’s breath changed and the scent of her excitement filled the air.

      His animal awoke. “What is it?” he asked.

      “I saw you here. The two of us.”

      “Ah?” He turned on his side and propped his head on his hand. “And what were we doing?”

      “The first time, I wasn’t sure if you meant me harm.”

      “Never.” His whole being revolted at the idea. He traced a finger down the bridge of her nose, shaped the curve of her mouth. “Never did I mean you harm.”

      “I told you my visions aren’t always easy to read. You were holding me down.” Her throat worked. “I should have been afraid…but I was excited.” Another spike of arousal.

      His whole body went rock hard. “Like this?” He straddled her in one agile move, capturing her wrists and pressing them to the grass on either side of her head.

      Ula looked up at him through eyes that were a mix of blue and green, so that he knew that like him, both she and her animal were sharing this moment.

      She moistened her lips. “Exactly like that. How did you know?”

      “Because—” he brought his mouth to the sensitive skin just below her ear—“I, too, saw myself taking you like this. Many, many times.” He nipped and she shuddered with pleasure.

      “The visions I had of us were lovely,” she said in a throaty murmur that went straight to his cock, “but this is even better.”

      “Sim?” He smiled against her neck. “I promise, this is only the start.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I promise, this is only the start.

      Nisio’s dark tone sent a ripple of pleasure up Ula’s spine.

      She moved restlessly. She felt hot, feverish. Craving touch to make up for the deprivation of the last week.

      A whole week. It was hard to believe, but all the signs were there. The quarter moon, the stubble darkening Nisio’s rugged face.

      How had the two of them survived that long with just the capelins and that one drink from the stream to keep them going?

      But they had. The two of them, together.

      She tightened her arms around Nisio. He nipped the side of her neck and then moved across her throat, leaving a string of searing kisses in his wake that had her womb clenching.

      He reached her mouth and hovered just above her lips. She drew a breath and his tongue surged inside.

      It was a hard, claiming kiss, his thighs strong on either side of her legs. His hands slid beneath the sweater. He caressed the undersides of her breasts through her dress, then played with her nipples, rubbing and pinching them gently.

      “More,” she moaned against his mouth. “Harder.”

      Craving sensation. Craving him.

      “Like this?” He gave each of her nipples a firm pinch and her breath hissed out.

      “Aye,” she said. “That’s perfect.”

      He tugged down the sweater and ran his lips down her throat to the cleavage at the V of the bodice, his beard scraping erotically over her skin. She dug her fingers into the heavy muscles of his shoulders, urging him closer.

      “Too many clothes,” he muttered and lifted up to tug off her sweater.

      Next to go was his shirt. He rose above her, naked to the waist, his broad shoulders blotting out the moon.

      Her breath caught in her chest. By the gods, he was gorgeous—and all hers. She moved her hands over his chest, rubbing her palms over his wiry black curls and playing with his flat male nipples, then continued down his rib cage to the taut muscles of his abdomen. He threw back his head, unashamedly reveling in her touch.

      She stroked her fingers over his erection, straining at the placket of his trousers. He stilled and she gave it a hard squeeze through the material.

      His low growl rumbled through her, ratcheting up her excitement. He came back down on top of her, pressing her into the grass. This time his kiss was slow and sensuous. Pleasure snaked through her like a lazy summer river as he stroked and petted her all over.

      She smoothed her palms over his naked back and shoulders and gave herself up to the sensation of being wanted. Loved. When he raised his head they were both breathing hard, her skirt rucked up around her waist and her legs entwined around his hips.

      She slid her instep down his thigh to his calf. “Actually,” she murmured, “in my vision you were wearing nothing at all.”

      He chuckled and rolled off her, and in a trice had the trousers off.

      He took her hands and drew her to sitting. “Give me your back, Ula. This is not the bed I promised you, but the grass is soft and I will take much care with you. This is all right?”

      I will take much care with you.

      Her heart turned over. At every step, Nisio had done his best to take care of her, putting her safety before anything, even his own life. How could you not love a man like that?

      She turned without speaking and lifted her hair so he could unbutton her dress. His breath caught and the back of her neck tightened in anticipation.

      His hands came to the first button. When it was undone, he brushed a stray curl out of the way and pressed a kiss to her nape, his lips warm, knowing.

      “I think,” he said against her skin, “that I will take my time with you.”

      She made a small sound of protest.

      “This is a problem?” A husky growl against the back of her neck. He unfastened another button. His tongue lapped at her vertebrae, sending a shock of pleasure to her sex. “I can stop…”

      She moaned. “Please,” she said, and a distant part of her recalled saying it in her vision.

      “Please, what?” He moved his mouth to the turn of her shoulder and sucked—hard.

      She inhaled sharply and the fleeting sense of déjà vu vanished, replaced by the here and now—which was far, far better than anything she’d Seen.

      “Ula?” Nisio’s voice was rough with desire. “Answer me. Is it that you want me to go slowly?”

      His fingers undid another button. His mouth hovered above her spine—and then he paused.

      She knew what he was doing. It was part of the fada mating dance. The male played with his woman, teasing her until she acknowledged his dominance. Until she’d agree to anything—especially the mate claim.

      The woman resisted—but only up to a point. Because why fight it when she wanted it just as badly?

      And Ula had already agreed to Nisio’s claim—the bond was there, sweet and beautiful and true. Still, he was an old-fashioned man. Now that they were safe, she could tell he wanted the words.

      His lips brushed her nape in a bird’s wing of a kiss. “Mine,” he breathed against her spine.

      “Ay.”

      “Say it then. Beg me to go slowly.”

      Her head fell back against his chest. “Please,” she rasped. “Go slow—or fast. Whatever you want.”

      He muttered something approving in Portuguese, and then, wrapping his hand around her throat, turned her enough to kiss her.

      His grip was firm, and yet so careful. Her sex clenched. “Please.” She dug her fingers into the thick muscles of his thighs. “More.”

      He released her to return to the task of unfastening her dress, one button at a time. With each one, he pressed a hot kiss to her spine through the chemise.

      Ula’s muscles went lax with pleasure. She sat there, head bent forward, feeling as if he were branding her with that sizzling trail of kisses.

      When he reached the bottom, he drew the sleeves down so the bodice pooled around her waist. Still kneeling behind her, he brought his hands up to caress her breasts through the chemise’s thin material. Her breath sped up.

      One big hand cupped her mound possessively, while with the other he nudged the chemise down to bare her breasts. “Ah, querida.” His hand spread across one pale globe, his fingers darkly erotic against her moonlit skin. “You are so linda, so beautiful.”

      His hips rocked against her bottom, his wanting obvious. She wriggled out of the chemise and turned in his arms, unable to remain still any longer.

      “So are you.” She nuzzled his neck, inhaling his hot male scent.

      His laugh was startled. “Me? Beautiful? Perhaps I don’t comprehend this word…”

      She flicked her tongue across his throat. He tasted dark and faintly salty. She drank in his flavor and began to move down his throat to the center of his chest.

      “You understand just fine.” She stopped to look up at him. “Don’t tell me you don’t notice how women look at you. Even Lady Isleen was interested. She was practically eating you up with her eyes.”

      A faint flush touched his cheekbones. “I am someone new, that is all.”

      Had the man really not noticed that half of Shannon’s unmated women had managed to introduce themselves within twenty-four hours of his arrival? And Molly Regan had all but dropped into his lap like a piece of ripe fruit.

      Well, that was all in the past. The man was hers—and she intended to make sure he knew it.

      She moved lower, teasing the rim of his navel with her tongue and stifling a giggle when the muscles of his stomach jumped.

      He fisted a hand in her hair and pulled lightly. “Take me in your mouth, mulher.” He nudged her cheek with his cock.

      “That means woman, right?” she said against his smooth, hot skin.

      “Mulher?” he asked hoarsely. “Sim. Woman—my woman.”

      “Ah.” Her tongue circled the cap, seeking out the sensitive underside.

      He groaned. “That’s it. Like that. Just like that.”

      “Mm,” she hummed against his skin and continued her exploration, moving down to the base and then coming back up with slow licks. His taste here was similar to that of his throat, only a little darker, more salty.

      He took control, wrapping his fingers around her nape and thrusting into her mouth, taking care not to go too deep. She closed her lips on him and brought one hand to his sack, massaging his balls and stroking her finger over the sensitive spot behind them.

      When she looked up, his eyes were blazing down at her. “Deus,” he grated. “I—”

      Her lips curved. She stayed with him, wanting to give him this pleasure. His eyelids dropped, his face hard with arousal. Then he muttered something in Portuguese and pulled her up, turning her on her back and sliding down her body.

      “My turn,” he said against the moist warmth. The words vibrated through her, the pleasure increased by the scrape of his stubbled upper lip against her sex.

      He slid a finger inside her and curved it upward, stroking her inside as he slid his tongue over and around her hot, swollen nub.

      Her last coherent thought was, The man knows what he’s doing, and then she was absorbed in sensation until he did something perfect with his finger and tongue.

      “Nisio.”

      “That’s it. Come to me, querida.”

      Her back arched and she split apart into a dazzle of heat and light.

      Nisio pressed a kiss to her mound and then crawled up her body to nuzzle her neck. He smelled of them both now, her feminine musk overlaying his dark male scent.

      “C’mere,” she said, too pleasured to do more than pet his shoulders and back.

      He gave her a kiss and then positioned himself to enter her. As he nudged inside, he brought his hands back to her wrists.

      “I’m making the claim, Ula. In the fog, we made the mate bond, but there you had little choice if you wanted to live. I want you to be sure this is what you want. We will do it in front of your father and clan, but this is me, claiming you.” He pressed further, his face severe and yet a shade uncertain. “Say yes. Tell me you accept.”

      Of course he didn’t ask—he demanded. And he already knew she was his. But something in Ula melted at that hint of uncertainty.

      She stared up at him. Mating with Nisio would mean she’d have to leave her clan, travel with him to Portugal and then to wherever he eventually established his own clan. Because he was an alpha, even if it was only of a small den right now; he’d never be satisfied with being another man’s second or third.

      But hadn’t she wished for adventure? Here it was, and it came with the man she wanted, body, mind and soul.

      And what was more, he believed in her: in her Gift, in her strength. There was only one answer.

      “I accept,” she said in a clear, firm voice. Her chest filled with warmth, a warmth that started in her heart and radiated outward. Ula found herself smiling from the inside out.

      And then she saw it. A shimmering, multi-colored thread. Her mouth slackened. “You are my mate.”

      His eyes widened. “You feel it too?”

      “I see it. A thread from me to you.” In the fog she’d felt it, but now she saw it—and even as she spoke, it thickened and grew brighter. She slid one hand out of his grip and pressed the heel to her breastbone. “Nisio, I…” She trailed off, her gaze trapped by his.

      Nisio looked at where she had her hand pressed to her chest. “You see it? But then, you have the Sight.”

      His gaze came back to hers, his eyes like silver coins in the moonlight. She realized that the taste of the mate bond they’d felt up until now was but a pale shadow of the real thing. They were joined, heart to heart, soul to soul. She could feel Nisio, sense how much he loved her.

      He took hold of her wrists again and, keeping her snagged by his gaze, sank into her, slow and deliberate, until she was filled with him.

      “By the gods,” he said reverently. “You feel like…home.”

      She smiled up at him. That was it exactly. “Aye.”

      “You won’t regret it,” he vowed as he began to move in her, still in that unhurried, deliberate way. “I will be alpha of my own clan someday. You and the family we will make together will have much honor.”

      “I know, Nisio.” She rocked her hips up to meet him. “But I’d have you anyway. You must know that.”

      “I know.” His smile was a beautiful thing to see. “Minha querida. Te adoro.” He pressed a kiss to her lips and then lifted his head and began to work in her, each firm thrust sending shocks of pleasure through her.

      The grass was cool against her back. The man above her was hard and hot—and there was no place on Earth she’d rather be.

      Ula twined her arms and legs around him, pulling him in, loving how it felt.

      Loving him.

      He thrust harder. She tightened on him, feeling his pleasure through their bond and knowing he felt hers as well.

      She was panting now, her body tight with coiled energy. With each thrust he pounded her into the grass. But it wasn’t quite enough. And he knew—she could tell the moment he sensed it through their bond.

      He slid a hand between their bodies and rubbed his fingers over exactly where she most craved his touch. Bright rills of sensation zinged up and down her spine.

      She moved her head from side to side. It was too much… No, it was just right.

      Her sex convulsed around him. The bright rills spread through her, bubbling in her veins like champagne.

      She dug her toes into the cool grass and let herself be washed away.
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      Dawn came late this time of year. The sun had yet to peek above the horizon when Nisio awoke the next morning, sated and refreshed. Ula was cuddled in his arms, the two of them having made a nest of their clothes and the single blanket. He traced a finger down one baby-fine cheek and grinned as she wrinkled her nose and swatted at his hand without opening her eyes.

      Deus, she was adorable.

      And thin. He frowned at the hollow shadows beneath her cheekbones. Their week wandering in the fog had taken its toll. He could see the signs more clearly now in the pre-dawn light.

      He tightened his arms around her and wished Sindre to Hades. What kind of man dragged a woman into a fight? What he wouldn’t give to stick his knife in the king’s cold, black heart—but right now, he had more immediate concerns, like feeding his mate and getting her safely back to the mainland.

      Ula’s eyes opened. “What’s wrong?” she asked sleepily.

      He raised a brow. He was going to have to get used to this mate-bond thing and the way Ula could sense his feelings through it. “I was thinking about what comes next, but now that you’re awake…”

      He turned on his back and lifted her to straddle him. He was already hard, his cock nestled between her moist heat and his belly.

      She wriggled and he had to grit his teeth against the pleasure. He smacked her ass. “Settle down, woman, or I’ll take you right now.”

      “And this is a problem, why?”

      “Hell if I know,” he muttered and, lifting her hips, guided himself inside her.

      It was a quick, hard loving that left them both gasping for breath. When Nisio looked at the sky again, the sun was just above the horizon and his scar was tingling.

      He jumped to his feet and dragged on his trousers. “Get up,” he told Ula. “Someone comes. A fae.”

      She nodded and tossed him his shirt before pulling on her chemise and dress. He was fastening her buttons when the air nearby shimmered and twisted and Lady Isleen appeared.

      Nisio didn’t know whether to be happy it wasn’t Sindre—or worried that Isleen had expended the energy to track them down. He swept Ula behind him with one arm while his other hand went to the hidden sheath in his waistband. But of course, the Shannon warriors still had his knife.

      He straightened his spine and regarded the sun fae warily as Ula slipped back around him to stand by his side.

      Isleen was dressed more simply today, in a long ivory wool dress and half-boots in a matching pale leather, her coppery hair blowing in the wind. She appeared beautiful and remote, her green eyes unsmiling.

      His claws pricked at his fingertips, but he kept them sheathed. His scar was throbbing now, so intensely that he had to curl his fingers into his palms to keep himself from rubbing it. But he refused to show any weakness to the fae woman.

      At last Isleen spoke. “I see you found your way back.”

      “Yes, my lady.”

      Her witchy eyes flashed. “You owe me, fada.”

      “No.” His impetuous mate jumped to his defense. “We saved you from King Sindre.”

      Isleen’s gaze turned to Ula. “You saved me. This one tried to kill me.”

      A tall, black-haired man appeared on a nearby knoll. Isleen shot him a narrow-eyed look, but he locked gazes with her and strode forward.

      It was the púca again, his tall body clad all in black. He laid a hand on Isleen’s arm. To Nisio’s interest, she didn’t shake him off. So the man was more than a bodyguard.

      “Leave him be, Isleen,” the púca said. “It’s the ice fae who deserve your anger, not this man.”

      “Stay out of this, Lir. It’s got nothing to do with you.”

      “Doesn’t it? What are your plans for him, then?”

      She turned back to Nisio. In his hurry, he’d left his shirt unbuttoned, and her gaze lingered on his bare chest. Her beauty took on a disturbing tint like that of the yellow sea anemone, a glorious sunflower of a creature that used its stingers to paralyze anything that ventured too close.

      “Oh,” she murmured, “I’ll find a use for him.”

      Ula stiffened. “Nay. You can’t.”

      “Can’t I?” Isleen’s gaze turned to her. “You’re free to leave. But you”—she looked back at Nisio—“if I allow you to go, Sindre will think me weak.”

      He stared back steadily, but inside, the hope he’d felt on his mating with Ula shriveled. He should’ve known that Isleen would be furious. The lady might be kindhearted for a fae—but she was still a fae, the coldest, most arrogant race on the planet. He’d entered Isleen’s own territory with the intent to harm her. He’d always known failure wasn’t an option.

      “What is your price?”

      “You.” Her lips stretched in a chilling smile. “I want you—for a year and a day.”

      “No.” An anguished cry from Ula.

      Nisio’s heart lurched as he realized that whatever punishment Isleen subjected him to would fall on Ula as well. Why had he given in to the urge to mate-claim her? Deus, he was an idiot, an impatient idiot. He should’ve waited until he knew it was safe. Now if he died, the shock could kill Ula as well.

      He squared his shoulders, prepared to fight Isleen to the death—because neither he nor Ula could survive another woman taking him as her lover, especially since a fae’s “year and a day” was more like a decade.

      The púca growled. “Leave off, Isleen. Your quarrel is with the ice fae, not some Portuguese fada.”

      The fae lady went rigid. She turned her head to look at him. “Who are you to tell me nay?” she asked in a voice dripping with ice.

      Ula shivered. Nisio put an arm around her shoulder and pulled her closer. Her arm crept around his waist. He willed her to draw courage from him even as the throbbing on his face increased to an almost unbearable level.

      The púca wrapped his fingers around Isleen’s nape. “Let him go,” he said in a tone as hard as her own, “or that’s the last you’ll see of me.”

      “You wouldn’t dare.”

      “Wouldn’t I?” But the tall, dark shifter caressed her nape as if he couldn’t help himself.

      Isleen leaned into him and the púca’s tone softened. “You’re making a fool of yourself, love. They’re mated. I can scent their bond. If you take him, he won’t be able to perform.”

      Isleen blinked. Then she threw back her head and laughed. “He’s mated? Goddess, if that isn’t just like a fada!”

      “He is. And his mate is right—she saved your life. By the time I figured out what the ice fae were up to, it would’ve been too late. As soon as you were unconscious, Sindre would’ve ’ported you back to Iceland.”

      Isleen tilted her head. “Perhaps I’ll take you instead. Would you bind yourself to me for a year and a day?”

      The púca’s gaze never wavered. “I will. But remember, the binding goes both ways. You’ll have no lover but me in that time.”

      Isleen’s mouth curved in a slow smile. “Fine. I accept.” She turned back to Nisio. “As for you, fada, you have three days to celebrate your bond with your mate’s family, and then I want you the hell out of my territory.”

      “As you say.” Nisio inclined his head. “Obrigado, my lady. And my thanks to you, Senhor Lir.” He nodded at the púca-man as well.

      Isleen glanced at Ula. “This is what you want?”

      “It is, my lady.”

      “Very well. Keep your arm around your mate.” She took Ula’s hand at the same time, muttered a few words, and then the world shifted and the four of them were standing in the hills above the Shannon Estuary.

      Isleen murmured a few words in ancient Gaelic. “Your Gift saved me,” she told Ula, “and for that, I am in your debt.”

      “There’s no need,” Ula said hastily, but the fae waved her to silence.

      “This is my repayment. You and your mate will be safe from Sindre for ten times ten human years.” Isleen said a few more words, pressed a kiss to Ula’s forehead, and then stepped back.

      Ula’s eyes were wide. She made a deep curtsy. “My lady. I—we are most grateful.”

      “And I am grateful to you. Lir warned me about fada assassins, but I didn’t take him seriously. I won’t be making that mistake again.” Isleen exchanged a glance with the púca–man and then turned back to Ula and Nisio.

      “Go with the Goddess. Both of you.” To Nisio’s surprise, she included him in her blessing.

      She stretched out a hand to Lir, and suddenly she looked warm, even excited, a woman going out with her beloved. “And now if you’ll excuse us—”

      Lir wrapped his arm around her waist. His other hand cupped her cheek, pulling her to him for a kiss…

      And Nisio was alone on the hill with Ula.
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      Ula brought her fingers to her forehead. It still tingled from Isleen’s kiss. The sun fae lady’s lips had been hot, and when she’d transferred the ward of protection to Ula, it had sent a shock right through her.

      She met Nisio’s eyes.

      He shrugged. “The fae, bah. Who can understand them?”

      Ula touched her tingling skin. “But what a gift.”

      “It was,” he allowed. “I don’t mean to sound ungrateful. It is more than we deserve—but then, I think she did not do it for me. In her own way, the woman has affection for you.”

      “My great-aunt? I don’t think I’ll ever get used to that.”

      “You’re still my Ula.” Nisio pulled her close for a hard kiss. “But now,” he said, “my men.”

      “Of course.” Through the bond, Ula sensed his concern. She instinctively sent a pulse of reassurance back at him.

      His expression softened. He pressed another kiss to her lips and then took her hand. The two of them hurried back down the hill toward the base.

      They hadn’t gone far when they saw Robbie coming toward them along with two senior warriors.

      “Ula.” Her brother’s narrow, handsome face broke into a grin. He swept her into a hug. “You’re back, by the gods. We’d almost given you up for dead. What the bloody hell happened?”

      But before she could answer, he jerked his chin at Nisio. “Take him.”

      Ula gasped as the two warriors grabbed Nisio and wrenched his arms up behind his back. Nisio bore it expressionlessly, but she felt the pain that shot through his shoulders.

      “Robbie, nay!” She instinctively reached out to Nisio through the bond, but he clamped down so she could barely sense him—or the pain. That hurt in a different way, but she couldn’t think about it now.

      She smacked her brother’s chest. “Let him go, blast you. You don’t understand. He’s my mate—he came back willingly.”

      “Your mate, is he?” Robbie sent Nisio a hard look. “We’ll see about that. But it’s not up to me—Da’s orders are to capture do Rio on sight. Now, you’re welcome to come along with us if you can refrain from arguing—or I can confine you to your quarters. Which will it be?”

      Ula pressed her lips together. “I’ll come.”

      Her da was in his operations room along with Hugh and a lieutenant. He looked like he hadn’t slept for a week. Like Nisio, his face was covered with dark stubble, and the blue eyes he turned on her were bleary.

      When he saw her, he closed his eyes, shook his head—and then looked again. “Ula,” he said hoarsely. “By the gods, you’re alive.”

      “Da.” She let out a sob and ran into his arms. He crushed her to his heart.

      For a minute, they just held each other, Ula laughing and crying, while her da murmured, “My treasure, my darling daughter. I feared we’d lost you for good.”

      When he finally raised his head, he traced her face with wondering fingers.

      “Sure, and I believed you were alive, and Lady Isleen’s Sight was telling us the same thing, but it was as if you’d dropped off the face of the Earth. I swore on your mam’s grave that I’d never give up on you, but it was getting hard—”

      “It was awful, Da.” Ula shot a look at where Nisio was being held near the door by the two warriors. She wanted to demand that they let him go, but she knew her da would only refuse. Nisio gave her an infinitesimal nod, encouraging her to go on. “Sindre brought down this magical fog on us. All that time we were thinking we were in Iceland, and maybe we were—he had us that confused. But in the end, it turned out we were on a small island just a few miles west of here.”

      “Impossible,” her da said. “We searched every bleeding island within a ten-mile radius.”

      She dragged a hand over her hair. “I don’t know then. We could’ve been in Iceland. But wherever we were, that fog, Da.” She shuddered. “It was a terrible thing. Cold and dreary…and the worst of it was, it stole our senses, like being wrapped in a wet gray blanket.”

      “Ah well. You’re home now.” As he hugged her again, there was a commotion at the door and Gerrit strode inside, followed by Aunt Janette.

      For once, her aunt didn’t say anything, just swept Ula into a hug, as Gerrit watched, arms folded and that stern expression pulling down the corners of his mouth.

      “You’re home.” Tears streamed down Janette’s broad face. “You’re home. And here I was thinking it would be Nessa all over again… But you’re home.”

      “I am, thanks to Nisio.”

      She tried to go to her mate, but her da grabbed her arm. “Take a seat, Ula. You look like a puff of wind would knock you sideways.”

      The operations room had a round table large enough to hold her da, his lieutenants, and other top personnel. Her da tried to get her to sit at the table, but Ula dug in her heels.

      “What about Nisio?” She shot another look at him. “I’m telling you, he came back willingly—he doesn’t deserve to be held like a prisoner at the dock.”

      “Is that so? There’s still the matter of him trying to kidnap a guest in my own base. But if it will make you happy… Bring him here,” her da told the two men holding Nisio.

      When they obeyed, he added, “You don’t have to hold his arms behind his back, but keep a good hold on him. The man’s a Douro assassin, or my name’s not Chas Gallagan.”

      The warriors nodded and took a stance on either side of Nisio. They stood at attention, each with a hand wrapped around one of his upper arms.

      Meanwhile, Gerrit pulled a chair out for Ula. As she sat down, his nostrils flared, and she knew he scented Nisio on her.

      “Gods, woman,” he muttered. “Did you have to rut with him?”

      Her chin jutted. “I didn’t have to, nay. But it was the best of my life.”

      Gerrit blinked, and then scowled as the men nearby chuckled.

      Nisio snarled something in Portuguese and, jerking free of the two warriors, started for Gerrit.

      In an instant, her da had a knife to Nisio’s throat. “Stand down,” he said in a hard voice, “or this will be the day you die. And you—” he shot a furious look at Gerrit—“shut your fecking mouth before I do it for you.”

      Ula felt all the blood drain from her face. Heart racing, she looked from her da to Nisio. It was too much like the vision she’d had of Nisio’s death at Chas’s hands.

      But there were differences. Isleen wasn’t dead. They weren’t in the great hall, and while her da might be pissed off, he wasn’t in a killing rage.

      Ula had to have faith that she’d foreseen this situation because she could change it—not because she couldn’t.

      Her big, bad mate simply looked back coolly. “Then tell your man to stay away from my woman.”

      “Your woman?” Gerrit took a step forward.

      “Stay out of this,” her da rapped out without taking his eyes from Nisio. “Well, man?” he asked.

      Nisio glanced at Ula. He was angry, yes, but more, he was defending her. She could feel his determination. He wasn’t going to back down—and neither was her da.

      Bloody stubborn males. It was up to her to break the impasse.

      She jumped to her feet and slapped her hands on the table. “There’s no need for this,” she told her father. “I’m telling you, Nisio came back of his own volition. We were on our way back to Shannon when we met up with Robbie.”

      “That’s true,” her brother confirmed, then sent a black look at Nisio. “Doesn’t mean I trust the bastard.”

      “Sit. Down,” her da gritted at Ula. “And you”—he removed the knife from Nisio’s throat—“let my daughter tell her story—or I swear, I’ll cut your bloody throat myself.”

      Nisio’s gaze swung to her as the two warriors grabbed his arms again.

      She ignored them to tilt her head at Nisio. “Please?”

      He frowned and then expelled a breath. “As you wish.” She could tell he wasn’t happy, but love spilled down the bond to her. Love—and trust.

      Ula gave him a brilliant smile and retook her seat. “It was bad, Da.” She rubbed her upper arms, remembering. “The ice fae king, he has a way to fool your mind. He made this fog that clouds your very senses. We lost all track of time. And it turned out that we were just wandering in circles…”

      She launched into the story of their experience as Sindre’s prisoners. The whole time, she was aware of Nisio standing calmly nearby, his whole body sending the message that even when being held captive by her own da, he had complete faith in her.

      That belief—in her, Ula, the Shannon clan’s unreliable Seer—warmed her from the inside out.

      Whatever happened, she would be forever grateful that the gods had sent her this hard Portuguese assassin. A man strong enough to put his trust in a woman when she didn’t even trust herself.

      Nisio do Rio was a gift, and she would treasure him all the days of her life.

      She reached the part where she’d been ready to give up hope, and Nisio spoke up. “It was the Senhorita Ula who saved us. Her Sight showed us the way out.”

      She met his eyes. “Because you believed in me—that I could do it.”

      “Bah. If not for you, I would still be lost in the fog.”

      Gerrit moved restively. “A touching story,” he sneered, “but I’m still for slitting his throat.”

      Suddenly she couldn’t stand it any longer. She jumped up, darted around the table to Nisio and planted herself between him and her da.

      “Whatever you do to him, you’ll have to do to me as well. Aye, he intended harm, but in the end, he didn’t go through with it, did he? And he did everything he could to keep me alive while we were away. He was willing to sell himself to the ice fae king as a slave if that’s what it took.”

      “Bloody hell,” Gerrit exclaimed. “You’d betray your own clan to protect this piece of shite?”

      Nisio’s snarl raised every hair on Ula’s body. She barely registered her father’s growl as she reached back to give her mate’s thigh a reassuring squeeze.

      “Well, Da?” She arched a brow at him.

      “Damn it, Ula—” Her father’s nostrils flared, and she knew he’d just scented that she and Nisio had mated. He blinked. “Aw, hell, lass. Tell me you’re not—”

      There was a scuffle behind her, and suddenly Nisio was free. He wrapped an arm around Ula and in one smooth move, reversed their positions so that she was against the wall with him in front of her.

      She pushed his shoulders, but it was like trying to move a brick wall. “Blast you, Nisio. Let me in front—they’ll kill you.”

      “I will not hide behind my woman,” he growled back.

      Ula grit her teeth, but everyone’s attention was on Nisio now.

      “Do Rio.” Her da lifted a single dark brow. “This all comes back to you, doesn’t it? Tell me, how would the Douro alpha treat a man who broke all the laws of hospitality?”

      “We would cut his throat and feed him to the fishes.”

      “So why should I do any different?”

      Nisio’s throat worked. He was trying to block her again, but she could read him enough to know that he was suffering—and it was because of her. For the first time, she realized that if he died, it might kill her as well. And even if she lived, it would be as if a limb had been chopped off.

      But if it came to that, she wouldn’t want to live without her mate anyway.

      Still, she now understood why he kept shutting her out. The foolish man was trying to protect her—and she’d do the same thing herself if the situation were reversed.

      She gave him a shake. “Don’t you dare make this about me. Do what you have to do.”

      This time it was Nisio who sent her a pulse of reassurance. Let me handle this.

      “You must do as you think best,” he told her father. “I ask only that you show mercy to my men. They were only following me. The decisions were mine, and mine alone.”

      Her da nodded. “That’s a point in their favor. And I have to admit they grow on a man—even that bullheaded second of yours.”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “Your men didn’t spend the week in the cellars.” Her da moved a shoulder. “Hell, why waste good men? I set the three of them to searching for you. Antone was especially useful—we only have a couple of sharks ourselves, so I assigned him to help search the ocean. The only time your men spent in the cellars was when they were back at the base. I couldn’t be letting them run tame, now could I?”

      Ula felt Nisio’s relief in her very bones. “That was good of you, my lord.”

      Her da waved that off. “Like I said, they earned their keep. So fine, you have your wish. The three of them are free to go—as long as they get the hell out of Ireland and never return. But as for you, on the other hand—”

      Ula finally managed to slip around Nisio. “Kill him, Da, and you may as well stick a knife in my heart as well.”

      “Be still, Ula.” Nisio’s arm came around her throat. Not hurting her, just a show of dominance and possession.

      And when she went silent, everyone in the room knew the truth.

      “Bloody hell.” Her da passed a hand over his face. “I thought I scented something. The two of you are mated, aren’t you?”

      “Sim,” Nisio said at the same time Ula said, “We are.”

      The room erupted in a cacophony of growls and exclamations.

      “Ula.” Robbie dragged a hand over his head of curly hair. “With—”

      “—that Portuguese bastard?” Gerrit finished angrily.

      “Oh, Ula, love. Are you sure?” Janette looked ready to launch into a scold.

      “Of course I’m sure.” Ula spoke to all of them. “I can feel him—here.” She touched her heart.

      Her da’s voice cut through the noise. “Is this,” he asked Nisio in a dangerous voice, “the way of your people? To claim my daughter without my knowledge or consent?”

      Behind her Nisio went taut.

      “It wasn’t like that,” she burst out. “We would’ve died if he hadn’t. Don’t you see? It was the two of us together who found our way out of that bloody fog. Sindre wasn’t counting on that. He was stronger than either one of us, but together, we had the strength to defeat him.”

      Her da scowled. “But mated—you and him?”

      Ula went to speak but Nisio gave a squeeze. “This is for me to answer.” To her da, he said, “I am sorry for breaking the laws of hospitality. But I will not give the apology for claiming your daughter. That is between her and me. And Ula is right, the mate bond, it was more powerful than the king’s tricks.”

      “So, Ula.” Gerrit’s face was rigid with anger. “You chose this Douro killer over me?”

      “Better she chooses me,” Nisio shot back, “than a man who acts as if she should be grateful for his attentions.”

      Gerrit’s lip curled. “No one else wanted the git.”

      Ula’s face heated. But before she could tell Gerrit where to stick it, her da had him by the throat.

      “Enough,” he told Gerrit between clenched teeth. “You’ll show my daughter respect, or you can get the hell out of Shannon.”

      The other men muttered an angry agreement.

      A flush touched Gerrit’s sharp cheekbones, but he inclined his head. “As you say.”

      Ula’s da released him and jerked his head toward the door. “Leave. I don’t know who invited you anyway, but I’ve got enough trouble here without you stirring the pot.”

      Gerrit’s jaw set but he said, “Aye, my lord.”

      But as he shoved past Nisio toward the door, his face twisted and he said something under his breath that no one else caught.

      Nisio gave a feral snarl and grabbed Gerrit’s shoulder. When Gerrit swung around, Nisio slammed his fist into his jaw.

      Gerrit reeled back into the table, but pushed himself back to his feet, his dark eyes shining with an unholy light, and Ula guessed he’d deliberately provoked Nisio.

      “You fecking bastard.” Gerrit stalked toward Nisio, a dagger in his hand. “I should’ve killed you when I had a chance.”

      Nisio spat out something harsh in Portuguese and went clawed. “At least it would be the fair fight,” he shot back. “You call me a killer, but you are no better. At least me, I am not a coward. Hiring humans to hunt me down, covering yourself in the scent of a human so I could not be sure it was you—and then you sneak up on me in the middle of the night.”

      Ula’s da bit out a curse. “Gerrit?” he grated. “You were the one who beat do Rio?”

      Gerrit swiped a hand over his mouth and looked around uneasily. “What about it? I guessed he was up to no good, and I was right.”

      A few of the other men growled. Even Robbie looked disgusted.

      Gerrit’s angular face reddened. “I waited for a chance with Ula for twenty bloody years. I was giving her time to grow up. And then when she was almost mine, this conniving Portuguese gobshite shows up and the stupid woman has eyes only for him.”

      Her da blew out a breath. “You bastard. You want my daughter, then you win her fair and square—or challenge do Rio to a mate duel for her.”

      “I would’ve,” Gerrit returned, “but she went and mated him.” He shot a look of fury at Ula.

      “Give Robbie your knife,” Ula’s da responded. “We all saw you provoke do Rio. You want to challenge him, you’ll meet him on fair ground.”

      “Fine.” Gerrit handed the dagger to Robbie as the other men shoved the table and chairs and then formed a circle around the two combatants.

      A sick weight settled into Ula’s stomach. It wasn’t a mate duel—she and Nisio were already mated. No, it was a challenge for dominance, and neither man could back down without losing face. Not that she thought they would anyway—this had been coming ever since Nisio first showed up at the base.

      Her fingernails dug into her palms. Damn Gerrit O’Brien anyway.

      She had faith in her mate, but he had to be weak after their ordeal in the fog. He hadn’t even had a day to recover, and now he was going to be fighting for his life. Because she had a feeling Gerrit was going to do his best to kill Nisio, even though a challenge for dominance wasn’t supposed to be to the death. Still, everyone knew it happened.

      Ula pushed into the circle next to Hugh. Women weren’t welcome at a challenge unless it was a mate duel. But Hugh made a space for her, acknowledging her stake in what happened.

      Aunt Janette elbowed her way into the circle next to Ula. A couple of the men frowned, but she just scowled back and they let her be. Not many men told her aunt no.

      Janette put an arm around Ula. “Men,” she muttered. “But maybe it’s for the best. Gerrit could use a lesson in respect.”

      “He never wanted me. He just wanted the alpha’s daughter.”

      Her aunt gave her a squeeze. “I’m thinking you’re right. I’m sorry now I pushed you to accept him.”

      Nisio and Gerrit circled each other, both of them clawed, wicked black talons sprouting from their fingertips.

      Ula’s own nails dug deeper into her palms. “Please,” she whispered, and Janette patted her shoulder.

      “He’ll be fine.”

      Ula nodded but the tension made her want to scream. Would they never begin?

      Gerrit moved first, springing forward and slicing Nisio’s face with his claws. Nisio jerked back, but the claws left a trail of blood across one cheek and the bridge of his nose. A metallic scent filled the room and Ula had to fist her hands at her sides to keep from leaping to his aid.

      But in the next moment, Nisio’s hand whipped out, and the same marks appeared on Gerrit’s face.

      “That’s it, lad.” Janette pumped a fist. “Give it to him good.”

      She saw Ula looking at her and raised a bushy black brow. “What? You think I’d root for that bastard who insulted you?”

      Ula couldn’t help grinning, and then the sound of a loud blow had her whipping her head back around to the fight.

      This time it was Nisio who’d struck. A red mark bloomed on Gerrit’s jaw.

      The other men were growling encouragement now, and not all of it for Gerrit. Nisio might be an outsider, but Gerrit had gone too far—attacking Nisio in such an underhanded fashion, insulting the alpha’s daughter. Her da had his arms folded over his chest, his expression neutral.

      The men settled into the fight. First one landed a blow, then the other. Then they circled each other before erupting in a flurry of blows that Ula could barely follow. When the men broke apart, both were breathing hard.

      “Go, Nisio!” Ula found herself yelling with everyone else. “Knock the man on his bloody arse.”

      Gerrit’s hand shot out, but Nisio danced back so that only his shirt ripped.

      Nisio withdrew his claws and slammed his fist into Gerrit’s belly. The other man grunted and doubled over, and Nisio followed up with a hard punch to the jaw. Gerrit staggered back, and Nisio moved like lightning. The next instant he had Gerrit in a chokehold.

      “Apologize to my Ula,” he said between his teeth, “or your neck, it is broken.”

      “Go frig yourself,” Gerrit growled back as he tried desperately to pry Nisio’s fingers loose.

      Nisio’s face hardened. He applied a little more pressure, but Gerrit set his jaw and refused to speak.

      “Enough.” Chas Gallagan raised a hand. “I declare Nisio do Rio the winner.”

      To Gerrit he said, “You had your chance with Ula. She never wanted you, and frankly, I’m thinking she’s better off with do Rio. He respects her for what she is. You would make her hide her Gift, and from the story she told, it’s more powerful than any of us knew.”

      But Nisio didn’t release Gerrit. “Apologize.” He gave the other man a shake. “You heard your alpha. You will treat my mate with respect, or die here.”

      Gerrit set his jaw until Chas made a noise of disgust. “The man’s right, Gerrit—you owe Ula an apology.”

      “Fine,” Gerrit growled. “I’m sorry.”

      “And?” Nisio demanded. “Is Ula Gallagan mine? Say it so that everyone hears. I want all to know.”

      Gerrit’s teeth clenched. “She’s yours,” he gritted.

      Nisio shoved him away and turned to Ula.

      It was over.

      She flew the few steps to his side. Nisio enfolded her in his arms, and then together, they turned to face her da.

      Chas Gallagan was speaking to Gerrit. “Get out of my sight. Hugh—find a job for him, far from the base. I don’t want to see the fool for the next year or so.”

      “We could use a man up north,” Hugh said. “The ice fae are moving too close. Not even the lady can keep an eye everywhere. And O’Brien’s a loyal man—if stupid about women.”

      Ula’s da nodded. “Talk to Hugh about what he wants done,” he told Gerrit. “And don’t show your bleeding face in Shannon until a year’s come and gone. But if you put even a toe wrong in the next decade, you’ll be banished from Shannon for life. Is that clear?”

      “It is, my lord.” Gerrit gave a stiff bow and started from the room.

      “Gerrit,” said Ula.

      “What?” he asked without turning his head.

      “Just to be clear—I was never yours.”

      He growled and stalked out of the room.

      Ula’s da turned to Nisio and Ula. “As for you,” he told Nisio, “there’s only one reason you’re still alive and that’s her.” He nodded at Ula. “If I didn’t scent the mating, I’d wondered if you planned this to save your sorry hide. But if I kill you now, I hurt my Ula as well.”

      Nisio gave a short nod. “I want you to know, I never intended—”

      Chas slashed a hand, cutting him off. “What’s done is done. Consider yourself lucky, man.”

      Nisio looked at Ula, his heart in his eyes.

      “I do,” he said. “More than words can say.”
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      “I do.” Nisio gazed down at Ula, his eyes a serious gray. “I, Nisio do Rio, claim you, Ula Gallagan as my mate for as long as I shall live and beyond.”

      She smiled back, so happy it felt as if joy was spilling out of her, unable to be contained in her one small body. “And I, Ula Gallagan, accept your claim,” she responded.

      In front of them, her da was beaming. “Then I declare the two of you mates,” he said, concluding the mating ritual.

      He’d insisted on holding the ceremony, saying he’d be damned if he’d send his daughter off to Portugal without seeing her mating blessed. But she knew it was also to show the clan that he approved of her choice.

      Now she turned her smile on him. Her da grinned back and her heart stumbled. This had to be so hard for him. His only daughter, and the youngest child to boot. And she wasn’t even mating with a man in a nearby clan—she was going a thousand miles away.

      He held out his arms and she went into them. She blinked back tears as he wrapped her in a bear hug and kissed her on both cheeks.

      “I’ll visit, Da. I promise.”

      His eyes were suspiciously bright but his grin remained firmly in place. “I know you will, Ula-love. And it’s good that Douro has a Seer who can give you the training you need. I was wrong to deny you that. Forgive me?”

      “Of course, Da,” she said against his chest. “It wouldn’t have done any good anyway. I wanted nothing to do with my Gift.”

      He gave her a last hug and let her go. “You’ll always have a place here. Never forget it.”

      His gaze flicked to Nisio. The two of them were still circling each other like the alpha males they were, neither willing to concede dominance, although it helped that Chas had performed the ceremony.

      It also helped that she’d made sure her da knew that without Nisio, she’d never have found her way back. She’d have died in that icy gray fog. She may have Seen the way out, but only because Nisio had kept her going when she was sunk in lethargy, dying and not knowing it.

      “Thank you,” she said as Nisio’s arm came around her shoulder.

      “I will protect your daughter with my life. And adore her all of my days.”

      Her da grasped the taller Nisio by the nape and pulled him down so their faces were level. “Ay,” he said with a toothy smile, “you will, or I’ll break your head. Welcome to the family.”

      “Da,” Ula scolded.

      Chas Gallagan slapped Nisio on the back and turned to the clan, nearly tripping over Willie and Mike, who had thrown off their clothes the moment the ceremony ended and shifted to their otters. Her da just picked the pups up by the scruffs of their neck and handed them to their long-suffering parents.

      He grabbed a glass of ale and raised it high. “And why are you all standing around like bloody eejits? Strike up the band! It’s my Ula’s mating and I’ve a mind to celebrate.”

      A chuckle ran through the crowd, and the musicians launched into a merry song. The first keg was tapped and voices called out raunchy suggestions to the newly mated couple. Hands pushed Ula and Nisio into the center and, as he drew her close for their first dance, the Shannon clan joined in the celebration.
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      With a groaning of wood and a puff of thick black smoke, the packet steamed down the Shannon Estuary and into the Atlantic. It was a cold and windy January morning. The air tasted of snow and the acrid smoke from the ship’s single smokestack. Above them, white sails slapped briskly, the ship one of the new hybrids that were powered by both wind and coal.

      Nisio stood at the rail, one hand gripping Sindre’s bag of silver.

      Ula set a hand on his back. “Do it, love.”

      He nodded, and with one last, rueful look at the black velvet bag, flung it off the starboard bow. The ship headed into the open ocean and south toward France.

      Nisio resolutely looked forward. Most fae were rich beyond imagining. That silver was probably no more significant to Sindre than a copper réis might be to Nisio, but the fae hated anyone to get the better of them. Even with Isleen’s ward to protect them, it was better to get rid of the silver than carry it back to Portugal.

      And Nisio would eat a shark if the silver didn’t find itself back to Sindre within a week.

      The downside of refusing the ice king’s tainted silver was that he and Ula were traveling second class—but at least it wasn’t steerage. His men had gone to London to take ship there, intending to work their way back to Portugal as crew, but this was his honeymoon, and he wanted to spend it with his mate.

      Chas Gallagan had given him enough to pay their passage home, but Nisio had refused to take a penny more than necessary. The Shannon Clan might be relatively well-off, but they were still recovering from the famine. They needed their coin for their own people.

      Still, their tiny second class stateroom had space for little more than a bed and a washbasin, so he and Ula planned to spend most of their time above deck. The crew hadn’t tried to stop them after they’d realized Nisio was a Portuguese fada. Sometimes Douro’s reputation was an asset.

      Ula slipped her arm around his waist. “I had a dream last night.” She rested her head against his shoulder in a confiding move that tugged at his heart.

      He wrapped an arm around her. “Not the king again?”

      She shook her head. “This one was about us—and our family. We were older, with a son who was already a man, and another two behind him. I would’ve known them anywhere—they looked just like you.”

      “This is the truth?” Wonder swelled in him. He reminded himself that Ula’s visions didn’t always happen the way she saw them, but he could tell she was confident about this one.

      “It is, aye. We were somewhere in the Americas, and you were clan alpha. Antone was still your second, and Manuel was there, too. I didn’t See Leo, but that doesn’t mean he wasn’t there.”

      Nisio nodded and gazed out at where the silver had sunk beneath the dark waves.

      Ula rose on her toes to press a kiss to his cheek. “You’re going to found your clan, Nisio. I know it. I don’t know how or when, but it will happen. And we’ll name our firstborn after you—Dionísio.”

      He turned. The wind had teased a few strands from Ula’s braid. They danced wildly around her face. He tucked an unruly strand back behind her ear and kept his hand there, his fingers around her nape, his thumb massaging the fine bone of her j

      She was his, he thought, still awed that such a thing had come about. His mate.

      “Thank you, meu amor,” he said. “It is good to know this. But do not think that I am disappointed in any way with how this turned out.”

      “You’re not? But all that silver, gone—you’re back where you started.”

      “How can you say that? I have you. And you are worth all the silver in the world to me.”

      “Oh.” She touched his cheek. “You say such beautiful things.”

      “It is only what is in my heart.” He bent his head to kiss her as the wind whipped around them and the ship steamed south.

      When he lifted his head, Ula grinned at him. “I’m thinking we should go to our room.”

      “Sim,” he returned. “We have all those sons to get started.”

      He gave her his arm, and they walked slowly and sedately down the stairs to their stateroom, but as soon as he had her in the room, he had her skirts up and her back against the door. He took her there. Slow and intense and perfect.

      And then he carried her to the bed and had her again.

      When their hearts stopped thumping, Ula turned on her side and propped her hand on her head. She traced a finger down his scar. “You never told me how you got this.”

      “No?” His gaze was on the plump breast just inches from his mouth. The pretty pink nipple called to him like a tasty piece of fruit. He was moving toward it when she chuckled and set a hand on his chest.

      “Nisio. I want to know.”

      He sighed and rolled onto his back. “It was a night fae. The man was stalking our young.”

      “Oh, Nisio. I’m so sorry.”

      “He left them alive,” he said grimly. “But me, I am not sure this was a kindness. I think that some of them would have liked to die.”

      She cuddled next to him, her hand on his heart. “You killed him,” she said, and there was only understanding in her tone.

      “And I am not sorry.”

      “I know. And why should you be? He was an evil man.”

      “He was, yes. But others I killed because it is what I do. You must understand this, Ula. My father, he does what he must to keep our clan strong. I have killed other fae, and fada. They are mostly the bad people—the power-mad, or the evil ones like the night fae. But I am a killer.”

      She pressed a kiss to his scar. “You won’t have to do it forever. When we found our clan, we’ll find new ways to feed our people.”

      He squeezed the hand she had over his heart. “That is my hope.”

      And then they talked—of their lives up until now, and of their hopes for the future. Lover’s talk, the deep sharing that only two mated souls can know.

      Nisio had thought he couldn’t love Ula any more, but that night, he learned that he was wrong.

      Sometime after midnight they made love one last time and then fell asleep in a tangle of limbs.

      Just before dawn, Ula jolted upright in the bed.

      Instantly, Nisio was on his feet, stiletto in hand. But the cabin was empty except for them. “What’s wrong, querida?”

      Ula turned her Seer’s blue-black eyes on him. “I Saw our first son again. But he was older. And Nisio, he was alpha of his own clan.”

      Nisio slid the stiletto back under the pillow and sat on the mattress next to her. “But that is good, no? He was strong, healthy?”

      “Aye, he was. But Nisio—he was hand-in-hand with a sun fae lady. I think she was his mate.” Ula shook her head slowly from side to side. “How can that be true?”

      “A fae?” Nisio growled. “Over my dead body,” he said and dragged Ula back into his arms.
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        *2016 EPIC Awards Finalist for Best Fantasy/Paranormal Romance*

      

      

      
        
        Nisio and Ula’s story continues with their eldest son Dion.

      

      

      A dark shifter alpha…

      Dion, alpha of a clan of river shapeshifters, has had enough. The sun fae queen has seduced many of his best warriors, leaving them fit for little but fishing and drinking wine, and draining life-energy from all his clan in the process. Then comes the final straw—she works her wiles on his youngest brother. It’s time to turn the tables on the shallow, pleasure-loving queen.

      A jaded fae queen…

      Cleia is a two-hundred-year-old fae whose powerful glamour gets her any man she wants. But she’s bored. She wants something more—and all she knows is that the river fada men have it. So when she meets the big, untamed river fada, she decides she’s going to have him.

      She all but orders him to her bed.

      That’s just what Dion is counting on…

      A game of seduction that only one can win…
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      Dion’s breath hitched. Damn, the sun fae queen was hot—and not just because she, like all her people, carried a touch of the sun’s radiance within her.

      No, her body was a feast for the senses: long and lithe, with nicely curved hips and breasts that would fill his hands perfectly—and he was a large man. The queen didn’t bother to conceal that taut, sexy body either. She was wearing a gauzy dress the color of ripe apricots, and as she and her entourage approached the stream where he lurked, the short skirt revealed flashes of smooth golden thighs.

      His whole body heated despite his hiding place in the cool stream.

      He scowled. It wasn’t the first time he’d seen Queen Cleia, but he’d been careful not to get too close, knowing the woman used her looks as a weapon. He’d steeled himself to fight her attraction; the sun fae were famous for their allure, and their queen’s beauty was legendary. Cleia didn’t disappoint: exotically tilted eyes, pouty red lips and hair a gleaming river of sunshine. But he hadn’t bargained on his immediate, intense response.

      The woman was pure, undiluted sex.

      The queen strolled past, close enough that he could have reached up and dragged her into the stream with him. It was late May, and already the weather hinted at the summer heat to come. She paused to cool herself by lifting her hair. The movement raised her breasts as well, the nipples pressing against the apricot gauze.

      He drew a slow breath, his gaze riveted on those tempting points, and she glanced in his direction. Quickly, he ducked beneath the surface so that she saw nothing but a shadowy undulation in the flowing stream.

      Not that she couldn’t have sensed him if she tried. He had a Gift for blending into the waters and wetlands that were his natural habitat, but a woman such as her, his equal in power, could penetrate the illusion if she wished. But she believed herself safe on the lush, flower-filled grounds of her sprawling compound as she strolled with her companions, a regal, copper-haired woman nearly as lovely as herself and a pair of glowering blond guards.

      The queen shrugged and turned back to her friend. Dion slipped between the cattails that edged the stream and lifted his head to watch her pass. Her scent filled his head, sweet and a bit tart, like a fresh-plucked orange.

      She was close…so close. Close enough for him to see the vulnerable curve where her hair had fallen forward over one shoulder, exposing her nape and the delicate pointed ear of a pureblood fae.

      His fingers flexed on the stream bed.

      Not yet.

      It would be easy to take her. He was a master of the quick, silent death. But it was too risky with her guards just steps away. If he was caught, his clan would be embroiled in a war, and weakened as they were, they just might lose.

      Besides, killing a woman didn’t sit right—even a heartless bitch like Cleia. No, he had a better idea.

      The two women continued past and he angled his body upstream after them. As he flowed into the dappled shade cast by a massive willow, Cleia threw back her head in amusement at something her companion said. Her rich laugh stroked over his body like a promise.

      His cock hardened—but damn if his lips didn’t lift too. For the first time he understood that the allure of the woman was not simply in her unashamed sensuality.

      He blinked and hardened his jaw. She would not hook him like a foolish young fish.

      This was the bitch queen who’d lured so many of his warriors, used them, and then cast them aside. They returned home pale and worn out, some of their best years gone. And with each man she drained and sent back to him, the clan’s fishing grounds grew less fertile, the women more restless and unhappy, the children more prone to illness. Even their vineyards produced half of what they once had.

      And it had been going on for twenty years.

      Twenty fucking years.

      But no more. He was going to end it. Queen Cleia had met her match. No more would she take his men to feed her royal ego. She’d revealed a weakness to young Tiago, and he intended to take advantage of it.

      He’d seen all he needed. But he hesitated, curiously reluctant to leave.

      When he realized he was waiting for another burst of laughter, he scowled and turned downstream in an abrupt movement that splashed water against the bank. The guards rushed in his direction, but already power was rippling over his skin, cool and refreshing as a summer storm. Limbs changed to fins and a tail, his gills grew more prominent, and scales formed a shimmering armor.

      By the time the guards reached the stream all they saw was an enormous silver fish. They cursed viciously.

      “Damn river fada.”

      A fae-ball whizzed past his head, searing the air in a fiery arc, but he flexed his tail and dove deep, heading back to his river.

      Soon, whispered the water as it slid past his scales. Soon.
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      LIR’S LADY: A Fada Shapeshifter Story (#3.5)

      “Lir’s Lady” is a sexy short story set in the Shannon Sea Fada world.

      

      He’s back to claim his mate…

      As a young man, Irish púca shapeshifter Lir fell hard for the beautiful sun fae Lady Isleen. But he left when he realized that to the highborn fae lady, he’d never be more than a bodyguard—and her toy in bed. 

      Isleen couldn’t let herself believe in the sexy young shifter’s love. After all, Lir was only fifty turns of the sun—barely a man in fae time. Besides, to the fae, love is a game. 

      But now Lir’s back—and he’s definitely a man. A man who will do whatever it takes to convince Isleen that she's his mate. 

      Let the games begin…
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      DECEMBER 21, MIDNIGHT

      The púca appeared in her room at midnight on the darkest night of the year.

      Isleen had dismissed her bodyguard and set a ward to keep intruders out. She was heading for bed when, one by one, all five of the fae lights floating around her room sizzled and went dark. She sent them a burst of energy. When they glowed back on, he was standing a few feet away, his handsome face impassive save for the flicker in his black eyes.

      The púca. The shapeshifter. And the man who’d once been her head bodyguard—and lover.

      She started, and then pressed her lips together. It was just like Lir to find a way past her ward.

      And she knew he’d done it deliberately, to demonstrate that even on her own island in her own compound, she couldn’t hide. Not from him.

      But she was Lady Isleen, ruler of Ireland’s powerful Ériu Sun Fae Clan. She was damned if she’d let the man see her fear.

      “Lir.” She inclined her head. “Peace to you and yours. It’s been a long time.”

      He gazed back, tall, dark—and so bloody sexy she about swallowed her tongue.

      The last time she’d seen him, Ireland had been fighting famine and the men had been wearing swallowtail coats and top hats. Now it was the twenty-teens and he was dressed like the American rancher he’d become. A hard-bodied, long-legged rancher in boots, faded jeans and a canvas duster.

      “Peace, Isleen,” Lir returned the ritual greeting as he looked her over in turn. But unlike her, he didn’t try to hide the fact that he was checking her out. No, he took his time, his gaze sweeping deliberately down her body and then back up again.

      She instinctively amped up her glamour. When she wanted, she could bring a man to his knees.

      Lir simply gazed back steadily. But then, she’d never been able to fool him about much of anything.

      “I see you,” he said softly.

      She let the illusion fade. He gave a short, satisfied nod. He’d always hated her glamour. He liked her as she was, he said—her naked, unadorned self.

      Well, that’s what he was getting. Sun fae had a hot, fast metabolism, so even in winter, she dressed in light clothing. All she had on tonight was a tiny red nightgown that dipped low at her breasts and barely covered her bottom.

      His gaze traveled over her body. A dark, hot claiming look that sent a thrill shooting straight to her womb.

      He halted on her nipples, pushing at the tight red fabric. They hardened even more and his lips curved.

      As a púca, Lir was a special kind of fada shapeshifter, unique to the British Isles. Like other fada, he had a mix of fae, human and animal genes—and a shifter’s animal-enhanced senses. His nostrils twitched and she knew he scented her arousal.

      She took a slow breath. Aroused, yes, but the tiniest bit afraid. Because she hadn’t spoken to the man for over a century and he’d arrived on the one night of the year that her power was at its lowest ebb—and she knew bloody well that wasn’t a coincidence.

      She crossed her arms over her breasts. “Why are you here, Lir?”

      “You don’t know?” He regarded her broodingly from beneath thick black lashes.

      She moved a shoulder. She was a Seer, but the Gift of Sight was notoriously unreliable when it came to the Seer’s own future. “I felt something,” she admitted; all week she’d been edgy, restless. “But I blamed it on the holidays.”

      “I’m here because we have some unfinished business, love.”

      “Do we?”

      He stepped closer, crowding her. “Oh, yes.”

      It was an effort, but she held her ground. “That was a long time ago, Lir.” A hundred and sixty-one turns of the sun, to be exact. Even for the fae, that was a lot of water under the bridge.

      He just stared down at her, his dark eyes unreadable. His curly black hair was still damp from the rain that had been falling all day, and he smelled of the outdoors, wild and fresh—or maybe that was just him.

      She moistened her lips. “Look, you were the one who left me, remember?” And damn if she knew why that still hurt after all this time. “Our time was up, you said, and you were off to see the world—”

      He cupped her cheek, halting her. “Isleen?” he husked. He’d acquired an American drawl but she could still hear the Irish lilt. “I saw the world. And a big, beautiful world it is. But now I’m back, and I remember how it was, the two of us. Do you?” He smoothed a thumb over her cheekbone.

      She closed her eyes. It felt so good to have him touching her. Too good.

      “Of course I do.” She removed his hand. “But that doesn’t mean—”

      “You never took a mate.” His hand was at her hair now, playing with a stray lock. He’d always been fascinated by the color: copper touched with gold. “Why is that, love? Could it be you missed me?”

      “I’m not your love—and what makes you think I didn’t take a mate?” But that was a stupid question, and they both knew it.

      “You’re alone in that big bed.” He waved at the empty bed, the large, empty room. “And—” he inhaled deeply—“you don’t have the scent of a mated woman.”

      “So I don’t have a mate. That doesn’t mean I haven’t had other men.”

      He tensed and she winced inwardly. That was a low blow. But she didn’t take it back.

      Neither did he back down. “So,” he said, “I ask again—have you missed me, love?”

      She briefly closed her eyes. Why was she fighting? She’d missed the man every single day since he’d left. She’d even secretly hired another fada to find him. But the púca had disappeared as if he’d never existed.

      She’d known Lir was a proud man, but he’d been so young, barely fifty turns of the sun. He didn’t understand how the game was played. When he’d said he loved her, she’d all but patted him on the head and told him to grow up.

      So when their year and a day was up, Lir had come to her, thanked her gravely—and then told her that he was leaving. “This”—he waved a hand at the glittering fae lords and ladies dancing under a tent a few yards away—“isn’t for me.”

      And the next day he was gone.

      He’d deserved something better, and he’d gotten it. He’d gone from almost nothing to become a rich, powerful man—something to do with horses and water rights in the American Southwest.

      But now he was back, and even though she’d hike ten miles barefoot in the snow rather than admit it to Lir, it had been a long time since she’d had a lover. And she’d never had another lover like him.

      “Well?” Lir cocked a single black brow. “Have you missed me?”

      She ground her teeth. “Damn you—yes.”

      He was a good half foot taller than her. She slid her hands under the canvas duster and smoothed her palms over the silky blue shirt he wore beneath. Goddess, he felt good. All lean, hard muscles and broad shoulders.

      His nostrils flared but he held still, allowing it.

      She rose up on her toes and pressed her lips to the underside of his jaw. He’d shaved earlier, but already his skin was rough with the beard grain he could never quite scrape clean.

      “Yes,” she said against his throat. “I’ve missed you. Satisfied?”

      She felt him swallow. So he wasn’t as unmoved as he appeared. Her mouth curved.

      Then he muttered, “Not yet,” speared his fingers into her hair, and pulled. Not hard, but enough that she had to tilt her head back, opening her throat to him. He brought his mouth to the sensitive skin at the base and sucked.

      Heat flashed to her core. She moaned, and his other hand came to her bottom, urging her up against him. His cock prodded her stomach.

      She wrapped a leg around his hip, rubbing herself against him. He growled and hefted her a little higher so that her naked center rubbed against his jeans. Hot, delicious friction.

      His kiss was hard, demanding. His tongue swept into her mouth and she sucked on it eagerly, drawing him deeper. Her knees wobbled and his arm locked on her, holding her steady. When he finally raised his head, she was appalled to hear herself whimper.

      She blinked and tried to regain control, but he didn’t give her a chance. In the next second, he had her down on the mattress, her feet still on the floor.

      He moved between her legs and set his hands on the mattress on either side of her head. “You’re mine, Isleen. Say it.”

      His expression was dark, but his hips rocked against her in exactly the right place. She closed her eyes with pleasure.

      “Say it,” he demanded. “Say you’re mine.”

      “Mm-hmm.”

      “The words, Isleen.” His hand came to her mound. One long finger slipped between her moist, sensitive lips, teasing her. “I want to hear the words. Say you’re mine—at least for tonight. Or I’ll leave right now.” He lifted his hand.

      “No.” Her eyes flew open and she reached for him. “Damn it, you can’t leave—”

      “Can’t I?” He drew her onto her feet. “Then you’ll come with me?” He gripped her upper arms, his gaze so intent the tiny hairs of her nape prickled.

      “What do you mean,” she asked warily, “come with you?”

      “Back to the mainland. Just you and me without all your people around.”

      “I can’t.” She shook her head, truly sorry. “I have to be here at dawn tomorrow for the Yule ritual.” The entire clan had gathered to welcome the return of the sun and its life-giving light. The winter solstice was almost as important to the sun fae as the summer solstice, and she was Ériu’s high priestess.

      “I promise I’ll have you back by then.”

      She chewed her lower lip.

      “Say yes.” His voice was low, compelling. “Dawn comes late this time of year. I’ll have you back by eight o’clock. That gives you almost an hour to get ready.”

      Why not? He was right; tomorrow’s sunrise wouldn’t be until 8:50 a.m. And she was a powerful fae, not without her own defenses.

      She searched his words for possible loopholes. “Just you and me? No one else, until I’m safely back home on the island?”

      She hated to ask, but he was a púca. A trickster. And she’d had attempts on her life in the past. King Sindre of the ice fae, for instance, would love to remove her and absorb Ireland into his own territory.

      Lir’s black eyes flickered a dangerous gold, the color of his animal. He knew she was really asking if she was safe with him—and he was insulted she’d asked, which was an answer in itself.

      “Just you and me,” he replied. “I swear on the earth I sprang from. You’re safe with me, Isleen. Always. You must know I’d die rather than see you hurt.”

      Well. That was even more than she’d asked for. And he meant it. The fae were experts at twisting the truth—and the púcaí were part-fae, whatever else they had mixed in—but a flat-out lie made them violently ill.

      She rose onto her toes. “Yes,” she said against his lips. “Yes, I’ll come with you.”
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