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      Four weeks. That was how long had passed since I’d fucked up and released magic back into Ireland. So I’d been told, at least. I’d yet to see a single rainstorm of toads, blood moon, or hell, even a rabbit pop out of a hat to prove that was true.

      As I closed the deposition I’d been typing up for my boss, I couldn’t help but wonder what it would be like if that magic was real. I wouldn’t be stuck here looking at the same boring legal stuff day in day out, that was for sure.

      “Aisling, good, you’re still here. I need you to do something for me.”

      I froze, a fraction of a second away from shutting down my computer when my boss’s nasally voice smashed any hopes I had of escaping at a reasonable time. Overcome with the urge to bang my head against the desk, I clamped my lips shut against the groan that threatened to escape and turned to face Clifford Mercer.

      Smith & Mercer is a highly prestigious law firm. You’re lucky to work for them. This is just one more step towards the promotion you’ve been promised. I repeated the mantra silently to myself and waited with a carefully schooled expression to see what fun task was in store for me on this fine Thursday evening.

      Tall and reedy with pinched features, my boss bore a remarkable resemblance to a weasel. The comparison was only heightened further by his personality, but as he was one of the founding partners of the firm, I made a point of keeping that opinion to myself.

      Clifford thrust a thin manila envelope at me. “I need you to entertain a client. Mr. Athanosios is coming in to collect this, and I need you to take him out to dinner. This deal is very important, so see to it that he’s looked after.”

      “This evening?” I croaked, failing to keep the incredulity from my voice despite my best efforts.

      I was used to my boss taking liberties, but this was really taking the piss. It was five o’clock for god’s sake, and he was telling me now? For all he knew, I already had plans for the evening. I didn’t, but that wasn’t the point.

      “When else?” he asked, clearly oblivious to my irritation.

      Not waiting for me to respond, he snatched his briefcase up from the floor and strode for the door. “Make sure to turn off the lights when you’re leaving,” he called over his shoulder. “The energy bills are criminal these days.”

      With that parting instruction, he disappeared, no doubt on his way to the six-figure diesel-guzzling car he kept in a private parking space below the office block – a space that likely cost more than my annual salary to rent given our offices were in the heart of Dublin city centre.

      I gaped at the now empty doorway, wondering what the hell had just happened. How had I gotten stuck with entertainment duty? Surely if the client was so important, Clifford should bloody well be the one to take him to dinner.

      Not for the first time, I thought about walking out and never looking back.

      I’d strongly considered it after the whole magic fiasco last month – resigning, starting fresh somewhere new.

      Not that Smith & Mercer had any part to play in my screw-up, really. But the firm represented the Order of the Fomori, a modern-day society that stemmed from the ancient race of the Fomorians. And the Order most definitely had played a part. A very big one.

      Descending from the Tuatha Dé Danann, my family line had apparently been assigned the role of Guardian to Ireland’s magic. The Tuatha sacrificed most of their own race to stop their sworn enemies, the Fomorians, from claiming it, and I, being the current Guardian, was meant to ensure that sacrifice hadn’t been made in vain.

      Of course, nobody bothered to bloody tell me any of that. So, when a trip to an old graveyard resulted in a seizure and some not so fun nightly visions, the Order took advantage of my ignorance by sending in Bres, their most charming representative.

      He convinced me that the Tuatha Dé Danann were evil, that they were trying to use me to regain access to our world so they could enslave us all. He failed to mention that he was a lying sack of shit, and the ritual he wanted me to conduct to stop them would actually release the magic I was meant to safeguard.

      Since I’d discovered the truth – too late – on the summer solstice, anything that made me think of Bres or the Order only served as an uncomfortable reminder of my naivety. Smith & Mercer fell into that category, and the sickening twist of shame that followed me into the office every day had almost been enough to make me quit.

      Unfortunately, pride was one thing; money was another. And I didn’t have the luxury of ignoring the latter.

      So, I sat staring at the glowing screen of my computer as it mocked me for once again being a doormat. Well, screw this. I might have to give up my evening to babysit one of our pompous, rich clients, but I wasn’t going to make myself useful while I waited.

      For the second time, I moved to switch my computer off. A polite clearing of the throat stopped me in my tracks, and I yelped in surprise.

      “Apologies. I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      I jerked my head up to find a man with tanned skin and eyes as dark as his finely tailored charcoal suit watching me from the doorway. He was cleanly shaven and not a strand of his black hair dared to move out of place. A hint of amusement tugged at the corner of his lips, reducing the weight of his imposing presence only marginally.

      Flustered, I pushed back from my desk and stood, offering my hand in greeting. “Mr. Athanosios?”

      The man inclined his head and strode into the office to shake it. His grip was neither limp – the worst kind of handshake – nor did he try to demonstrate the size of his dick by crushing the bones of my hand. He went up marginally in my esteem for this, but as I was still irritated at Clifford’s decision to effectively pimp me out, I refused to let myself be impressed.

      During my time with the firm, I’d met many of our V.I.P. clients. The man before me didn’t look familiar, and I was vaguely curious as to what could be important enough for him to traipse across the city to collect an envelope himself. A courier could’ve easily been arranged – and I wouldn’t have been expected to wine and dine them.

      I pushed the thought away before it could show on my face and held the envelope out to him. There was nothing on the outside to give away the contents, just a single word stamped in bold text: Confidential.

      “I believe this is for you.”

      He didn’t even glance at it as he took it, instead seeming to assess me. “Please, call me Dothur. I do apologise for inconveniencing your evening…”

      “Aisling,” I supplied.

      “Aisling.” He rolled my name on his tongue, his smooth accent making it sound impossibly exotic. “Well, Aisling, I’ve been informed that you are my chaperone for the evening?”

      I pasted what I hoped was a professional smile on my face and reached for my bag. It really wasn’t the client’s fault that my boss was a dick; there was no point taking my irritation out on him.

      Dothur watched me with a contemplative gaze as I – finally – switched off my computer.

      “While I would be honoured to have the company of a lovely lady such as yourself for dinner, I can’t help but feel it’s unfair of your firm to place this requirement on you,” he observed.

      “We’re always happy to accommodate our clients.” Ugh, I think I just puked in my mouth a little.

      A quirked eyebrow and flash of amusement in his dark eyes told me he didn’t buy my bullshit any more than I did. “Be that as it may, if you have other plans for the evening, I would be happy to free you from this obligation. Your boss need not know.”

      I eyed him suspiciously. Nothing about his expression suggested he was being anything other than genuine in his offer, but it seemed a little too good to be true. Was he really giving me the chance to gracefully bow out and avoid an awkward evening of small talk?

      He waited patiently while I waged my internal debate, and I grudgingly allocated him some extra brownie points for not being pushy.

      Teagan, my best friend, lectured on ancient civilisations to her adult night class on Thursdays. Since she’d kindly donated her spare room until I got back on my feet after a breakup, I’d be going home to an empty apartment to heat up leftover curry for one. Not exactly a wild night.

      Or … I could go to dinner with him.

      Admittedly, he was quite handsome, and while the dinner would be purely business, it never hurt to have a nice view while I was doing my duty as the obedient paralegal. Besides, Clifford would no doubt grill me tomorrow, and even if Dothur kept quiet about me bailing, my boss would sniff out the lie in a matter of minutes.

      Before I could rethink, I found myself saying, “We can’t have a valued client eating alone, now can we?”
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        * * *

      

      More than one pair of female eyes followed Dothur with interest as a waiter led us to a table at the back of the small restaurant. The looks I got as his companion of choice were less friendly.

      The Millstone had a charming rustic décor, and the soft glow of candlelight gave the place a more romantic atmosphere than I’d envisaged when agreeing to dinner. Still, I’d heard good things about the restaurant, and I couldn’t deny that my companion for the evening looked pretty tasty, too.

      I gave the waiter a polite smile as he pulled out my chair and set menus in front of us.

      “We’ll have the smoked salmon to start. The fillet steak, medium rare,” Dothur said, as soon as the man had finished reeling off the specials. “And a bottle of Châteauneuf-du-Pape.”

      He handed the menus back before I’d even had a chance to open mine, and the waiter scurried off, carefully avoiding my surprised gaze.

      I raised an eyebrow. “Bit presumptuous. How do you know I like any of those things?”

      Dothur gave me a devilish wink, unperturbed. “Because you’re a lady of good taste.”

      I crossed my arms and fought to keep my expression unimpressed despite the smile that set my lips twitching. “I could have a fatal allergy to fish for all you know.”

      “Do you?”

      “No, but I could.”

      “I’d be happy to administer CPR if you need it.”

      I froze, my breath stalling at the comment.

      It hadn’t been so long ago that Bres had playfully offered me his CPR services. He’d been handsome and charming too, and I’d let it cloud my judgement. Maybe this had been a mistake. Maybe I shouldn’t be here.

      Dothur frowned, clearly noticing my reaction. “If you’re concerned about an allergic reaction, we can order something else.”

      What? Oh.

      I snapped out of my morose thoughts, annoyed with myself. What was I doing? Dothur wasn’t Bres. He’d been nothing but polite and charming, and here I was freaking out about a perfectly innocent comment. Dammit, Aisling, at least try to leave your crazy at the door for one night.

      With what I hoped was a reassuring smile, I shook my head and laughed. “Sorry. No, what you ordered is fine.” I smoothed the pristine white tablecloth out in front of me, squirming self-consciously under the weight of his dark gaze.

      Thankfully, the waiter chose that moment to return with our bottle of wine, shifting the attention from me. He presented the bottle to Dothur for approval. “Would Sir care to sample it first?”

      Dothur waved away the offer, and the waiter proceeded to pour the wine. I watched the ruby liquid slosh into my glass and silently hoped that I could make it through the dinner without spilling it on the beautiful tablecloth.

      “So, where are you from, Dothur?” I asked once the waiter was finished and had scurried away again. “That’s definitely not an Irish accent.”

      His lips quirked up at my genius observation. “Indeed. I’m from Greece. My brothers and I are here for a few weeks on business.”

      “Oh, really? Can I ask what kind of business?”

      “It’s a family business. We deal in natural energies.”

      I took a sip of my wine and winced a little at the vinegary taste. Would he be insulted if I ordered a different drink?

      “Interesting,” I said, pushing the glass away – I’d stick to water. “Did your brothers come to Ireland with you?”

      “Yes. Ireland has a special place in my family’s history, so when the opportunity arose to return, we couldn’t turn it down.”

      “Oh, you’ve been here before?”

      “A long time ago. Tell me about yourself, Aisling.”

      His dark eyes met mine, and I felt my cheeks heat as he focused the full weight of his attention on me.

      “Not much to tell.” I shrugged a little self-consciously. “I’m a Dublin girl, born and bred. I’ve worked for Smith & Mercer for three years, though I always secretly wanted to join the circus. But shh, don’t tell anyone,” I told him with a conspiratorial whisper.

      He laughed at that, a rich, sensuous sound that sent a shiver of delight through me.

      I had to give it to the man, he was the personification of sexy. Tall, dark, and handsome, wrapped up in a well-dressed package, and finished off with a yummy accent. I could almost forgive Clifford for dumping this dinner on me last minute. Almost.

      The waiter returned then with our starters in hand, and for a few minutes we ate in companionable silence. I caught Dothur watching my reaction more than once, but I stoically refused to let him see just how much I was enjoying his choice. Admittedly, though, it was some of the nicest smoked salmon I’d ever tasted.

      “What about your family? Are they from here also?” Dothur asked before taking a sip of his wine – I couldn’t help but notice that he didn’t wince at the taste.

      “Yep, one hundred per cent Irish.” I dabbed my mouth with my cloth napkin and pushed away my empty plate. “My mam was born in Wicklow and has never left since. She and my dad separated when I was a baby, so I don’t remember much about him, but I believe he was from Dublin.”

      “No siblings?”

      “Nope, only child. Teagan, my best friend, is the closest thing I have to a sister, though I always wanted a brother when I was younger. Are you and your brothers close?”

      He tilted his head, considering the question. “Sometimes it feels like we’ve spent many lifetimes together. It makes for both an unbreakable bond and a regular desire to, how do you say, throttle each other.”

      I snorted out a very unladylike laugh at his choice of phrase, the sensual accent making it sound completely out of place. “Sounds like an interesting dynamic.”

      He gave a wry smile. “Family. Can’t live with them, can’t live without them.”
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      A gentle breeze ruffled my hair, and I raised my face to the warm sun that shone overhead. Somewhere in the distance, birds chirped and the trees whispered their secrets to each other. The meadow I sat in was surrounded by rolling hills as far as the eye could see, and the grass beneath me was so soft that if I closed my eyes I could almost imagine I was floating on a cloud.

      None of this should have been possible, of course. The heat of the sun shouldn’t have rejuvenated me the way it did. I shouldn’t have been able to run my fingers through the rich, green grass, and nature’s fragrant aroma shouldn’t have drifted to me on the breeze. Because this was all a dream.

      Almost every night for the four weeks that had passed since the solstice, I’d found myself here in this place. It had become almost as real to me as the waking world, though logically I knew that was crazy. Still, the calm of my surroundings lulled me into a state of relaxation, my mind drifting to memories of my dinner with Dothur.

      As it turned out, the evening had been very enjoyable. Dothur had managed to find quite an appealing balance between being intriguing and cultured, while also showing genuine interest in my more mundane life. He’d apparently enjoyed our time together too, as we parted with him asking for my phone number. I knew it wasn’t wise to get involved with a client of the firm, but he was only in town for a few weeks. What was the harm in a bit of fun?

      “You’re not concentrating.”

      I cracked an eye open to find Killian slouched against a nearby tree with his arms crossed, an expression of bemused exasperation on his face.

      My dream mentor ran a hand through his light brown jaw-length hair, clearly trying to rein in his frustration at his wayward student. As always, he wore faded jeans and a black shirt with the sleeves rolled up. I’d asked him once where he got the clothes from, since fashion had changed drastically from the time the Tuatha Dé Danann – and therefore, he – had last roamed our world. He’d cryptically said something about appearing to me in whatever form made it most likely for my mind to accept his presence. The idea had hurt my head and raised even more questions than it answered, which was not helpful in the slightest.

      “It’s hard to concentrate with you staring at me,” I pointed out, though in truth I’d been so lost in my thoughts that I hadn’t even realised he’d arrived. “What’s the lesson for today, boss?”

      “Meditation.”

      I groaned. We’d been at this meditation crap for weeks now, and I still sucked at it. Seriously, how was it possible to empty your mind and think of nothing? The very fact of telling yourself to stop thinking produced a thought in itself; it made no sense to me.

      Still, Killian was the magic expert, so as always, I humoured him and closed my eyes.

      “Clear your mind,” he instructed, and instantly thoughts multiplied in my head like horny bunny rabbits having an orgy. “Listen to the world around you. Feel it. Let its energy wash over you, fill you.”

      I focused on the low, soothing cadence of his voice, and slowly the thoughts faded away.

      “You are the Guardian,” he continued. “Your very being connects you to the magic. You just have to open yourself to it.”

      Open myself. Sure, I can do that. I’m an open door.

      As I had many, many times before, I waited. What I was waiting for, I didn’t really know. A bolt of lightning? A glowing light bulb to appear over my head? A sudden shifting of my world view that would make me wonder how I’d been so blind up to this point?

      But just like every other time, nothing happened.

      With a huff of frustration, I flung myself back on the grass and opened my eyes. “Do we have to keep doing this? It’s been a month. Surely we’d know by now if the magic was back?”

      There was a long silence before I sensed Killian move to my side. He sat down next to me, draped his arms over his bent knees, and stared out into the distance.

      “The magic is back. I wouldn’t be here with you now if it wasn’t. But things are very different in your world now.”

      My world. I didn’t miss the phrasing, or the careful way he kept his tone neutral as he said it.

      It had once been his world too. A very long time ago.

      Just as my role of Guardian had been built into the sacrificial ritual conducted by the Tuatha Dé Danann, so too had Killian’s. He was a fail-safe of sorts. It was the Guardian’s job to protect the gateway to the magic. Killian’s was to deal with the fallout should the Guardian fail.

      He’d told me this when he’d first come to me in my dreams. Actually, his exact words to me had been, “You’ve really fucked it now,” but then he’d at least proceeded to fill in some of the many gaps in my knowledge.

      What he hadn’t told me was why he’d volunteered for the role. Considering it had resulted in him being held in stasis for millennia before finally being awoken thanks to my naivety, I couldn’t help but be curious about his motives.

      “What do you mean things are different?” I asked.

      “The technological advancements that have been made are nothing short of magical in themselves, but they are man-made. The destruction of nature for the sake of progression has changed things, and it will impact the speed and form
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