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  Pronunciation Guide


PEOPLE

Aoife (EE-fa) Burke
Sean O’Connell
Fiona (FEE-o-nuh) – Aoife’s mother
Niall (NEE-ull) – the “Wizard King” and ruler of Illyia
Deaglan (deck-LAN) – Niall’s father 
Cian (KEE-an) – Ruler of Anatolia
Sunnie – Aoife’s half-sister
Liam Burke – Aoife’s step-father
Caleb O’Brien – Sean’s buddy and partner
Queen Siobhan (shiv-AWN) – Queen of Anatolia, mother to Niall and Cian
King Ardan – King of Anatolia who is ill and dying
Hugh – Fiona’s father
Bryant – Deputy Director of the Inter-dimensional Portal Protection Agency
Einin (a-NEEN) – Fiona’s mother
Winnie – Fiona’s handmaiden
Elspeth – a maid in Illyria








PLACES

Anatolia, Cian’s kingdom
Illyria, Niall’s kingdom
Cliffs of Mhothair (MO-air) – where the Towers of Illyria are located
Lambridge Castle – home of Prince Cian
Brookdale – Human realm, where Aoife hails from








  
  Part One: Schisms









  
  Prologue

In the Land of Faery Past before Time was altered


“Push, my queen!” 
Even though Queen Siobhan knew the midwife meant well, Isla’s adamant command she push over and over grated on her nerves. She’d been in labor since nightfall. Her newly crowned husband, Ardan, had not made an appearance in the bedchamber as yet.
Just as well. She wasn’t ready to see him anyway.
“Ah, I can see the crown o’ his head. One more push. There! There he is!”
Isla delivered the baby and the child squawked with the sudden realization he’d left his warm, safe place. She wrapped him in swaddling clothes and carried him to the queen, gently placing him in her arms.
“Yer son, Your Majesty,” she said, a smile in her voice. “Healthy. Ten fingers and toes.”
He was so small with his wrinkled newborn face and tiny hands flailing. Siobhan looked down at the small child in her arms. Alive. The child survived. At last, she’d given her husband an heir.
“He’s hungry, Your Majesty. Ye should feed him.”
“Oh, aye, of course.” She held the baby to her breast and watched as he started to feed amazed she had managed to carry a second child to term.
Through her pregnancy, she worried she would not. And if she had, the baby would be stillborn. Relief had flooded her when Isla announced he was healthy. Aye, he was pink and round and perfect in every way. After her miscarriages, she thought for certain Deaglan had cursed her womb, preventing her from having any child except his.
Deaglan. Now was not the time to think of him. She made a solemn vow she would never think of him again when their torrid love affair ended in disaster. It had left her with a young son to care for and a wicked scandal in her wake. Her parents had been horrified to learn of her pregnancy. It threatened to ruin everything they had built. Every alliance they had made with the king of Anatolia. She had begged their forgiveness. When they insisted she abort the child, she refused.
Instead, she wrote a lengthy letter with her confession to her betrothed, Prince Ardan. She begged his forgiveness and told him she would understand should he not wish to continue with their betrothal.
To her surprise—and some dismay—the prince had forgiven her and agreed to marry her and raise the child as his own though as a bastard and not of royal blood he could not inherit the throne.
Siobhan’s marriage had not turned out as she hoped but then she did what she had to do for her son. He would be allowed to live under the same castle roof. They’d still be together. Ardan spared them from a life of shame because she’d been selfless with the confession of her sins. She’d agreed to meet with the High Bishop weekly to cleanse her soul and prepare her for marriage. That weekly meeting continued even after they said their vows. Gods, but she hated that sanctimonious prig.
“I ken yer exhausted, Majesty. Mayhap I should find ye a wet nurse so ye can rest?”
Siobhan leaned back into the soft down pillows as she held the baby. It had been a long labor, so long she had lost track of time.
“I am tired,” she said with a yawn, but she loved holding him, watching his sweet face as he slept, his tiny hands curled into fists. She wasn’t ready to give him up yet.
“Send for Niall,” she said. “I wish for him to meet his brother.”
“The boy is waiting outside, Majesty. But we should tidy up a bit, aye?”
The queen gave her a nod and Isla went about cleaning the bedchamber to make it ready for her to receive visitors.
When finished, the midwife signaled a servant girl standing by the door to fetch Niall. The queen finished nursing and pulled the baby away, covering up and cuddling him close to her.
Niall’s nanny held him by the hand as she walked him into the bedchamber. He was barely tall enough to see over the edge of the high four-poster bed.
“Do I have a brother, Mummy?” he asked.
She smiled down at him, nodding, and held the baby so he could get a better look. “You do. And someday he will be big enough for you to play with.”
Niall stood on tiptoe and gazed down at the babe swaddled so tightly only his little face was visible. Siobhan watched as the boy scrunched his face in a scowl of disdain. Unease shifted through her. Her eldest boy didn’t seem at all pleased with the arrival of a baby brother.
King Ardan entered then, no doubt hearing the news he had a son and heir to the throne. The arrogant High Bishop trailed her husband reeking of high morals and hypocrisy. She cradled the babe tightly in one arm and reached for Niall with her free hand, pulling him closer to her, too. Her jaw tightened into a hard knot. Displeasure ripped through her. Why had the High Bishop come, too?
He’d never approved of her marriage to Ardan. He made that abundantly clear from their first meeting. He disliked that she had a bastard and thought it made her nothing more than a common whore, even though her son had been born out of a deep love.
Despite counsel from his high and mighty bishop, Ardan had married her anyway, accepting her flaws and all.
He may have accepted her but it was clear he didn’t approve of her bastard son either, and her illicit love affair still hung in the air between them like a rotting carcass. He ignored her boy, no matter how she tried to appease her husband.
Both men halted at the foot of the bed gazing at them.
“Run along with your nanny, Niall,” Siobhan said. “Come visit me after you break your fast.”
Ardan waited until the nanny took Niall away to ask, “A boy?”
“Aye,” Siobhan said.
He moved to the side of the bed and perched on the edge. The High Bishop crowded closer, peering down at the babe with a critical eye. “A great day for the kingdom, Your Majesty. The crown prince has been born.”
“May I hold him?” Ardan held his arms out.
The queen handed him to her husband and the baby protested loudly, his wails echoing off the stone walls. The child’s face turned a bright shade of red, but that did not dissuade the king from holding the baby and rising from the edge of the bed. “Good lungs,” he said with a smile. “Welcome to the world, Prince Cian.”
“Cian? That’s what you’ve decided to call him?” Siobhan asked.
“Aye, a strong name. A family name.” He bounced the baby against his shoulder to quiet him. “And one day he’ll be a great leader.”
“A fine name, to be sure, Your Majesty. We’ll plan a proper naming ceremony as soon as Her Majesty is able.” The High Bishop wedged himself between Siobhan and the king, his black robes completely obscuring her view from her husband and child. She swallowed the panic that tried to rise, reminding herself no one was there to do the baby harm.
Siobhan wanted to tell the man to take himself off, that he wasn’t welcome there, that if anyone was planning a naming ceremony for her child, it would be her. He wasn’t welcome in her bedchamber. It was a sacred place. And it was a private moment between husband and wife. But she couldn’t tell him any of that for fear of retribution. He would force her to stay at confession and prayers longer. He would needle her and berate her for all her past mistakes. He would never let her forget them. She clamped her mouth closed so tight, her jaw ached.
Siobhan leaned up on her pillows and watched with rapt awe as Ardan kissed the baby, rocking him and walking with him until he quieted in his arms. In that moment, she forgot about the vile High Bishop and was simply content to see her husband happy he finally had the son he always wanted. His son.
Where would that leave her Niall? A bastard without royal blood unable to inherit anything? He would be treated less than a second son. For that she only had herself to blame. Ardan had never warmed up to the boy. He’d kept him at a distinct distance. Though, to be fair, he had never promised to love the boy, only to provide for him and allow Siobhan to raise him within the castle walls.
“Ye have a way with him, Your Majesty,” Isla said. “No doubt ye’ll make a fine father.”
With one last kiss, he handed the baby to the midwife. “We must feast as soon as Her Majesty is well.” He turned back to Siobhan and leaned down, kissing her forehead. “Thank you for my son. Rest now. I’ll be back in the morn.”
As Ardan and the High Bishop left the bedchamber, a calming sense of peace went over her. For that brief moment, she knew all would be right with the world.
“Isla, will you see to the baby, please?” she asked.
“Aye. Ye ken I will. Did ye decide to use a wet nurse or no, Majesty?”
“No, Isla. Let me rest for a bit and then bring him back in a few hours.”
“Aye, Your Majesty.”
The queen drifted off to sleep before the midwife made it out of the bedchamber.

      [image: image-placeholder]Darkness pressed around the wizard, Deaglan, as he stood on the edge of the wilderness south of Lambridge Castle. Pale yellow light lit up the windows from top to bottom. He had attuned his magic to the queen and knew the time had come. Somewhere deep inside the castle walls, the queen gave birth to a child—a boy. 
He gripped his walking staff so tight his hand cramped. He conjured an image in his mind’s eye of the woman he once loved, now the queen of Anatolia. How he delighted in unraveling her long plaits, running his fingers through her wavy locks in their stolen moments. He had once caressed every inch of her creamy skin and kissed the secret parts of her while she gazed at him with adoration in her black eyes. She was an exotic beauty—his exotic beauty—and he loved her as no one else would ever love her with an intense fire that still burned deep and hot. She had forsaken their love and for what? Marriage to the then-crown prince of Anatolia. Title. Money.
She had betrayed him when she left. It cut him to the bone. Only when she was gone did he learn of her pregnancy and her intent to divide him from his child forever. He knew when the boy was born. Just as he knew she’d named him Niall after his own wizard father. Mayhap to drive home her point she would raise him with royalty, with the rich, but not his wizard, pauper father.
The entire kingdom had turned out for their nuptials. Even Deaglan, though he remained in the shadows so she would not know he had been there.
It had been widely rumored the queen could no longer carry a baby to term or that she might die trying to give birth. That did not bode well for the king, as he was desperate to sire an heir. Those same rumors insisted the gods had cursed her because of her illegitimate son. They were wrong. The gods had nothing to do with it. So, this night, when the queen went into labor, Deaglan knew he had to be near the castle.
His wizard magic attuned to the woman he once loved, watching over her from a distance. He could feel her presence; Siobhan had not changed in the years since their separation. She was still the most enchanting woman in the realm.
It did not escape his notice the boy exhibited magical abilities. He could sense the wizard magic in him even from this distance. They were connected, the two of them. Niall shared his wizard blood. He would one day be as powerful as Deaglan. And then Siobhan would have no choice but to seek him out. She would not know how to handle Niall.
But that would be in the distant future. A future Deaglan could foresee.
This night the queen birthed a son. He had hoped it would be a son. Precisely why he had lifted the curse on Siobhan so he could carry out his plans. Not long after the child was born, the old midwife headed his direction. He used his powers of sifting and moved to her so she wouldn’t have to walk so far. She crested the ridge and halted. Even in the blue-white veil of moonlight, he could see the wariness in her aged face.
“Are ye the wizard?”
“I am. Do you have the child?”
She glanced down at the bundle in her arms. “He isna dead. I couldna tell her he was stillborn.”
“Nay?” He motioned her toward him. “That does pose an interesting dilemma.”
Her refusal to tell the queen the child was dead altered his plan. No matter. He would execute his contingency plan, which was less than ideal but would still work.
“I dinna like telling stories to Her Majesty. Nor dinna I like handing over the newborn to ye.”
“The child will not be harmed,” he assured her. “I merely wish to place a protection spell on him.” He pulled the cloth from the baby’s face. The newborn was wrinkled and pink. Such an ugly little thing.
“I did what ye asked. I brought ye the wee prince.”
“You did well. For that I thank you and will allow you to live.” He held out his arm. “Give me the child.”
She hesitated as she clutched the baby against her bosom. “Do ye not even want to ken his name?”
“I do not,” he said and sighed with his impatience. “Hand him to me.”
“I dinna ken.”
“If you refuse now, dearie, then all within the castle will suffer. And I know you do not wish to bring harm to anyone in Lambridge. Especially your own family. Isn’t that right?”
Her eyes went wide and round in the moonlight. She shook her head.
“The child.”
She handed over the baby. He was a small thing. Weak and insignificant.
“What do ye plan to do?”
“He will be well, I assure you. For the protection spell to work, I must return to the woods. Wait here until my return. I will be back before sunrise.” He started for the edge of the trees.
“His name is Cian,” she called.
Deaglan stiffened at the sound of the woman’s voice, cringing with the knowledge of having the boy’s name. He glanced down at the child, only a slight pang of remorse going through him. It quickly passed as he continued to the woods. He sifted and arrived at the edge of the trees. He was well aware of the lightning sprites flickering through the darkness as he made his way to the sacred crann bethadh. They flitted around his head, following him to the foot of the great tree.
The crann bethadh was more than a century old. There were particular knots, nooks and crannies on the trunk. Local folklore told of the tree “breathing” on nights much like this—a full moon brightened the sky and blotted out the stars. Moonbeams streamed down through the canopy of overhead leaves around the great tree leaving slashes of that ominous white light.
The baby squawked in his arms, reminding Deaglan of the true reason he was there. He placed the child in one of the nooks. The child cried out in distress, no doubt wanting to be fed.  He leaned down and placed one kiss on the crown of the babe’s head. The baby’s visage turned from Fae to human. The powerful glamour spell would hide his true appearance from those in the human realm. He waved his hand over the child, chanting ancient words from an ancient spell to suppress and conceal all manner of magic within him as well as alter his mortality. The child would grow into a man who looked and acted human. There would be no trace of Fae within him. He would live—and die—as a human.
Deaglan held the staff out to his side and recited the spell he had long ago memorized. The sprites flittered away from him, disappearing into the darkness. All but one.
This one buzzed in front of him and a moment later transformed from two inches tall to the size of a human. Next to her, he opened the portal to the human realm to the nursery he’d found when he first concocted his scheme. He had not intended to switch the babes, but the midwife failed him. She would have to return with a child and so he would give her one.
“You know what to do,” he told the sprite.
She smiled and gave him a nod, making her shimmering blonde curls sparkle and bounce in the half-light. She picked up the Fae baby from the tree. He took one last look at him to make sure his spells worked. When he nodded approval, the tree sprite was gone and a moment later returned with a squirming howling infant—a human infant. Using his magic, he changed the appearance of the babe to that of a Fae. Another glamour spell though this one would not have to be as strong as the one he placed on the Fae child he sent to the human realm.
He took the baby from the sprite. With a wave of his magic, he turned her back to normal size. Holding the squirming child against him, he knew he had to get back to the midwife quickly. It would not be long before the infant cries would break the silence of the woods.
Pleased, he walked to the edge of the trees and then sifted back to the midwife. If he could not be with his son, then Queen Siobhan could not be with hers.






  
  Chapter 1

In the Human Realm before Time was altered


Fiona, briefly Queen of Illyria, stood on the wooden porch of her human home in the late afternoon hours to watch the sunset. For the middle of a Texas summer, the evening had turned cool. Quite unusual for that time of year. 
The day she had planned so long ago had finally arrived. It was the last day she would spend in the human realm.
She didn’t want to acknowledge the nervous knots twisting her stomach. She had to ignore them. Standing rigid, she clutched her elbows and waited for the sun to dip below the horizon. It was her last sunset here in the place she’d never learned to call home. The last day she would masquerade as a human.
Would she miss it? She couldn’t be sure about that. All she really knew was the driving need to get back to Faery. To get back her life. To get the revenge she so desperately wanted.
It had taken her years to plan and perfect the spells she would use. She had read everything she could get her hands on about time travel. Once she was at the Time Sphere in the Ivory Wood, she could finally stop looking back with regret and instead look back with hope.
As soon as the sun kissed the edge of the horizon and yellow-orange light faded in the summer sky, she turned back to the house and entered. Her steps were sure as she made her way up the stairs to the attic.
She reached for the attic stairs, remorse sweeping through her. She thought of Liam and how things had spun out of control with him. How they had once loved each other. How he had once cared for her with a heartfelt sweetness. Their life together had been good once, but the secrets and lies eventually came between them. The burden of her past kept her from forgetting it and moving on. It consumed her with a fiery anger she could no longer deny.
The day she realized Aoife was Niall’s daughter, she knew what she had to do.
Her marriage to Liam had ended and she’d let it. The divorce was final. Even though Liam had tried to save what was left of it, she wasn’t interested. All that mattered was getting back to Faery and changing history.
She climbed the attic stairs, stepping onto the creaky floor and flipped on the light, pausing to glance around at the stuffy room full of dust and cobwebs. She’d tried to be a proper human wife and mother. They’d decorated for the holidays as any normal couple with two young daughters. But things had shifted for her when she realized there was a chance she could right past wrongs.
How many years had it been since she’d been in the attic? She’d lost track. Ever since that meddling Sean O’Connell and Caleb O’Brien discovered her numerous trips back to Faery and put a stop to them. Once she had the tracking tattoo, she could not return without them knowing.
Fiona had no choice but to agree to the tattoo. For if she didn’t, she would be captured and returned to Faery and imprisoned. The last thing she needed was to be thrown into a Fae prison.
Her gaze landed on the old steamer trunk, the one she’d picked up at a local antique store a few years ago. Despite the years of non-use in the attic, the trunk didn’t have a speck of dust on it. It was the same when she found it in the antique store and she knew then she had to have it. She knew it was meant for her.
The Celtic knotwork with the sword through it was an addition she made later, when she realized the symbol was enchanted. A gift from Liam’s grandmother. Fiona had never quite discovered where—or how—the woman managed to get her hands on an enchanted thing such as that. Fiona, though, needed it to complete her trunk. In some ways, it was as though the symbol had been made for it.
Fiona fell to her knees in front of it. She ran her hands over the lacquered wood before she allowed her fingertips to brush over the symbol.
She pulled the small vial of pink sparkling Tears of the Dryad from her pocket and held it up to the pale-yellow light from the one bulb overhead. Even after all these years, the Tears still shimmered.
She shoved open the lid. Inside were old clothes and newspaper clippings from the previous owner. She hadn’t bothered to take them out because she hadn’t cared if they remained or not. They were not her family heirlooms, but someone else’s.
Pulling out the cork, she took a deep breath and then tipped the vial so one drop of the Tears slipped out and landed with a silent splash in the trunk. A moment later, the portal appeared in the middle of the trunk giving her a window into Faery. It had worked as she hoped.
Her heart skipped. It was there. Waiting for her. Ready for her to step inside and return to the place she belonged. Her home.
She couldn’t deny her apprehension as she looked through the portal to her home. Her future. Her past. It had been so long since her life was there, how would it be to return? Was she making the right decision? Would she come to regret leaving Liam and the girls behind?
She pushed away the thoughts, firm in her resolve and convinced that, aye, this was the right decision.
On the last trip to Faery she was able to make, she took clothes for her final return trip. Her bow and arrows waited for her on the other side in a hidden copse of trees. But first, she had unfinished business in the human realm. She replaced the cork and stuck the vial back in her pocket.
Fiona gently closed the lid. Then she ran her finger over that Celtic knotwork again before pinching the tiny handle of the sword and pulling from the makeshift scabbard in the knotwork. She pricked her forefinger, squeezed, and watched as three drops—no more—of blood landed on the knotwork. She replaced the sword and then recited the enchantment. The symbol lit up for a brief moment before going dark. She reopened the lid to make sure the spell had worked.
It had. There was nothing inside save for the old clothes. But Fiona could see the shimmer of pink light in the trunk. The portal remained open yet she had “closed” it to others with her blood magic.
Fiona closed the trunk again and left the attic. It was time to say goodbye to her daughters. Likely Aoife would wonder why she was calling her. She would explain everything once she returned. But she couldn’t leave this realm without hearing her daughter’s voice one more time. Everything she was doing was for Aoife. She had to make sure she was safe.
As she turned from the trunk, the ripple of magic sizzled through her with such force it knocked her to her hands and knees. She gulped in a deep breath, trying to keep from retching. The punch had been so powerful. It took her breath away.
Fiona focused her senses as she closed her eyes to see with her mind the magic swirling through the air. The sensation was familiar, a powerful punch not far from the house.
It had Niall’s signature all over it. A prickly sensation spread through her. After all these years, had Niall found her? It had been long, long ago when she felt his magic wrap around her, through her. When they married and loved each other for one night. She would never forget the way his magic mingled with hers. That sharp metallic tang with a cloying sweetness blending with hers as though it was already meant to be a part of her. It was as well-known to her as her own magic.
“Niall.”
Fiona whispered his name to the empty attic. A warm shudder went through her. Despite the years and realms separating them she could recall his handsome face with clarity, his catlike grace, his deep voice, his dominating presence.
She hurried down the stairs and out the front door. The only thing that mattered now was getting to the creek where she knew the magic originated.
If only she could sift. She’d lost the ability at some point. She had never figured out why but she could only assume some of her magic had been damaged as she came and went through that icy portal. Since she couldn’t, she’d have to make her way to the creek on foot and broke into a run. Opening the portal in the trunk likely alerted Sean or Caleb. She dare not open another one.
As she neared the creek, she was certain she could sense the traces of Niall’s magic piercing the air. She was right. A portal opened nearby but now seemed to be closed. She could see glittering light dancing in the air. Anyone else would ignore it and think it nothing but an anomaly but she knew better.
When she arrived at the edge of the embankment, she stopped short. Liam stood at the edge of the creek.
The shock of seeing him so soon after everything that had happened between them sent a pang of longing and sadness through her. She hadn’t expected to see him. Liam sensed her presence. He turned to look at her. Their eyes met. Her knees weakened. The light breeze ruffled locks of his sandy blond hair. His sharp blue gaze assessed her with mild interest before he turned back to the creek.
“What are you doing here?” she asked.
“I could ask the same of you.”
She clenched her jaw, trying to decide how to answer. It was, by all accounts, his place. She knew why she was drawn there, but she did not know why he was. For whatever reason, the creek held certain magical properties that were stronger during certain times of year—Samhain and Beltane. She’d come close to escaping back to Faery one Samhain but Sean and Caleb stopped her.
Liam, though, came here seeking solace as she went to the attic seeking her own solace. He knew she was Fae but there were a great many other things he did not know. He did not know who Aoife’s father truly was or that Niall still lived. Nor did he know how Fiona ended up in the human realm or even that she had magic. She doubted he would believe in portals or Tears of the Dryad. Humans tended to think of them as fanciful things and Liam was far from fanciful. If she told him a portal had been opened, he might think she’d gone mad.
“I…didn’t know you were here,” she said.
“Sorry to disappoint you with my presence.”
His voice was flat and unfeeling, as though he had a bad taste in his mouth. His words struck a nerve. She clenched her fists as she tried to think of a nasty retort. She couldn’t. Her hands relaxed. She wasn’t going to let him get to her. She didn’t want to part with final harsh words between them.
“You may think this is nuts but I felt something…some shift. It was powerful. Made me sick to my stomach.” He glanced around the area, as though looking for something or someone before turning his gaze back to her.
A cold tingling sensation prickled her skin. He must have felt the sensation of the portal opening. Had he sensed Niall’s magic? She didn’t understand how he could have since he was human. She made her way down the embankment and paused next to him.
“Did you sense something as well? Is that why you’re here?” he asked.
She bit her lip. The urge to tell him everything from the moment she stepped into this realm until now went through her. To be completely and utterly honest with him. Didn’t he have a right to know about Sunnie anyway? She was a Halfling, yes, but she also possessed magic and an allure most humans didn’t understand.
“Liam, there’s something I need to tell you.”
“You’re leaving again, aren’t you? And this time you won’t come back. Is that right?”
“I—”
He turned to her, grabbed her arms and held her, his fingers digging into her flesh. There was a fire in his blue eyes she hadn’t seen in a long while. It startled her.
“Fiona, do you understand how much you mean to me? How much I love you?”
“B-but you and I…you said we had to separate. That you couldn’t live like that anymore.”
“Yes, that’s true and I couldn’t. So, I released you. I gave you the freedom you’ve always craved so you could come and go as you please. I never wanted to let you go.”
Despite everything they had been through, she could hear the sincerity and determination in his words. He could not go with her. He wouldn’t understand why she had to return, nor would he approve of what she had to do.
“Liam—”
“Take me with you,” he said.
She cringed. She hoped he wouldn’t ask that of her. “I cannot.”
“Why? Because you have a lover to go back to in this mysterious place?” He gave her a little shake. “Did you not love me? Did I not love you enough?”
“Please don’t make this more difficult.” Tears clotted the back of her throat. “Where I’m going, you cannot follow.”
He dropped his hands. “And how do you intend to get there? Magic?” He laughed at that as though it were a joke. “Magic. How foolish that sounds. I don’t believe in magic.”
There was a hard glint in his eyes, cutting her to the bone. Perhaps she deserved that. “Liam, I truly am sorry for everything I put you through. You didn’t deserve any of it. You deserve someone who makes you happy.”
“You made me happy once. You still could. If you stayed with me or let me go with you.” He dropped his arms and stepped away, raking a hand through his hair. “I don’t care where we go, where we live. Here. There. It doesn’t matter.”
She pressed her lips together, unsure how to respond. He made her happy once, too, when she’d arrived in the human realm, alone, scared, pregnant. They’d had a nice life together but that life was over now. If she hadn’t discovered how she could change things, maybe she could have stayed and forsaken all she was. Been a proper wife. She could have stayed but wouldn’t. She knew deep down she had to get back to Faery to keep Aoife safe.
And now he begged her to stay, making her decision all the more difficult.
“Liam—”
A high-pitched piercing sound cut through the air, making them both fall to their knees. Fiona gripped a handful of grass as she tried to lift her head that felt as though it was full of lead. The air around them rippled with magic she had sensed previously at the house.
When she finally lifted her head, she could see it waving in a circular motion in the air. It pulsed outward from the center forming a perfect circle. A bright light flashed making her blink against the sudden light and shield her eyes for she refused to look away.
A portal formed. She could see right through time and space to the realm on the other side. And for a brief moment, she caught a glimpse of Niall.
As two men stepped through, the rippling waves dissipated. They stood on the other side of the creek, the trickling water between them. One man tall and arrogant. The other shorter holding a silver staff with a sphere nestled in what looked like a silver dragon’s claw. The sphere reminded her of a miniature version of the Time Sphere. They were dressed as Niall’s guards. He’d sent them through to find her. He knew where she was which made getting back to Faery even more urgent.
Slowly, Fiona pushed to her feet. Fear knotted inside her. They had come for her.
Liam groaned and managed to stand up as well. Silence descended as they faced the men across from them.
“What the hell was that?” Liam asked.
Fiona moved closer to him, a shiver of panic sweeping through her. “Liam, I think you should leave.”
“You should listen to the lady,” the tall man said. “We don’t want trouble. We just want her to come with us.”
“I’m not going anywhere with you.” Fiona lifted her chin, meeting his icy gaze straight on.
Liam angled his body toward her, his hand gripping her elbow in a protective move. “Who are you people?”
“The queen is to come with us,” the leader replied. “By force, if necessary, though His Majesty does not wish to harm her.”
“Queen?” He glanced back at her with question in his eyes.
“Liam…I know you don’t understand but you have to trust me.”
“You’re right. I don’t understand,” he said. “What’s happening?”
“His Majesty waits,” the man said. “May I suggest you not keep him waiting too long?”
She lowered her voice so only he could hear. “Liam, please go. It’s not safe here.”
Fiona dropped her hand by her side and cupped it. She could keep the panic at bay long enough to defend herself. He glanced down and saw the first flicker of light in her palm. He frowned as he looked back at her, his brows knit with question.
“What are you doing?”
“Saving your life. And mine.”
As she flung out her hand, the ball of light had fully materialized. It hit the tall man square in the chest. He screamed and went down. The other one sprang into action. He used the silver staff as a pole vault and leapt over the narrow creek which would have been a feat for any human. He made it look easy. Fiona stumbled backward, reaching into her pocket for the Tears of the Dryad. She ran but he used the magic in the staff, punching her in the back. She tumbled to the ground, flinging her arms out to break her fall.
Liam was at her side, helping her to her feet. She implored him with her silent stare, wishing he would leave but knowing he wouldn’t.
“If you continue to resist, you will return to Faery in pieces,” the man said. Light swirled within the orb as he pointed it directly at her.
Panic and fear left her. Now there was only defiance, determination, self-preservation. She was going back to Faery but only on her terms.
“Do what you must,” she said and lifted her chin.
“As you wish.”
“No!” Liam shouted.
As light streamed from the staff, Liam did the unthinkable. He shoved her out of the way and dove in front of her, taking the hit square in the chest. Liam landed with a thud on his back in the grass, a sticky black substance on his chest.
It all happened so fast, she didn’t have time to react. She stumbled to the ground with his violent shove and now picked herself up. Her gaze met Liam’s confused one. He swiped his hand through the sticky black substance.
“Pitiful fragile human,” the guard said.
Her anger flared, white-hot deep inside her. She turned her death stare on the man with the staff. Now he’d gone too far.
She balled her fists, her lips pressing together with her anger. “I’d send a message with you back to your king…”
A smirk played upon his lips. “But?”
“But you’ll be dead.”
She flung her arms out, opening her hands. White light spewed from her palms and smashed into him, shoving him backward until he stumbled on the edge of the embankment. The staff fell from his hand and landed in the water.
Dead. He was dead. She’d killed them both and she had no remorse for it.
“Fiona?”
“I’m here.” She hurried back to Liam and fell to her knees next to him. She pulled his head into her lap, cradling him as she brushed her fingertips through his hair fighting back the tears. “Liam, why did you do a damn fool thing like that?”
“Couldn’t let you die,” he muttered.
His eyes closed, his body went limp and he was gone.
“Liam!”
The anguished scream ripped from Fiona’s lungs before she could stop it. She didn’t even get to say goodbye. She rocked back and forth, wishing she could do something to bring him back. Knowing she couldn’t. Only someone with dark arts would be able to do that. She gently lowered his head to the ground and whisked away the tears.
She got to her feet and paused at the edge of the embankment. She couldn’t leave two Fae guards there. She had to get rid of the bodies before some human happened along and found them. It would be hard to explain two dead men dressed strangely with pointed ears.
She dragged the guard out of the creek and put him next to the other dead man. With a calmness she didn’t know she possessed, she took the Tears of the Dryad out of her pocket, removed the cork. Taking a deep breath, she thought of the place to send them and then let the drop release.
Once the portal was open, she shoved them both toward it with her feet, careful to keep out of the opening. Once they were inside the portal, it closed and was gone. Fiona expelled a breath and turned back to Liam. The slick black substance in the center of his chest smelled oddly of sulfur.
She dropped to one knee and placed a hand on the side of his face.
“I’m so sorry, Liam. I never wanted anything to happen to you.”
A deep buzzing sounded around her. She lifted her head and peered through the inky darkness to see the first shimmer of a new portal opening. She’d been such an idiot. Niall could have been watching through the Time Sphere. He must have seen what had happened. He would send more men to get her.
She scrambled up the embankment as a flash of light punctured the shadows. She used another drop of the Tears to open a portal back to the house. She had to get back to the portal in the trunk. Hopefully her blood magic would keep it sealed even after she went through.
One drop, one thought, and she was back at the house.
And so was Sean O’Connell. He was getting out of his old red pickup moments after she arrived. She hoped he hadn’t seen her open and close the portal or then he’d arrest her.
“Sean,” she called and waved, trying her best to act as normal as possible. She stuck the vial in her pocket but it would only be a matter of time before Niall tracked her here. She had to make her escape quickly. “What are you doing here?”
“I think you know why I’m here.”
“Do I?”
Her quickening heartbeat sped up even more, threatening to pound out of her chest. Sean worked for the Inter-dimensional Portal Protection Agency and had been tracking her almost the moment she entered the human realm all those years ago. He had been a constant thorn in her side. And when his boss thought he wasn’t getting the job done, Caleb was assigned to keep a watchful eye on her, too. She liked Caleb less than Sean.
“I think you do. Did you open that portal?”
Fiona wasn’t daft. She knew he likely referred to the one above their heads and the one she opened only moments ago. But to throw him off, she said, “No, but I felt it, too. Not far from here.”
“Where?” His brows knit with question.
“Near the creek where Liam likes to fish.” She had to get rid of him so she could make her escape. Even if that meant driving him to the scene of Liam’s death. “Maybe you should check it out.”
Suspicion was still written all over his face. “Maybe I should and maybe you should come with me.”
Her mind shouted no. She couldn’t go back there—Niall’s men were still there. And so was Liam. “I shouldn’t. After all, you wouldn’t want me to be tempted by a portal, would you?”
He hmmed his response. “Fine, then I’ll go alone but I want you to be here when I get back.”
Sean started for his truck. She thought of the house, Niall, Aoife and the portal in the attic. She couldn’t take a chance that Aoife would find her way to Faery. Knowing how fond Sean was of her, she knew he would be the only one she could trust to keep her out.
“Sean,” she called. “Before you go, I have a request.”
He paused, turned to look at her. “What’s that?”
She closed the gap between them, pulling her keys out of her pocket. “Do something for me.”
“If I can,” he said with a nod.
“In case something happens to me…” She paused, choosing her words to make sure she didn’t give anything away.
“You think something is going to happen to you?”
Her eyes drifted closed with impatience. “Just…I don’t know. If something does, I need you to take care of the house for me, Sean. Make sure Aoife never comes here.”
“Why?”
“It’s not safe for her. Do you understand? She can never come here. Can you do that for me?”
“No, I’m not keeping Aoife out of her own house. She—”
“She can’t come here. Ever. Tell her I sold you the house.” She pressed the house key into his hand and then conjured a SOLD sign for the front yard. “Promise me.”
He stared down at the key before closing his hand around it. “If you’re that certain.”
“I am.”
He pocketed the key. “I’ll be back.”
With a nod, she said, “Be careful.”
But she intended not to be there when he returned. As soon as his truck ambled down the street and out of sight, she ran into the house and up to the attic. She gulped air into her lungs to calm her labored breathing as she pulled the cell phone from her pocket. She had to call Aoife and Sunnie and tell them what had happened to Liam. It would be the last communication she would have with either of them.
It hurt her heart to leave them behind, to return to Faery without them. When her task was done and she could be sure Aoife was safe, she would come back for them both. She would figure out some way to make them both understand they were part Fae.
She called Sunnie first but it went straight to voicemail. She hadn’t expected her to answer since she was on location. It was a blessing. She left a hasty message and then dialed Aoife. Her phone rang and then went to voicemail. She started to leave a message but hung up and redialed. Again, no answer. Determined to hear her daughter’s voice once more, she called again and again until finally her oldest daughter answered, her voice thick with sleep on the other end.
“Mom?”
Relief flooded her.
“Aoife, there you are at last. I’ve called to let you know that your father passed away.” It was an effort to keep her voice calm and devoid of emotion but she had to. She had to pretend if hadn’t affected her.
“What do you mean he passed away? He’s dead?”
“Yes, I’m sorry. He’s gone.” She couldn’t hide the quiver then as she squeezed her eyes shut, reliving the horror. He had been killed because of her.“I’m sorry to have to break the news to you this way, but there’s no time, really. Your sister is in Shanghai filming a movie but I called to let her know. I thought you needed to know, too.”
“Mom, wait—”
“I have to go before it’s too late.”
She hung up before she told her daughter any more. She dialed the phone once more.
“9-1-1, what is your emergency?”
“There’s a man by the creek. I…I think he’s dead.”
“What creek? Ma’am? Can you be more specific? Hello?”
Fiona hung up assailed by grief for all she was leaving behind.
She clutched the phone for a brief moment, her hand aching, before she flung it away with a tightness in her chest. It crashed against the far wall and shattered.
It was now or never. She had to get back to Faery before Niall found her in the human realm. Finding her would lead him to Aoife. Fiona hurried to the trunk and pushed open the lid. Light pulsed upward, flooding the dimly lit attic. Taking a deep breath, she stepped into the trunk.
To Faery.
To home.






  
  Chapter 2

In the Human Realm before Time was altered


Waking up in the morgue had been the worst day of Liam Burke’s life. Things could only go uphill from there. After all, he wasn’t dead anymore. In fact, he was very much alive and very confused as to what had happened. Liam pried his eyes open and discovered he was lying on a cold metal slab in a colder freezer drawer. He was blinded by the garish fluorescent lighting in the room. He squinted and blinked several times to get his eyes used to the bright light. He could remember nothing except for his name before the stranger revived him. 
“Welcome back from the dead.”
A man stood next to him with a head of thick wavy copper brown hair and hazel eyes. Something seemed vaguely familiar about him but he couldn’t place his face. He was young, with a three-day growth of stubble on his cheeks and chin.
“Where the hell am I?”
“Morgue in the sheriff’s office. Let’s get you out of here. We haven’t much time.” The man helped him to a sitting position.
When Liam swung his legs off the table, he spotted the second man standing at the door, a bow and arrow in his hands as he kept watch. There was something odd and out of place about the tall, slender man standing there with a medieval weapon. The strangest thing of all about the man was, perhaps, his pointed ears.
Something about those pointed ears seemed familiar to Liam. As though he had seen someone recently who had them. Someone he knew well yet he could not recall the face. But the familiar sensation niggled at him. He narrowed his eyes as he looked between the two strangers. He was certain he had never seen them before.
“Who are you people?”
“We’ve been ordered to bring you back with us.”
He drew his brows together in confusion. “By who? Where are you taking me?”
“He doesn’t remember anything,” the man at the door said. “You warned about that yourself.”
“What’s the last thing you remember?” the first man asked.
He tried to recall but all he got was a blank memory. He shook his head. “Nothing.”
“The hit you took was severe.”
“You said welcome back from the dead. Was I…dead?”
“In a manner of speaking, yes. You’re alive now, though.”
“Come on, Caleb. It won’t be long before the sheriff returns,” the second man urged.
“Right.” Caleb clapped him on the shoulder. “Bryant will help you remember but we have to get you out of here first.”
“I’m not going anywhere with you. I don’t even know who you are. Who’s Bryant? How did I die?”
Liam tried to keep the panic at bay as he attempted to remember how he died because he couldn’t remember that either. He shoved him away as he hopped to the floor. He took a step backward, eyeing the man.
The man clenched his jaw, the muscles ticking there. “I’m Caleb and this is Owen.” He thumbed toward the other guy. “We knew each other once. All your questions will be answered once we get out of here and get you to Bryant.” Liam started to protest but he held up a hand to stop it. “Not now. Now you have to come with me.”
Apprehension swept through him. Though he had no reason to trust Caleb, he was his ticket out of the morgue. He didn’t want to hang around to see what was going to happen next. How would he explain to the sheriff he wasn’t dead? Finally, he nodded.
“All right. I’ll come with you.”
Owen headed out the door first, followed by Caleb. Liam fell in step behind him. He realized he was in some sort of police office. There was a couple of jail cells off to one side and two desks butted up against each other. No one else was about.
“Just through here.” Caleb pointed to the door.
They exited the building and stepped out into the gray morning light. Dawn pierced the night, the sky turning from indigo to pale blue to pink.
He expected to be led to a waiting car but instead they headed up the sidewalk to the street corner and turned left. Liam followed the men to the back of the sheriff’s office as he glanced around the town. Though it seemed familiar, he couldn’t quite recall where he was. As though he knew the place, but didn’t.
Once they were away from the front of the building, Caleb made sure no one was watching. He pulled a small vial from his pocket, uncorked it and spilled one drop of the shimmering substance inside. Light sliced through the air revealing a yawning opening. Owen went through first.
“This way.” Caleb waved him through.
“What is it?”
“A portal. We’re leaving this realm.” Caleb motioned for him to follow.
Liam stepped through and was immediately accosted by a blast of cold air slicing through him. He didn’t have time to notice it much when he stepped out the other side. The portal closed behind him.
They were in a large room with stone walls lined with dusty bookshelves crammed full of books, scrolls and other odds and ends. An oversized wooden desk in the shape of a crescent was in the center. Behind that some sort of armoire. Clutter filled every nook and cranny. A giant window was on the opposite side of the desk with a clear bright view of the world outside. Two oversized wingback chairs flanked the window with a small table and chessboard in between.
“I’ll get Bryant.” Owen said it over his shoulder as he left the room, not waiting for a reply from either of them.
Liam stepped toward the window to gaze out. While the landscape did not seem odd, there was something otherworldly about it. Below he could see the rippling waters leading out to sea. Ships docked in the harbor. There was a bustle of activity of men, women, children as they made their way from ship to shore and over the stone bridge extending from what appeared to be a castle to the walled city. Beyond the city, craggy mountains and lush rolling hills underneath a brilliant pinkish blue sky dotted with a large pale moon surrounded by fluffy clouds. The room he was in appeared to be at the top of a tower.
“Beautiful, isn’t it? No matter how many times I come back, the view always surprises me.” Caleb joined him at the window.
“What is this place?”
“The kingdom of Kydonia in the realm of Faery. Welcome to the Enchantment Enforcement Agency, Liam.”
As a new voice spoke, Liam turned to face the speaker. He was a short, pudgy man with beady eyes and a hawk nose. He dressed in fine clothes and wore knee high boots. Liam had no idea what the Enchantment Enforcement Agency was or even where Kydonia was for that matter. The name of the kingdom gave him no frame of reference in this strange world.
“You hold me at a disadvantage, sir.” It was an understatement as he looked around. His world had shifted off its axis, making him disoriented.
“Do I? You don’t know who I am?”
Liam stared at him in uncomprehending silence trying to make sense of what Bryant asked him.
“He doesn’t remember anything,” Caleb said. “I tried to warn you.”
“An unfortunate side effect. I see we have our work cut out for us, then. My name is Bryant. I’m the Deputy Director of the Inter-dimensional Portal Protection Agency which is a sub-bureau of the Enchantment Enforcement Agency. You already know Caleb and Owen, two of my operatives.” Bryant gave him a thin-lipped smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. When Liam didn’t respond, the man cleared his throat. “I’ll have Mavis bring some tea. Perhaps something to help jog his memory. And we’ll need lemon cakes and scones.”
Lemon cakes and scones. It was as though Liam stepped into the past or an alternate universe. Perhaps going through that portal had done something to his brain and he was hallucinating. Perhaps he was still dead.
“I’ll have her bring it up,” Caleb said. “I’m returning to the human realm. I have unfinished business there.”
“Aye, you do. The women are top priority. I don’t want them getting back to Faery,” Bryant said.
Caleb stole a glance at Liam before he gave his boss a nod and headed for the door. Bryant waved Liam to one of the chairs.
“Please sit. We have much to discuss and you have much to remember.” Liam took a seat as Bryant reset the chessboard. “Would you like to play a game?”
“Not really.”
“Pity. You used to be quite good.”
Liam glanced from the chess pieces back to Bryant. “I don’t think I know how to play.”
“Let’s see, shall we?” Again, that smile. He spun the board to place the white pieces in front of Liam. “You move first.”
Liam studied the board for a long time before he moved his first pawn.
“What do you remember?” Bryant followed suit and moved one of his pawns.
“Waking up in the morgue.”
“Ah, not a fun way to wake, I’m sure.”
“Not exactly.”
“Then what do you remember?” Bryant asked.
“Caleb brought me here through a portal.”
“And nothing before waking in the morgue?” He lifted a brow in question.
“No.”
A woman entered carrying a tray with a silver teapot, cups and tea cakes and scones. She was tall and slender with long silken black hair and dark eyes. She had a silver circlet of some type of knotwork around her head and wore an ivory tunic under a dark green velvet vest. Her hair was plaited on either side of her head, revealing the delicate pointed tips of her ears. She poured Liam a steaming mug of the tawny liquid and handed it to him. He sipped it, the minty herbal flavor bursting in his mouth.
“Thank you, Mavis.” Bryant grinned as he took a tea cake. She dipped a quick curtsy before leaving them alone once again.
“The portal was real?” Liam asked, getting back to the topic.
“It was real. Everything you’re experiencing now is real, Liam. You are very much alive.”
That answered one of his questions. He wasn’t hallucinating and he wasn’t dead. But who had killed him and why?
“Caleb had something to do with my resurrection, I presume?”
“He did along with some magical help.”
Liam stared at Bryant a long moment before he got back to playing the game, mulling over Bryant's words. He didn’t know if he believed in magic. Though perhaps he should since it saved his life. He had scoffed at the notion of magic when he… His thoughts trailed off. When he what? There was something—no, someone he told he didn’t believe in magic but he couldn’t remember who.
They lapsed into silence as they played the game. The movement of the pieces on the board soothed Liam. Made him feel as though he were in complete control. He could anticipate Bryant’s next move and envision his own move before he made it. The game was familiar to him, as though he had played it numerous times before.
“Checkmate.”
Bryant chuckled. “I’d call that beginner’s luck but I know better.”
“We’ve played this before.” Familiarity tingled through him as he looked at the board.
“Many times.” Bryant nodded.
“And I usually win.”
“Aye, though sometimes I think you let me win to make me feel better.” He chuckled.
Liam looked up from the chessboard to Bryant and met his gaze. His face was familiar now and there was a sense of déjà vu that came over him. Was the vague memory of the two of them sitting across from each other with a chessboard between them real or imagined?
“The last time we played was…not in this room.”
“Correct. But enough about that. Does the name Fiona mean anything to you?” He leaned back in the chair and laced his fingers over his round belly.
“No, should it?”
“Hmm. Another cup?” Bryant held up the tea pot and Liam nodded. He refilled his cup and waited, watching as Liam sipped it. He wiggled his fingers. “Think again, Liam. Fi-oh-na.”
Liam thought about the name again but nothing came to mind. No conjured image or anything. He started to shake his head when the image of a woman burst through his mind. She had green eyes and a gorgeous mane of auburn hair that fell around her shoulders. A devastating smile and an infectious laugh. She had a regal look about her with her high cheekbones, thin straight nose, thick dark lashes.
“I…yes, I think I know her.”
“She is your wife.”
The cup clattered against the saucer as he bobbled it, tawny liquid spilling over the rim. “My wife?”
“You don’t remember because something happened to you at that creek where you died.”
Liam placed the cup on the silver tray. He rubbed his forehead as a headache formed. “I don’t remember that either.”
“Aye, I know. That’s why you’re going to remain here with me while I help you reconstruct your memories.”
His brow wrinkled. “Who are you again?”
Bryant laughed. “We have plenty of time to get into all that. For now, I’d like to show you to your chamber where you’ll be staying.”
“How long do you plan to keep me here?”
“Oh, my friend, we have all the time in the world.”
This time when he grinned it gave Liam an odd sensation, as though Bryant knew some secret he wasn’t willing to part with yet.
Yet.

      [image: image-placeholder]Liam had been granted free reign of the building. He discovered the Enchantment Enforcement Agency was housed inside the walls of a castle the inhabitants referred to as Ridgeclere. It ran more like a residence than a secret agency complete with servants who took care of the staff and agents. It seemed odd but then there were lots of odd things about being in Faery. 
Liam settled into a daily routine. He did his best to bring normalcy to his days. Most of his memory had returned though some of it was still hazy. He was still trying to sort through the jumbled mess of his mind. He hadn’t let on to Bryant. He wanted to see how long the man would go on with the charade before he realized Liam had recovered some of those memories.
He should have been furious at Fiona but he wasn’t. He had a sort of calm as he thought of the woman with which he had spent so much of his life. She’d lied to him, deceived him into thinking she would stay with him forever in the human realm when all she was doing was using him to take care of her and the children while she made trips to and from Faery. He didn’t know what she was doing there—here—but he suspected she was up to no good.
She’d never told him about her life before arriving in the human realm so long ago. He’d tried to prod her for information, to get her to talk about it but she was as silent as the grave.
Looking back, he didn’t know why he allowed her to come and go as she pleased. He had been far too lenient and accepting of her strange ways. He knew that now. He should have reined her in a long time ago.
He’d remembered snippets of conversation she had with those two who had been assigned to watch her—Caleb and Sean. Something about going back to Faery to see a man named Niall. He didn’t remember all of the details. It had become fuzzy in his mind.
Bryant had been the one to share with him how Sean and Caleb were assigned to keep Fiona out of Faery—and Aoife, too, though he didn’t understand what threat the girl posed. Neither
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