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      The things a person will do to keep a job.

      Annie Valentine tightened her hold on her large, black leather bag as she walked out of the four-story brick building that housed the research lab where she worked. She swallowed hard and gave herself a nudge forward, hoping the phony smile she pasted on as she slid into her boss’s blue Prius masked the sloshing of anxiety in her stomach. “It’s nice to see you again, Mrs. Elliot.”

      Tara gave a sideways glance of acknowledgment in Annie’s direction before she pulled out. “I hate the traffic in this city.”

      A common complaint. Chicago’s rush hour ranked as one of the worse in the Midwest, especially when there was an accident or construction on the throughways. But Tara’s disdain once again raised the question nagging Annie since she took the job. Why had Tara moved to the city to take such an active role in the research company abandoned by her ex-husband?

      When Annie really thought about it, nothing made sense about Tara’s business venture: not how she’d changed the research focus from geology to genetics, and certainly not how she’d looked up Annie a year ago and insisted she work for her.

      Today, the surprise phone call begging her to accompany Tara to Rockford where her twin grandchildren were to be born didn’t make sense either.

      “Mrs. Elliot, you realize I’m not a doctor-doctor. Don’t you?”

      “Maybe not, honey, but you are the closest thing I have at my disposal. And you know so much about birth defects.”

      Annie twisted in her seat. She was uncomfortable enough being taken into a birthing situation without being reminded of just how much can go wrong. “Are complications expected?”

      “No one anticipates problems, but I’m not comfortable with the way my daughter-in-law’s family decided to handle this. Who goes out and rents a farmhouse that is miles from civilization and hospitals to have a baby, let alone twins?”

      It was nice to know some things never change. Tara had a way for dramatics, or so Annie’s mother used to say. The most Annie remembered about Tara from before eighteen months ago was as her mother’s best friend and Daniel’s mother.

      Now an adult, Annie didn’t spend much time thinking about the Elliots, even though they only lived three doors down. She and Daniel always seemed to run in different circles.

      They’d been so different as kids, even more so as adolescents. She remembered him as studious and cautious. While she was going to the lake with her friends or shopping in the city, he stayed close to home with his nose in a book. “He never struck me as someone who took risks.”

      “You wouldn’t believe how much Monique and her family have changed him.”

      “His wife?”

      Tara’s face scrunched up in a scowl. Just a few seconds later, she appeared to have a change of heart and nodded. “Don’t get me wrong. Monique is a lovely woman, and Daniel loves her. She’s just…well…a free spirit. She was adamant about not having the children in a hospital.”

      Everything everyone said about childbirth being a normal, natural process may be rooted in truth, but before proper medical attention became commonplace, babies died during childbirth. Mothers too. A lot of them. And even now, with all the advances, there were some who still didn’t survive the natural process. “Home births are becoming more common, but I wouldn’t advise it—especially with multiple births.”

      “Monique spends too much time listening to her brother if you ask me. I’m sure he’ll be there tonight, ordering people around and running the place like some madman.”

      Did Tara think she was making this whole adventure sound more inviting? “They do know you’ve asked me to come along, don’t they?”

      “Oh no! Keiran would have put a stop to it. He tried to talk Daniel out of letting me be there.”

      “Keiran? That’s Daniel’s wife’s brother?”

      Tara nodded again, not taking her focus away from the heavy traffic, growing worse by the minute.

      Wonderful. Annie reached down and pulled her tablet out of her purse. Rush hour on a Wednesday night and she was heading out of the city with a woman who’d recently lured her into a research job. They were headed to an out-of-the-way farmhouse where the wife of a childhood acquaintance was giving birth to twins while her overprotective brother played overlord.

      Why am I not jumping for joy?

      Annie turned the device on and pulled up her databases, trying to immerse herself in work, hoping that would send a loud-and-clear signal to her boss that she didn’t want to be dragged any deeper into the family drama.

      Her parents, her sisters, and especially her brother were disappointed when she had given up medicine and taken the job from Tara. It had even caused a rift between the once best friends.

      Annie really couldn’t expect her family to understand. They thought the large salary had enticed her away from her original career path, but money didn’t mean all that much to Annie. Sure, it was nice not to struggle to make the bills, but the large paycheck didn’t ease the guilt over that horrible night in the emergency room, and walking away from her medical training hadn’t stopped the reoccurring nightmares that still woke her from a dead sleep now and then.

      Ninety minutes later, Tara turned off the stone road. Large willow trees bordered the long driveway creating a tunnel. Slowing the car to a crawl, Tara turned her lights to bright, but it was still hard to see more than a few feet in front of the car.

      Annie turned off the tablet—the battery was nearly dead anyway—and slipped it back into her purse. “I guess you weren’t kidding about being in the middle of the boondocks.”

      “It’s ridiculous.” Tara turned off the ignition and dropped the keys into her purse. “You just stick close to me, sweetheart, and don’t let Keiran and his goons intimidate you.” She reached for the door handle, but then paused and turned back again. “Daniel and the Saysins don’t know about my business investment or that I’m your boss. Can we just keep that between you and me?”

      Annie nodded as she swallowed the acid pushing up from her stomach. This bites. Not only was she going uninvited into a family pressure-cooker, but she was being asked to keep secrets.

      All in the name of a job.

      She hung her purse and her large black bag off her shoulder and followed Tara up the narrow walk and four steep steps.

      Even with Tara’s warnings of an overprotective family, Annie wasn’t prepared to see two men securing the door while they joked around with each other. Of average height and build, they didn’t fit the typical description of guards, but it was blatantly obvious that’s what they were there to do.

      On the left, a man with shoulder-length blond hair pulled a radio from his belt clip. “We got a problem, Keiran.”

      The other man, with short black hair, put his arm out, blocking Tara’s path into the house. “Mrs. Elliot, who is accompanying you tonight?”

      “She’s fine.”

      Annie recognized Tara’s clipped, choppy tone. Louder than her words, it clearly signaled arguing would get him nowhere.

      Static and another man’s voice rattled through the air, but Annie couldn’t make out what was said over Tara’s argument.

      “She a friend and a doctor, Doctor Annie Valentine.”

      Blondie repeated what he’d heard over the radio. In response, Tara twisted toward the guard. “You tell Keiran he can’t keep me away tonight. He better let me in.”

      Oh good Lord! Why am I here?

      “It’s fine. Let them up.” The mysterious Keiran’s voice commanded from the small box, and the dark-haired guard stepped out of the way.

      “Mrs. Elliot, Dr. Valentine, everyone is upstairs.”

      As they approached the stairwell, an unmistakable shrill cry of pain whisked down the stairs and pierced Annie’s ears. Daniel’s wife undoubtedly was in the advanced stages of labor. She gripped the banister, her feet freezing to the hardwood floors.

      She fought against the urge to turn on her heels and wait in the car. I can’t do this. I’m not a doctor.

      Tara pushed against her back. “Let’s go, Annie, it sounds like the babies are close.”

      Her boss’s voice held all the excitement of an expectant grandmother: joy and hope layered with nervous anticipation.

      Annie climbed another step but then hesitated. “This is a private moment.”

      The woman stepped around Annie, grabbing her sleeve and tugging her up the rest of the steps and down the hall. “Nonsense. The situation calls for a doctor.”

      Tara pushed through the doorway, going to her son’s side, but Annie couldn’t bring herself to intrude beyond the doorway.

      Daniel looked essentially the same as she remembered, except maybe a little more rugged. He’d always worn his dark hair a little longer than one might expect given his studious nature, but now it touched his shoulders and crept over his collar. He seemed more muscular than she remembered as he cradled a tall woman with long, red curly hair in his arms.

      Despite her pregnancy, Daniel’s wife seemed to be a svelte woman.

      Even if Tara hadn’t told Annie Daniel’s brother-in-law would be there, she’d have pegged the short redhead on the woman’s opposite side as a sibling. A couple of steps away from the bed, he looked as nervous as someone in a rattlesnake den. Despite his obvious anxiety, he held his sister’s hand tight and rubbed her forearm.

      At the foot of the bed a tall, thin woman with hair as long as Daniel’s wife, but straight and dark brown, tended to the life entering the world.

      At least they were smart enough to bring in a midwife.

      Feeling a little more confident that the night wouldn’t end in disaster, Anne slipped back into the hallway.

      “That’s it, sweetie. You’re almost there.” Daniel’s voice flitted from the room. As his wife’s cries began to ebb, another voice filled the air: the squeal of a newborn child announcing its presence in the world.

      From her position in the hall, all Annie could see was the brother. Keiran—wasn’t that what Tara said his name was? His eyes were torn from the head of the bed to the new life cradled in the midwife’s arms. As she wrapped it tight in a blue receiving blanket, Keiran moved closer, looking down at the small round face topped with dark brown hair. “It’s beautiful, Monique. Is it healthy, Leal?”

      Tara had described Keiran as controlling, so when the man’s voice cracked with emotion, Annie was shocked. Seeing no sign of the brute she’d been warned about, her heart melted a little for the guy. Watching him brush the baby’s cheek with his knuckle and softly whisper a welcome to the world—a child that wasn’t even his—didn’t only melt her heart, but turned it into a soupy mess.

      “He,” the midwife corrected. “I do believe he is the most beautiful baby I’ve ever seen. And if you tell any of my brothers I said that, I’ll deny it.” The midwife put the infant in Daniel’s arms.

      Tara gripped her son’s forearm, trying to peak at the baby. “A boy? A grandson? How wonderful! Annie! Where did she go? Annie, please. Come and examine my grandson.”

      Instincts told her to stay where she was, but it was her boss summoning her into the room, and the part of her that felt an obligation to both Tara and the new baby couldn’t refuse.

      She inched through the door in time to see Daniel hand the infant off to his wife. “Isn’t he beautiful?”

      “He’s perfect in every way,” Monique whispered. Her voice cracked, probably from a combination of the emotion and the crying she’d been doing. “I appreciate your consideration, Tara, but we don’t need a doctor.”

      Keiran leaned back on his heels, watching his sister cuddle the child to her chest. The smile of reverence softened the rough edges Tara had warned her about. Seconds later, he turned his attention to her. Brilliant green eyes seemed to be able to see clear to her soul.

      Self-conscious and feeling like she was intruding, Annie took a few steps back, excusing herself from the room once again.
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      Keiran had to give the lady points for decorum. Slight in height as well as in frame, the dark blue pantsuit she wore emphasized an all-about-business persona. Auburn hair framed her angular face, falling just past her shoulders, but when she greeted him with a full smile and a quick nod, a twinge radiated in his chest. He could feel heat rising to his cheeks.

      There was something about this woman.

      Given she was a human, that said a lot. But maybe she wasn’t? He’d learned a lot in the last two years about fairy descendants. Many didn’t know where they came from or what power lie dormant in their bodies.

      He sidestepped around Leal and walked toward the uninvited guest. With each step, he sent a probe of his power toward her. She was involved with Tara. It was possible Annie had fairy blood. Maybe she was tangled up in some way with the Elliot brothers.

      His power’s call went unanswered.

      Despite all the good points he’d noted earlier, she was one of them.

      But he’d never felt such a strong attraction to a human before. Mental note: make more time to socialize. If humans were catching his eye, it had been far too long since he’d had a date.

      He stopped in front of her and fell back to his Protector training. Straightening his posture and squaring his shoulders, he aimed for a position of authority. “So, you’re the doctor?”

      She offered him her hand. “No. Tara misled you. I graduated from medical school but never completed my internship. My name is Annie Valentine. My mom is a friend of Daniel’s.”

      Chalk up another point in the plus column for honesty. He knew shaking her hand was the polite thing to do but still hesitated. Leal and other researchers believed it was the call of power that caused most humans to go googly-eyed over fairies. Touch made that attraction worse. Keiran didn’t care what the caused the phenomenon, the last thing he needed tonight was a woman who couldn’t control her lust for him, even if she was the prettiest human he’d ever…

      Slow down! He chastised himself and pushed forward, completing the customary greeting. “I’m Keiran, Monique’s brother. I appreciate that Tara invited you, but this is a family affair.”

      “Yeah, we always have a slew of armed guards at our family gatherings.”

      This was the reason he’d argued against allowing Tara to be at the births. She still didn’t understand the threat her ex-husband and his brother posed—even after the events of the last two years. Now, she’d involved another human in the mess.

      How was Keiran supposed to explain their twisted family dynamics to Annie?

      Monique’s cries had filled the air again. Apparently, the second baby had moved into position.

      Annoyance twisted his gut into a knot. Monique wanted him by her side during the births. Tara’s selfish interference had torn him away from Monique and into his professional duty. “The guards aren’t armed.”

      Not in any way she’d recognize.

      Fairies had little use for weapons as humans knew them. In most cases, their powers were enough to protect themselves and those they were in charge of. “This should be a joyous event, but it puts Daniel and Monique in a very vulnerable position. And with Daniel’s family…”

      How much did she know about all of that? What had Tara told those closest to her about her husband of nearly thirty years running off?

      Annie’s flushed cheeks flashed like a traffic light against her pale skin. “That was rude and none of my business.”

      Smart Girl. If only he believed she’d keep her nose out of it just because that was good etiquette. Before he could ascertain exactly what Annie knew, his sister’s cries changed from pain to fear.

      “Leal! What’s wrong? Why isn’t she crying?”

      “It’s all right, Monique. Leal will help her.” Daniel’s words tried to comfort, but his voice trembled, giving away his panic.

      Keiran pivoted and, with Annie flanking him, returned to Leal’s side. One look at the infant and his breath hitched. Her flesh was tinged blue, and her chest heaved. “Help her, Leal. She can’t breathe.”

      “There’s something wrong. Very wrong.” Leal said.

      Annie pushed in closer, reaching out for the child. “She’s taking air in, but her color…she’s not getting enough oxygen.”

      Leal turned her shoulder to Annie, brushing off the human. “You think I don’t know that?”

      Daniel turned to Annie. “Do you know what’s wrong? Can you help her?”

      Monique held her son close to her chest, sobbing. “Please, somebody do something.”

      Torn between comforting his sister and doing anything for the child lying languidly in Leal’s arms, Keiran couldn’t move.

      “Have you cleared the airway?” Annie asked.

      “Of course!” Leal pushed her and Keiran aside and laid the child on the foot of the bed. Placing her hand on the baby’s chest, she closed her eyes.

      “Help her, Leal,” Daniel pleaded again.

      For the first time since the panic erupted, so did Tara’s mouth. “This is why I brought Annie. Let her help the baby.”

      “She needs a real doctor,” Annie insisted. “Is there a phone? I’ll call for an ambulance.”

      Keiran grabbed Annie’s arm, holding her firm. The last thing this situation needed was more humans. “There’s no need for that. Leal’s a heal—a doctor.” Wondering if the child needed to be on their home world, he asked, “Maybe this isn’t the best place for her.”

      Tara snapped. “Don’t even think you’re going to take my grandchildren and⁠—”

      “Mom!” Daniel interrupted. “This isn’t about you. It’s about my children. Leal?”

      “It’s her lungs.” Leal opened her eyes and looked at the baby cradled tightly to Monique’s chest. “Give me your son.”

      “What the hell?” Annie interrupted, grabbing Keiran’s shoulder and spinning him to her. “She has a lung issue! She needs to get to a hospital!”

      “Daniel,” Tara said, “Annie knows what she’s talking about.”

      Keiran focused his power and pushed a spell to calm the humans through the room. Leal needed silence to focus her healing abilities, but neither woman could understand that. “Just give Leal a chance to do what she does.”

      “That baby needs a real doctor!” Annie repeated between gritted teeth, her fright shifting into anger.

      Keiran gripped Annie’s wrist, pushing a second dose of calm toward the woman. When this was over, and his niece was fine, he and Daniel were going to have a long talk about his mother and the uninvited guest.

      Leal laid the boy next to his sister then pulled a handful of stones from the pocket of her robe. Choosing a blue one, she dropped the others to the bed. Placing the small stone in the infant boy’s hand, she then wrapped the girl’s fingers around her brother’s hand and clasped them both tight in her own.

      “Is it working?” Monique cried.

      Keiran willed his niece to take a good full breath, to cry out like her brother had. To live. As if his wish had made it so, the little one gasped and then began flailing her arms and legs. Her welcomed cries filled the room. Leal picked the baby up and cradled her while Daniel did the same with his son.

      The sound of the bedroom door slamming jarred Keiran’s attention away from the babies. Annie had left the room.

      He knew he had to follow. He needed to erase what she’d just witnessed. He could never explain the event in a way she would understand. Her scientific mind couldn’t comprehend fairies, powers, and healings. Again, he cursed Tara for complicating what was supposed to be a celebratory family event.

      “What’s wrong with our daughter?” Daniel’s question drew Keiran back to the babies.

      Leal struggled to choose the right words. “There’s nothing wrong. With my help, your son healed your daughter’s lungs. He is Woodmore.” She paused and let her fingers graze the girl’s cheek. “She, it would seem, is not.”

      Daniel looked to Monique. This was their worst fear that one or both of the children would be born without fairy power. If their daughter were truly human, she’d just tied the four of them to this world.

      Tara reached across the bed and grabbed Daniel’s arm. “What is she saying? What does that mean?”

      “Mom. You and I talked about this. You know what we’re dealing with.” Daniel flipped his gaze toward the door. With no knowledge of where the other human was, he obviously censored himself.

      After handing their son to Monique, he took his daughter and sat next to his wife. She leaned in and laid her head on his shoulder, the small family comforting each other with their instantly formed bond. Daniel’s free arm draped over Monique’s shoulder. “It’s okay, sweetheart.”

      “As long as they’re both healthy, we can deal with the rest,” Monique said.

      “That’s right.”

      Tara turned from the two of them, addressing Leal. “How do you know? How can you tell?”

      Leal waved a hand and turned from Tara and toward the children. “It’s all very hard to explain.”

      “But Monique said you might not know right away. That in her family power grows with age.”

      “It’s possible,” Leal interrupted. “There are at least three other lines of fairy blood running through her veins. All I know for sure is that she doesn’t have Woodmore power.”
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      Annie stopped at the bottom of the stairs and crossed her arms. The voice in her gut demanded she march back up to the room and insist they take the child to a hospital.

      There is no way that happened.

      The baby was in serious trouble. A medical degree wasn’t necessary to know she wasn’t getting enough oxygen, but how did holding her twin brother’s hand and some blue rock solve it?

      When Tara said Daniel’s wife and family were a little off, she wasn’t kidding. The whole truckload needed to be shipped to some funny farm.

      But what about the baby?

      Maybe its airway had been blocked, and the child had cleared it all on its own. But, what if it was more serious and all the child had to care for her was a room full of crystal-worshiping, hippie freaks.

      She started back toward the steps, determined to make sure both the children got proper medical care when she saw him coming back toward her.

      When the infant had gone into crisis, the side of Keiran Tara had warned about shone bright and clear. He had a big attitude crammed into a not-so-tall body. Annie wasn’t about to be pushed around by him like the others in the house seemed to be. “You need to get your sister and those babies to a hospital.”

      He stopped in front of her, squared his shoulders, and locked his eyes on hers. “It’s not necessary now. The baby is breathing. Hear her crying?”

      Confident and in charge was the suit he wore, but she could hear the slightest tremble in his voice telling her he was scared too. But of what? Daniel’s father and uncle? That made less sense than what she’d witnessed upstairs.

      “I’m not deaf. I’m not blind either. Are you willing to risk those children because⁠—?”

      “No. My sister’s babies are my first and foremost priority. That’s why I’m here. They are in more danger from what lurks out in the world. My niece was having trouble, but Leal treated her, and she’s doing fine right now.”

      “Leal? The midwife who thinks she can fix a blue-baby with a magic rock?”

      He let out a long, labored sigh, softening his posture and stepping toward her. As arrogant and stubborn as he’d been, he’d also been gentle and caring about the babies. His smile showed off an adorable dimple, and the cool and detached façade she desperately tried maintain melted. He eased in a step closer and let his hand brush her arm. “Annie. That’s your name, right? There are a lot of things going on here that you don’t understand.”

      A sense of calm came over her, climbing her arm accompanied by a tingle and melting the stress from her shoulders. She couldn’t help but feel compassion for this Keiran. A voice, her own, rang in her head saying the children were fine. It repeated itself. “I would never forgive myself if I said nothing and something happened to the babies. Their safety should come first.”

      “Everyone in this house wants the same thing.”

      His touch had brought with it a wave of confidence that radiated and pulsed in her head: everything is just fine; you’re overreacting. Wouldn’t it be better to be sure? “You’re probably right. Maybe it’s the scientist in me, but I would feel better if a medical doctor looked at the children.”

      He shifted his weight from one leg to the other. Her mind should be on the kids, on Daniel’s wife who’d just given birth in a remote farmhouse, but her focus was on the cut of this guy’s jeans and the way the blue T-shirt encased his beefy chest like a glove.

      “It’s so refreshing to meet someone who really cares about others, especially children. But I need you to trust me.” Slowly he raised his hand, reaching out for her…cheek? No, he was going higher. To touch her hair?

      “Don’t do it, Keiran.”

      He tore his eyes from hers and spun his body toward his brother-in-law’s voice. “Your place is with my sister and your children, Daniel. Leave the security of everyone in this house to me.”

      “I’m quite happy to leave you to your job, but Monique doesn’t want you to do this.”

      What was Keiran doing besides talking to her? And why did that upset Monique? The more time she spent in Daniel’s company, the more evident it became that Tara was completely right about how much these bohemians had molded and changed Daniel. How in the world had he gotten himself messed up with these free spirits, and how had they invaded his logical mind and changed him so much? “We’re just talking, Daniel. I was just trying to convince Keiran to have a real doctor check out your babies.”

      “Sierra,” Daniel said. “Sierra and Lucian. Keiran, your sister would like you to come and meet your niece and nephew. It’s important to her.”

      “This is more important.”

      Annie had to admit Keiran’s attention flattered her. At first glance, she’d peg him as the type who wouldn’t be attracted to simple and plain her. Still, it seemed odd he would think their conversation was more important than a request from his sister, especially since he seemed opposed to the idea of bringing in a doctor.

      Daniel continued down the stairs. “Just go hear Monique out. If you haven’t changed your mind afterward, I won’t stand in your way.”

      The simple statement only raised more questions in Annie’s mind.

      Keiran only hesitated briefly before pushing his way past Daniel and disappearing up the steps and down the hall. She sized up her old acquaintance before setting aside what might be considered good manners and saying what was on her mind. “Why does Keiran talking to me upset your wife so much?”

      A grin played across his face, something she didn’t remember ever seeing when they were young. “It’s not that. Not at all. Monique agrees with you. She’d like to either go to a hospital or call in a doctor, but she knows Keiran wants them to be safe. She wanted to talk to him in private, weigh the options.”

      When Keiran said the children weren’t safe, she could write it off as a controlling brother or someone with an intense imagination, but not Daniel. He was smart. Calculated. Made a name for himself in the world of high finance and built his company from the ground up, or so she heard. If Daniel was afraid, maybe she should be too.

      But then again, nothing about him seemed like the Daniel of their youth. “Why is it unsafe for them to go to the hospital? Is your father that big a threat?”

      “It’s complicated, but the short answer is yes. Keiran is a military man. We trust his ability to protect them, but we’re also worried about Sierra and want to be sure she is okay.”

      Annie’s uncle had been in the Navy, and Daniel’s description of Keiran called up an image of him in the familiar dress whites. The picture caused her heart beat a little faster. Knowing Keiran served his country explained a lot. Her uncle also did his best to maintain control of all people and situations.

      What has Tara dragged me into?

      At first, Annie believed it was all about Daniel and his in-laws, but now both men had hinted at an outside danger. She tried to roll back her memory; it had been so many years since she’d last seen either Daniel’s father or the uncle who had been a mainstay at the Elliot house.

      Daniel’s father, Jackson, had always been quiet, albeit friendly. He was often engrossed in either his work or their gem-hunting hobby. The rumors had flown when the thirty-plus year marriage had hit the skids. Some said it was another woman, others guessed a midlife crisis and a thirst for adventure that had whisked Jackson away from his family.

      Tara had remained tight-lipped, only saying over time, people change. No one she knew would have ever considered him a dangerous man. “I can’t imagine your father wanting to hurt a child.”

      “Just because you can’t imagine it, doesn’t make it false. If you’re going to hang out around here, I’d advise you to grip onto that thought with both hands.”

      She nudged his shoulder and laughed. “I remember you being all about facts and what you could prove. You were never one to be guided by rumor or hearsay.”

      The large, toothy grin played across his face again. “A lot has changed for me since those days.” He paused, and the light darkened a bit, his eyes fell to the floor, and he tapped his foot before looking at her again. “I know we were never close friends or anything, but you always seemed like a good person. I told Monique we can trust you with our children’s lives. I hope my gut instinct is right.”

      Her mind flashed to little Sierra, the child’s arms and legs flailing as she gasped for breath. She remembered being fearful when it happened, but the overwhelming peace brought on by Keiran’s touch pulsed stronger than her fear ever had. “I’ll be happy to look at her, but I’m sure she’s okay.”

      He shook his head. “Damn it, Keiran!” He took her arm and towed her back up the oak staircase. For a split second she thought about pulling away, but her curiosity over Keiran, the mysteriously healing baby, and what had happened to change Daniel all tugged at her harder.

      When they crossed the threshold into the room, Annie caught sight of Keiran sitting on the edge of the bed. Sierra, or so she guessed by the pink blanket she was swaddled in, was cradled in his arms. Annie softened toward him again.

      “She looks like you, you know,” Monique whispered as she stared lovingly at the little boy she held.

      He laughed and let his hand graze the child’s cheek. “I think it’s probably you who she looks like.”

      “Okay, so we both have the red hair and green eyes,” she conceded. “But look at the shape of her mouth. That’s like you and Mom. She’s counting on you to protect her, despite her genetic make-up.”

      Keiran scowled. “You don’t think I’d discount her⁠—”

      “Not at all. I’m counting on your loyalty to family to win out over your concerns.” Monique answered just as quickly as her brother had objected.

      Annie felt like an intruder on this private family moment, but the tenderness of it seemed lost on Daniel, who had no problem interrupting. “Undo it, Keiran.”

      “Undo what?” Monique asked.

      Keiran didn’t look up from the baby. “Nothing. And I won’t.”

      Monique reached out and touched her brother’s knee. “What is this nothing you two are arguing about?”

      Daniel tugged Annie closer to the bed. “He’s made Annie quite comfortable with the events of the evening.”

      If pressed, she’d have to admit an unusual attraction to Keiran, especially since he seemed to be the total opposite of her usual tall and dark eye candy, but there was no way he did anything to make her comfortable. She was still quite uncomfortable with all the partial conversations, armed guards, and weird stuff going on.

      “What if she’s the one who can help us?” Monique asked.

      “But she’s…she’s…well, you know.”

      “So is Sierra.”

      “You don’t know that!” Keiran’s determined voice reverberated against Annie. Whatever perceived similarity Monique saw between Annie and the baby didn’t make Keiran want to jump for joy.

      “Leal is pretty sure.”

      “Leal doesn’t know either. Just because Lucian’s is so obvious, that doesn’t mean anything. Saysins have to grow into our…” Keiran stopped, and his head snapped around. His eyes bore clear through Annie, and he bit his lower lip. “Whatever. It doesn’t matter. Sierra is fine now, and I won’t compromise the safety of my family.”

      “She’s my child, Keiran. I want your support on this, but I’ll do what I believe is best for her, with or without it.”

      He took a deep breath and let it slowly roll from him. Leaning over, he placed a soft, gentle kiss on the girl’s forehead and then rounded the bed stopping in front of Annie. After handing Sierra to Daniel, Keiran reached out and touched Annie’s shoulder.

      It was as if an electrical shock coursed her body, and that sense of peace she’d become used to faded. Fear filled her gut, twisting it into a knot. Nausea bubbled up, burning her throat. Panic rushed through her veins and squeezed her chest. What if whatever had interfered with Sierra’s breathing returned? “She needs to see a doctor.”

      The words spilled from Annie’s mouth before she could censor herself. What had his touch done to her? And how? She unleashed her anxiety toward Keiran with the same ferocity of the crack of a whip. “What did you do? Some kind of mind game? Some weird government-sanctioned hypnosis crap?”

      His eyes darted side to side, telling her the words he was choosing weren’t one hundred percent honest. “It was something like that, yes, but it was for the safety of everyone in this house, most importantly the children.”

      That connection to those babies was not something Keiran could fake, and anyone who had that amount of compassion had to be okay on some level. But how could she trust a guy who was affecting her in ways she didn’t understand? “I know I’m in the minority here, but I think it would be safest if you have a doctor look at the babies.”

      “You’re not alone. Monique agrees with you,” Keiran said. “I’ll allow it, but it has to be a doctor you trust. One who is willing to come here and examine Sierra.”

      “You’ll agree? You’re not that child’s parent. What gives you the right?”

      Daniel interceded. “I know this is hard for you to wrap your mind around, Annie, but the babies are in danger. Monique and I explicitly trust Keiran with their safety.”

      According to Daniel’s mother, he’d been influenced by his in-laws and didn’t have the same ability to discern right from wrong that he used to, but Annie had seen no evidence of that. He might be more open, and a little less inhibited, but he by no means appeared to be brainwashed or under someone else’s control.

      And then there was Tara, the woman who’d dragged her into this mess. She claimed her motivation was the children’s safety.

      That was foremost important. Wasn’t it?
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      After calling one of the doctors she used to work with at the hospital, Annie had retreated downstairs. She’d said to work, but Keiran saw through the excuse. He couldn’t blame her, though. The tension in this room was so heavy he would have run too, except he wasn’t about to let Monique down again.

      Keiran’s phone vibrated in his back pocket, and he left the edge of the bed, scrolling through the text messages from his former partner turned field agent. He’d hoped for the best, but Veronica’s most recent update on the Elliot brothers caused more disappointment.

      He leaned against the window frame, staring out into the darkness wondering how he was going to tell his sister and her family he’d failed again.

      “Is that about my father and uncle?” Daniel asked.

      “I’m not sure this is the right time to discuss it.” Keiran chose his words carefully and didn’t turn his attention from the window. Letting Tara believe he wanted her out of the room—no matter how true it was—would only send the woman on another rampage. Daniel would hear his unspoken words, and he should be the one to handle his mother.

      After a moment of uncomfortable silence, Daniel spoke with a gentle voice. “Mom, could I trouble you to make some tea for Monique?”

      “Subtle, Daniel,” Tara said. The heels of her shoes tapped against the hardwood floor but paused as she approached the door. “Don’t worry, Keiran, the annoying human is leaving the room.”

      Only after she slammed the door did he turn toward his sister and her husband. “Is that supposed to make me feel guilty?”

      “It doesn’t?” Monique asked. “Because you were kind of rude. She is Daniel’s mother, after all.”

      “I know, but the relationship doesn’t make her privy to certain information.”

      Daniel stood, walking to the crib to lay his son down. “Can we skip all of this petty stuff and get to what’s important? Did your men catch my father and uncle?”

      Keiran closed his eyes and shook his head. “They left this last hotel in a hurry, leaving behind a lot of clothes.”

      “It’s been two years. How do they continue to stay three steps ahead of the Protectors?”

      “If I knew that, I’d be able to nab them, wouldn’t I? Every time we get some kind of lead, they’ve moved on.”

      Monique said, “And with no fairy power⁠—”

      Keiran lifted his hands. “I’m not sure of that.”

      Daniel rejoined his wife on the bed. “Can we agree, at least, it is a power the Council can’t trace?”

      Monique held her daughter a little tighter to her chest. “Do you think they are on the move again because of the babies? Are my children in danger?”

      Keiran sat on the edge of the bed in front of his sister. “I won’t let that happen.”

      “I didn’t ask if you could protect us.” Monique leaned closer and met her brother’s stare. “I want to know if you’re worried they might be on their way here.”

      “If I knew what they wanted or what they were trying to do, it would make finding them a hell of a lot easier. If they think your children with Daniel can help them with their quest to get readmitted to the Realm, then yes, I believe they will try to use them. They’ll do whatever it takes to get the fairy powers they think were taken away from them.”

      Daniel smacked his hand against the patchwork quilt. “No! They get nothing from me. I don’t want them anywhere near my family.”

      “I won’t just sit here and wait to see what they want. We need to be proactive. I want to talk to Leal as soon as she gets back from the Realm. I’d like her to go before the Council and ask for special protection. They’ll be more open to a request from her than me.”

      “Have you angered them again, Keiran?”

      From the sound of Monique’s voice, Keiran knew he’d not only disappointed his sister, but he’d added another worry to heavy load of concerns she carried daily. Before he could apologize or explain, Daniel spoke. “I thought when Tristan was appointed to the Council, we would get more cooperation.”

      Monique continued where her husband left off. “Tristan has made a lot of progress moving the Council from their ancient ways to more modern thinking.”

      Keiran agreed, but transformation never came easily, and their Council had experienced growing pains. “Change has only sharpened the lines between our people. With so much discord, I’ve spent more time butting heads with the Council than appeasing them.”

      “We’re a people in crisis,” Monique said. “It’s bound to be a catalyst for transformation. You’re my brother, and I love you, but I know how much you hate change.”

      Keiran nodded his head, not in agreement, but to try to get his sister to move on. He’d heard it all before from her. Yes, he was a proponent of the old ways: the Canon’s writing and the Council’s rule being the law of the land. Both had served fairykind well. It was only when they’d begun to adopt human ideals that fairies had become endangered.

      But even he’d begun to see some things from the other side. “We can save all the debates for another day. What’s important right now is that we get some Council-level protection spells cast around this house.”

      “Agreed. I’ll talk to Leal as soon as she gets back.” Daniel took a quick glance at his watch. “I would think Annie’s doctor friend should be here soon.”

      Keiran stood and started for the door. “I’ll wait for him downstairs. I want to check him out before I let him anywhere near the babies anyway.”

      “What about Annie? Do you really trust her?” Monique asked.

      Did he? She hadn’t hesitated when they’d asked her to find a specialist for Sierra, just hopped on her cell phone and, within ten minutes, announced one was on the way. He couldn’t help but admire the way she’d jumped into action for the benefit of people she hardly knew. “I do.”

      “Really?” Daniel laughed. “Miracles happen every day. Keiran trusts a human.”

      He tried to shake off the ribbing. Not being quick to trust was what made him a good Protector. He wouldn’t apologize for being cautious. “Just a little bit. But I better make sure she’s good with the cover story we came up with for this doctor.”

      At the top of the stairs, he saw Tara coming back with the tray of mugs. “Is it okay with your highness if I go back to my grandchildren?”

      Keiran motioned toward the bedroom and continued down the steps, holding in his disdain and the desire to match her quip for quip.

      When he crossed the threshold into the living room, he found Annie sitting in the light blue chair facing the fireplace with her face buried in one of those tablet computers Veronica was always talking about. He wondered about Annie’s life back in the city. She was obviously a busy person, so why had she agreed to drop everything to come to his sister’s aid because Tara asked? A bigger question: why had Tara asked Annie, when she wasn’t even a doctor?

      Then again, Tara had a way of not taking no for an answer.

      Maybe Annie was a kind person with a good heart, who’d just got caught up in Tara’s whirlwind of existence.

      He watched Annie push a strand of hair behind her ear and then tap on the tablet’s touchscreen. A flutter filled his chest, and the carefully erected layers of bricks he’d laid to protect himself from pain began to crumble.

      Keiran chastised himself. Now was not the time to allow any woman, let alone a human, to dismantle his walls. Not when his family was still in so much danger.

      The radio on Keiran’s hip hissed and cracked before the deep male voice cut through the air. “There’s a Dr. Wakefield here.”

      He pushed the button and responded, without removing it from his belt. “I’ll be right there.”

      He then reached out for Annie’s hand. “I’d hoped to have a few minutes to go over our cover. Are you good with the story?”

      She folded the tablet cover closed and set it on the end table. Pausing to give him a look that said he worried way too much, she then extended her hand and let him help her stand. “I think it’s unnecessary to pretend to be boyfriend and girlfriend, but if that’s what it takes to make you comfortable enough to have the baby checked out, I’ll tell any story you want.”

      He’d asked her to partake in the fabrication because it seemed illogical to him for a stranger to take such an interest in his family. Maybe she was right about it being an unnecessary precaution, but he couldn’t ignore his instincts, which demanded he put a logical connection between Annie and the family in place. Being Keiran’s girlfriend seemed like the most obvious.

      He slid his hand to the small of her back as he reached for the doorknob, trying to ignore the warmth radiating through him from the closeness of her body or the way her floral perfume clouded his mind.

      A crisp breeze whisked through the door as if it announced the man on the other side. Jonathon Wakefield with his almond hair and rich, brown eyes had a good five inches on Keiran. It had been a long time since his short stature had bothered him, but this was one of those moments.

      The doctor pulled the lapels of his coat together across his massive chest, warding off the chill. He would be the hero of any human woman’s romantic daydream. And he was the first person Annie called in a crisis. That shouldn’t matter to Keiran, but for some reason it did. “Annie! Sweetheart. You look wonderful.”

      She stepped into his embrace. “Thank you so much for coming.” As Annie stepped from the hug, she motioned toward Keiran, introducing him. “The babies are upstairs with their parents.”

      Jonathon picked up the black doctor’s bag he’d discarded on the porch to greet Annie and followed her through the threshold. “I have to say, Dr. Valentine, I’m a little disappointed in you.”

      She turned sharply, planting her hands firmly on her hips. “Excuse me.”

      Keiran was glad to see he wasn’t the only one she went toe-to-toe with though he’d liked the idea that there was something special about the way they locked horns.

      “I would have thought you’d try a little harder to convince your boyfriend’s sister to go to a hospital to give birth, especially to twins.”

      “Childbirth is a natural process,” Keiran said. “Women have been doing it long before there were hospitals and doctors. We had a midwife, and my sister is fine.”

      Jonathon nodded, conceding the point. “You’re absolutely right. Woman have been giving birth since the beginning of time. However, twins do tend to complicate matters. I’m sure you cited them all the statistics, Annie.”

      Keiran recognized the look in Jonathon’s eyes—one of superiority. If only the good doctor had a clue about what Keiran could do with his power. Normally, he’d give the other man a demonstration, but keeping his word to his sister and helping his niece in every way possible outweighed the need to put a silly little human in his place.

      “Jonathon,” Annie said, “let me introduce you to Keiran. He’s just as strong-willed as you are.”

      The doctor’s gaze ping-ponged back and forth between the two of them. “Well, I did drive all the way out here. I suppose I should take a look at the child.”

      Keiran sidled between the two of them to take the lead on the staircase. “It was probably a waste of your time. She’s been doing fine. It was just her first few moments that were a little scary.”

      “Why don’t you tell me what happened?”

      “It was as if⁠—”

      “I’m sorry, Keiran.” Again, the doctor’s words were laced with dominance. “I was asking, Annie. She’s the one with the medical background.”

      Despite his words, Dr. Wakefield’s voice didn’t sound apologetic. No, the guy sounded like a condescending jerk, and he was making Keiran’s blood pressure rise. Before he could confront the doctor, Annie was at his side with her arm looped through his. She squeezed his forearm. “Keiran was with his sister when the baby was born.”

      Keiran’s resisted the urge to scramble Jonathon’s brains, as Daniel would call it, and then send the doctor packing. Instead, he leaned into Annie. “You were there too, honey. You can fill the doc in using all the fancy mumbo-jumbo.”

      Returning to the climb, he paused just outside the master bedroom. He dropped Annie’s hand and pointed down the hall. “My sister needs her rest. I’ll get Sierra and bring her to the other bedroom for you to examine.” Keiran wasn’t sure he trusted Annie’s doctor friend to roam around the house, but the idea of the doctor going into Monique’s sanctuary bothered him more. He also didn’t want the judgmental SOB to cast his conclusions on Leal, Daniel, or his sister.

      Or for something stupid to slip out of Tara’s mouth.
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      After Jonathon had followed Annie around the corner, Keiran knocked on the door and then pushed it open. Daniel stood in the corner of the room, holding Sierra to his shoulder and patting her back. His mother sat in the rocking chair next to the two cribs, rocking her grandson. Surprised his sister was sleeping instead of tending to the two, he walked toward the bed, saying her name.

      “Shhh,” Daniel chastised. “Let her rest.”

      “The doctor’s here. I just figured she would like to take Sierra to him.”

      Daniel placed the baby in Keiran’s arms and let his fingertips caress his daughter’s cheek. “We trust you. Take her, and I’ll be there in a minute with Lucien.”

      “Leal says he’s fine. Why have him see their doctor?”

      “I’d rather be sure.” In typical Daniel form, he ignored the jabs at humanity. Keiran supposed Daniel had become immune to it over the past two years. Even though most fairies had come to accept Daniel as one of them
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