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CLODAGH

Shiam, The Desert Kingdom

Izod takes a step closer and slips his arm around my waist.

"What—"

He digs his fingers into my hip, a silent warning, a frown in his dark eyes— and why does this damn courtyard smell like jasmine? No sign of the little flower anywhere but that teasing scent is—

"Clodagh."

"Sorry." I drag my eyes back to him. "Jasmine." His frown deepens. "Tell me you can smell it. Tell me I'm not losing my mind. It has to be here somewhere."

"Clodagh. Look at me."

"Sorry. Yes. You have my full attention." My nose twitches again but this time it's cinnamon I'm smelling. At least I know where that smell is coming from. The frowning Fae in front of me. 

"I'm listening. Promise. What's going on? Why....this?" I wiggle my fingers in the air between our bodies. There's less than six inches between us and, not that I'm complaining, but Izod never touches me. Never.

Forcing myself to remain still, I wait, but I can't help the startled squeak that slips out when he pulls me even closer and settles his chin on my head. My face is tucked against his shoulder now— again, not complaining. I breathe in a large helping of cinnamon and... definitely sandalwood. Delicious. Why don't the men in Cork ever smell like this?

"We're being watched," his voice is whisper loud. "My brother doesn't believe we're married. He wants to claim you for himself."

"Can he do that?" Tipping my head back, I try to read the expression in his eyes. I have no idea what he's thinking. Does he hate me? "My mother—"

"He's the King; he can do whatever he wants."

The anger in Izod's voice frightens me but I can't step back. His arm is banded tight around my waist, as if he anticipated my reaction. All thoughts of jasmine and cinnamon flee, as fast as I would like to flee this palace. How did I get myself into this mess?

Don't be foolish. For once in your life, Clodagh, think first. I let him hold me, duck my head, and press my nose into his black shirt. One look at my face and the palace guards will know how scared I am. It's bad enough that Izod knows.

"I'll get you home." His mouth is close to my ear, his breath tickling my skin. 

"Why does the King not believe us?" I ask, peeking up at him.

Izod's usually stern mouth twitches. "According to my brother, we're not acting like newlyweds."

"What does that mean?" I hiss. The press of his hand on my lower back warns me to keep my voice down.

"We never touch."

"So what? For all he knows, it's an arranged marriage and we hate each other."

"I'm sorry. I never wanted..." his voice trails off and he frowns. He's done nothing but frown since the soldiers brought us here. 

It's my fault King Bran found Izod after all these years. I was the one who insisted we return the baby dragon to the desert. If it wasn't for me...

"Clodagh." Izod presses the pad of his index finger between my brows. "What are you thinking? This is your angry face."

"Red." When he raises his eyebrows, I add, "If it wasn't for Red, we wouldn't be here in your brother's palace. If it wasn't for me insisting that we return Red to the desert, you would still be in Rohn with Lachlan, and now...." I trail off, uncertain. "This is my fault and I don't know how to fix it."

Izod's eyes narrow. I wish he would tell me what he's thinking. His gaze bounces back and forth between my eyes. Maybe he doesn't believe my apology. He thinks I'm reckless and foolish and selfish. He's told me often enough. 

"Kiss me." I must be blinking at him like a fool because he grins. "Clodagh. We have an audience. Kiss me."

His grin is the jolt I need to lean up and press my mouth to his. Izod's smile is my kryptonite. It's so rare to see him smile that when it happens it makes me dizzy, silly, weak with longing. 

He makes a sound low in his throat and deepens the kiss. That sound does things to me. Wicked things. My hands slip under his shirt. All on their own. I have nothing to do with it. I take no responsibility. My fingers brush against smooth, warm skin.

"Clodagh," mumbled against my lips. His hand clamps down on mine, stopping my wandering fingers. He kisses me again, once, before pulling his mouth away. "That's as far as this show goes," he says and now he's frowning again. 

He tugs my hands out from under his shirt. One of his hands large enough to hold both of mine. He has lovely hands. His nails are neatly clipped and his forearms could star in their very own arm-porn show—

"Clodagh. CLODAGH."

I peel my eyes away from his arms and look up. Izod's eyes are black and intense, too serious. I nudge him back with a little tap on his chest. "If your brother believes we're married— will he let me leave then?"

"I'm working on it."

"What does that mean?"

He looks over my shoulder. I know what he will see. The marble archway and the soldier dressed all in black barring it. "My brother is not the only one in Shiam with power. There might be another way to get you home." The determination in his gaze scares me. Panic sizzles across my skin; it's a warning from my magic. 

"Izod. You will not put yourself in danger. I forbid it." His mouth kicks up in the corner, and there's a flash of humor in his black eyes before they cool again. "I'm serious. I don't want you to do something stupid. I'm not in any danger here."

"We're all in danger here."

"Yes, okay, I hear what you're saying. I do. But we have time. Don't do anything rash." I step close again, lower my voice. "If Bran wants convincing, then we do that. We convince him."

"And how do we do that?"

"We pretend." He looks so stricken I start to laugh. "Relax, I won't jump you while you're sleeping. In private, we won't touch." I arch an eyebrow at him and grin. "In public, we touch— modestly. How about that?" He's watching me, not saying a word. Not agreeing to my plan. "If it helps, you can imagine I'm someone else." The thought twists my stomach with jealousy, but I don't let him see that.

"Is that what you were doing when you kissed me?" I am not answering that.

"If Bran needs a show to believe we're married, let's give him one. A kiss is only a kiss. It doesn't have to mean anything." 

He turns his back on me and shoves his hands in his trouser pockets. He's surveying the courtyard, the only outdoor space we're allowed in. I have no idea what he's thinking. Not that I've ever known. Izod is the most private man I've ever met. 

"Izod?" 

He turns back to me, the old familiar frown plastered to his mouth. I wish I had the confidence to kiss him again or to brush back the hair that flops across his forehead. 

Izod crosses his arms over his chest, looks over my shoulder. Not at me. A defensive gesture if I ever saw one. I step back to give him some space and watch his arms fall to his side before he shoves his hands in his pockets again.

"If it helps, your family knows you're here," he says stiffly, still not looking at me.

"My mother will put pressure on Bran to release me. He can't hurt the daughter of Queen Aisleen." I sound more confident than I feel.

"He wants to marry you because you're Queen Aisleen's daughter," Izod snaps. He's glaring at me now, all patience gone. 

"Hurt. Marry. Same thing, isn't it?" I shrug and smile wide, fake it.

Izod stares at me for a beat, one, two, three, but then suddenly, his mouth twitches and he's grinning. "Don't let Bran hear you say that. Marriage to the King of Shiam is an honor."

"Sure, it is," I mutter. "It's an honor he's bestowed on four other women and they're all dead. What do you rate my chances are of surviving a marriage to your brother?" 

I have no intention of finding out. One way or another, I'm getting out of Shiam and never returning.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1

[image: ]


CLODAGH

Cork, Ireland

Five years later

The key is stuck. It won't budge. I jiggle it about but no— bloody key! Bloody door! Bloody—

"Hey." The door flies open. "Is the lock sticking again?" My twin, Aoife, is standing in the doorway, a quizzical expression on her face. "It opened for me," she says, her head cocked to the side as she studies me. Aoife is always looking for the deeper meaning in things. If the door won't open for me, it's my magic sending me a message.

I arch my brows and toss her a cynical look. I am not entertaining this right now. "Can I come in?" I nudge her back, but she's surprisingly strong for her petite 5ft 1-inch height.

"Not until you tell me what your magic is saying. Right now. What messages are you receiving?"

"It's telling me that if my twin wants her birthday present, she needs to get out of my way and let me in the house." I roll my eyes. "Come on, Aoife, I thought we were going out tonight. It's not every day we turn twenty-four."

A wide smile splits Aoife's face, and she throws her arms around my neck. "Happy Birthday, sis." She squeezes me tight and I stagger back. "You're supposed to say it back," she says.

"Happy birthday," I whisper. We have a strange dynamic, Aoife and I. I'm the outgoing twin with the loud voice when we're around other people but, when it's just the two of us, she's the more assertive and pushy one. I guess she's my safe place, the one place I let myself go soft and quiet.

"You were sleeping when I left this morning," Aoife says, stepping back and closing the door behind me. "I would have made you breakfast, but you looked so peaceful I didn't want to wake you."

Without Aoife's cooking, I would probably survive on protein bars and bags of Tayto crisps. Luckily – for my health and hips – I have my beautiful health-conscious sister to feed me nutritious meals. Aoife studied nutrition and massage after school and now runs her own health clinic. 

She heads for the kitchen, and I hang back in the hall, needing a few minutes to myself. I refuse to admit to my twin that I feel shaken by that moment at the front door, but she knows, and this is her way of giving me some space... time to adjust to the truth, she would say.

I don't want to.

My magic is a stubborn bitch, though, and she won't be silenced. For weeks now, she's been telling me that I'm needed somewhere else. The problem is, she won't tell me where that is. 

My key won't open the front door to my house. Translation: this is not where I need to be right now.

But she's not telling me where I am needed. All I'm getting are a series of nos. No to the cute fitness instructor. No to walking that street at night. And really, common sense should have been enough for that one. I was distracted is my only excuse. I'd got myself all dressed up. Sexy dress, sexy heels, hair, make-up, the works— and then I sat in the pub on my own for half an hour. When I finally worked up the courage to call Scott, he'd been so apologetic. He'd forgotten about our date. How humiliating is that?

I was dragging my sorry ass back home, when that jerk came up behind me and grabbed me. Tried. That's a more accurate word. He picked the wrong woman to mess with, though, and before he knew what was happening, he was flat on his back with a strained wrist and, hopefully, a bruised coccyx. But I broke the heel on my favorite pair of going-out shoes. 

Then this morning, I showed up at the gym where I teach self-defense and kickboxing classes only to be told that my classes had been canceled due to a burst pipe in the ceiling. Now my key won't unlock the front door. My front door. The front door I've been using for every one of my twenty-four years. This is the family home. It might be only Aoife and me living in it now, but it still feels like the family home. Actually, it feels empty, if I'm being completely honest. I miss having my siblings around.

Do you want life to stand still? My magic is whispering again. I'd recognize that taunting bitch anywhere.

Translation: time to move on.

I'm not ready for that. I can't make the leap. Not yet. This house is the only home I've ever known. And Aoife. I can't imagine a day without Aoife in it. I need her peace and her sweetness. Aoife is my comfort blanket; she's the one who makes everything better.

In the kitchen, my sister is ladling soup into bowls. She places them on the table slowly and carefully. Everything Aoife does is deliberate. She would never mindlessly scoff a protein bar on her way to work. No, she ladles nutritious homemade vegetable soup into her favorite blue bowls. Then she slices fresh sourdough bread from the farmer's market and places that on the yellow platter in the center of the table.

A large vase of fresh flowers stands on the window sill with a scattering of birthday cards beside it. Again, Aoife's doing. Left to me, the cards would be sitting in a heaped pile on the counter, and there certainly wouldn't be any fresh flowers in the vase.

Our family didn't come home for this birthday. It was unanimously decided that Aoife and I would visit Emuria next week instead. And by unanimous, I mean everyone except me made the decision, and after arguing with each and every one of them, I eventually gave in and agreed. I don't know why I argued so much. It's not that I don't like Emuria. The opposite, possibly. My magic lit up as soon as my eldest sister, Lilly, suggested we have a party at the palace. Literally. My brown skin started glowing a glitter-gold color.

I hate it when it does that.

If you haven't gathered by now... I have a bit of a love-hate relationship with my magic. I know I should listen to her— she tends to make better decisions than me... but damn, I hate it when she's always right.

I really wish we could go back to those days before Emuria. Before our family discovered it was Fae.

Before our dad died, we were an ordinary Irish family. Now, our problems are more of the assassins, arranged marriages, and invading army sort. 

My thoughts darken but Aoife immediately reaches across the table and squeezes my hand. It's a twin thing.

"He sent a text. He hasn't forgotten," she says.

"I know. I got one too." I miss my brother, Cian. His irreverence, his mocking laughter.

Spooning the soup into my mouth, I barely taste it until I catch the arch look Aoife is giving me. Sheepishly, I slow down and take the time to enjoy it. "What is it?"

"Creamy spiced vegetable."

"It's your best yet."

She smiles, pleased with the compliment. "Cian will be okay," she adds. "He needs time away from Emuria."

"And us," I toss back bitterly.

Cian left for America after finishing college— anything to get away from his crazy Fae family. He's been living in California for the last four years and we only get to see him at Christmas. Whenever I suggest visiting him in the U.S., he makes an excuse. I try to understand, but it still hurts. I wish he wouldn't shut us out.

We finish our dinner in silence but by the time I'm loading the dishwasher, Aoife is smiling again. She bounces back so quickly. I've always been jealous of her ability to do that.

"Okay. One hour and then we're heading out." Aoife is determined. "We're going to drink cocktails and dance all night."

"You'll fall on your face if you have more than two drinks," I say, laughing at her.

She grins. "True. Okay, you drink. I'll dance." Aoife loves to dance.

––––––––
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IZOD

I spot Clodagh as soon as we step into the nightclub. The twins are both there, but Clodagh snags my attention. She looks different. 

It's been five years since I last saw her. Five years ago, she was nineteen with fire-red hair and more attitude in her tiny body than my two bodyguards combined. They're standing behind me like one large hulking shadow but I have a sneaking suspicion that even they won't be able to protect me when Clodagh learns the truth.

She's on the dance floor wearing a tight little black dress and heels so long and sharp they could double as murder weapons. She's swaying to the music, shimming her hips and laughing with Aoife. 

A man sidles up next to them. Aoife flicks her long silver hair over her shoulder and turns her back on him. He doesn't take the hint; instead, he eases himself in behind her, grinding his hips against hers.

Aoife steps away again but, before the man has a chance to follow, Clodagh slips into the gap. She's all smiles— sharp as she leans close to his ear. I watch the man jerk back, trip, and fall over. Clodagh has her ice-pick heel stuck in his shoe. She smiles once more, still mean, still scary. 

It was always that way with them. Aoife floats through life, oblivious to the dangers, but Clodagh is at her side, blocking every threat that might touch her twin.

Ordering my bodyguards to stand back, I step onto the dance floor and slip between the dancing couples. 

Watching Clodagh as closely as I am, I see her falter and her steps slow. Her head cocks to the side as if she's listening for something. Her magic is whispering, warning her that I'm here. 

Aoife spots me first and a smile spreads across her face as she flings herself into my arms and hugs me tight. I've seen Aoife a few times in the last five years, usually at family events that Clodagh managed to wriggle out of. I hug her back warmly, but my eyes are on Clodagh over her shoulder. 

Clodagh's watching me, her blue eyes wide and a little scared. Her hair is back to its natural black and a little longer than I remember. It brushes against her shoulders in soft waves, the tips dyed red.

"It's been so long," Aoife shouts, trying to be heard over the music. I gesture with my head toward the bar and Aoife nods and leads the way. 

I half-expect Clodagh will refuse to leave the dance floor. She hasn't moved since she spotted me. Leaning in, I kiss her cheek politely, my nostrils flare as her gardenia scent wafts over me. Five years and that scent still reminds me of her. 

Placing my hand on her lower back I attempt to propel her toward the edge of the dance floor. She resists, and the two of us end up locked in a silent battle until, abruptly, she deflates. She huffs and strides off. I'm left to follow in her wake, trying my damndest to keep my eyes off her legs in that short dress. 

When we reach the seating area, Aoife has two glasses of water in her hand. She takes a gulp and hands the other to Clodagh. Giving me a broad smile, she winks. "I'll be back in a minute," she announces. "I saw an old client, and I want to say hello." She's gone in an instant.

Clodagh stares fixedly at the glass in her hand. Taking a sip of water, she then places it on the table and fiddles with it, her thumb running up and down the cool glass, anything to avoid looking at me.

"Why are you here?" she asks softly. At least, I think that's what she said. It's too loud for me to be sure.

"I wanted to see you." She looks up at that, her eyes wide. They're glowing blue with Fae magic, hauntingly beautiful as always but it's the amulet around her neck that has me staring. It's shining, glowing red and orange, a little flame against her brown skin. Her hand slaps over it, covering it, and when I look up, her cheeks are stained red. She won't meet my gaze. "Why are you embarrassed? Because you're still wearing it? I told you not to take it off."

"Five years ago," she mutters, staring over my shoulder. "I don't usually follow orders. This is an anomaly for me."

That makes me smile. "I'm aware."

She softens, drops her hand, and even manages a small smile. I find myself looking at the amulet again.  She has no idea. How could she? I never told her the truth.

"Oh! I'm sorry. You want it back. That's why you're here." She reaches for the leather cord.

"No." Without thinking, I press my hand over the amulet. It takes her sharply indrawn breath for me to realize I have my hand splayed across her chest, my little finger resting on her left nipple.

I jerk back.

"I didn't mean to do that. Sorry. I—" Clodagh's staring at the ground again. "I'm sorry. I should never have touched you like that. Without permission. I mean, ever, never. I should never..."

She finally looks up and there's a mischievous sparkle in her eyes. "It's okay. I know it was an accident. You would never do anything inappropriate." She grins. 

Damn.  I need to tell her but how? "I want to ask you something," Her eyes turn wary. I don't know how to tell her. Maybe there's a way to ease her into the idea, maybe if I tell her— "Have you worn the amulet every day since..." I swallow nervously. This is harder than I thought it was going to be.

"Since you told King Bran I'm your wife?" she asks sharply. She doesn't know. Nobody's told her. Damn. How does she not know? "Surely King Bran knows the truth by now?" she asks in disbelief.

"Has the amulet ever hurt you?" At the confused look on her face, I add, "Burnt you?" She steps closer trying to hear me over the loud music. "Has the amulet ever burnt you?" I ask again. She shakes her head, her face tipped up toward mine, her mouth so close.

The pounding base of a dance song swells around us; the air is hot, stuffy, and dense. Sweat and heat. Sex. That is the essence of this nightclub, and it's clouding my brain because all I can think about is tugging Clodagh closer. I want to feel her body pressed against mine, tight, hot, sweaty.

I take a step back. "The amulet has never hurt you, and you have never taken it off... not once in the last five years?"

She shakes her head again, suspicion narrowing her eyes. I'm nodding like a fool. I can't think straight.

"Are you seeing someone?"

"What?"

"Dating. Are you dating someone?" I ask. The music swells, getting louder. The crowd on the dance floor is jerking, swaying, bumping into one another. The beat is pounding through my blood, filling my head with its insistent rhythm.

"What has that got to do with anything?" Clodagh's irritation drags my attention off the dance floor and back to her.

"Just answer the question, Clodagh."

Her eyes narrow. "Does Lachlan know you're here asking these questions?"

"What has that got to do with anything?"

"Just answer the question. Izod." She parrots back at me.

Sucking in a frustrated breath, I nod. "Yes. Lachlan told me to come see you. He insisted I ask you these questions."

"Oh." Her mouth drops open, her face shocked. "Oh," she says again, snapping her mouth closed. "No, I'm not dating anyone, and no, the amulet has never hurt me. I like it." She places her small hand over it. Her nails are cut short and neat. Practical. "That's why I never take it off. I like it, and I don't usually like jewelry."

"Why did you ask if Lachlan knew I was here?"

Clodagh drags a hand through her hair, pushing it off her face. Her forehead glistens with sweat. "I trust him." She shrugs like the answer is obvious and I guess it is.

"But how do you know I'm telling you the truth?"

"You don't lie."

I nearly laugh in her face at that. Some days my whole life feels like a lie. "What makes you say that?"

Clodagh rolls her eyes at me. "You hardly talk at all, Izod. You wouldn't waste words on lies. Is that everything?" she asks abruptly, her eyes skittering around the club, searching for Aoife. It's funny how I know she's doing that.

"Aoife is safe."

"How can you know that?" she snaps, annoyed.

"My bodyguards will keep an eye on her."

Her gaze snaps back to me, maybe she thinks I'm joking but then she looks over my shoulder and her eyes narrow on something behind me. 

"So, the bodyguard now has his own bodyguards. Moving up in the world, Izod?" She's all brittle spikes. "What's your title now?"

I eye her quietly. Wait until she starts to fiddle with her hair. I'm gratified to see she still does that when she's nervous. At least some things haven't changed.

When the silence is stretched so thin it might crack, I tell her the truth. "King of Shiam and Lord of the Desert Tribes."

Her mouth drops open. I was right, she didn't know.
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CLODAGH

On the very next Friday, Aoife and I hop through the portal and join the rest of our family in Emuria. Yes, it really is as easy as that. We have a portal in our living room. All we have to do is step into the mirror. You read that right. Into a glass mirror, there's a flash of light, a short tunnel and seconds later we're in a magical Fae realm.

Unfortunately, the portal doesn’t take us all the way to the palace and it’s a bit of a hike to get there. I love my sister but there's a reason I prefer to do this trip without her. Aoife moans the entire way there. Her quiet mutterings consist of various threats to members of our family and mumblings about organizing a petition to have the portal moved.  

I know better than to argue with her. She doesn’t want to hear any explanations about palace security. Nope. Do not try and have a rational conversation with my twin when she’s exercising. Any exercise. The rest of the time she's a saint but ask the girl to walk for ten minutes and you’ll soon meet her inner growly bear (it's more of a growly kitten) but needless to say, by the time we reach the palace her growly kitten has grown into a wounded, feral mountain lion. I’m more than happy to say good night and leave her to sleep it off.

Stepping into her room the next morning, I'm relieved to find she's recovered fully. She's sitting on her bedroom floor, painting her toenails a soft baby pink. The color shimmers with magic. My sister is always charging up her nail polish with magic. It gives her a little something extra, she claims. She's not wrong.

"Oooh, do mine. But wait, I don't want pink. I want—"

"Red," Aoife finishes for me without looking up, the tip of her tongue poking out between her lips as she concentrates. "On the dresser behind me. Already done."

I eye the little bottle of shimmery red nail polish. "I love this color."

"Of course you do. I picked it, didn't I?" Aoife teases and finally looks up.

"That pink is perfect on you. You're going to look so beautiful tonight." 

I'm almost jealous. We're identical twins, yet somehow, I never look as pretty as Aoife. Probably because I'm not as sweet as her. With her long silver hair, wide blue eyes, and sweet smile, she looks like a goddess from an ancient Greek myth. Men are always falling madly in love with her. They proceed to follow her around like devoted puppies until she eventually cuts them loose.

I do not have that effect on men. 

For reasons I've yet to understand, I attract the fun, cheeky guys who love to party. And it's not that we don't have fun. We do. Dancing, drinking, and staying up all night, then inevitably they meet a girl just like my sister, and POOF, they're gone. They disappear into relationship bliss, and it's one more hard slap to the face. It's not them. It's me. I'm not the type of woman men want to get serious with.

"Maybe I'll wear the pink tonight."

Aoife's eyes narrow. "No— you won't. You'll wear the red. It's your color. And the spell I infused into it is perfect for your magic."

"But what if I don't want to be red anymore?"

Aoife sighs dramatically. "Clo, if I told you I didn't want to be pink anymore. What would you say?"

"Go for it, girl. Change is good for the soul."

Aoife narrows her eyes again. "Fine. You want to be pink; then I'll be red."

"You can't be red. Aoife, you're the least red person I know. And why would you want to be me when you can be you?"

Aoife's smile is sudden and triumphant.

"Fine," I grumble, pocketing the red nail polish. "I heard myself say it. You don't have to look so smug."

"But it's so much fun." She pouts prettily with her full, soft lips and wide doe eyes.

"Stop it," I moan and scrunch my own eyes closed to block her out. "Don't look at me like that. I already said I'm wearing the red. Put the doe eyes away."

She laughs as she hops off the floor and hobbles across the room, cotton wool shoved between each toe.

"Sit on the bed. I want to do yours."

I sit obediently, toeing off my chunky sneakers and tugging my leggings up to my knees. Aoife perches beside me, and I scoot back and place my feet on her lap. She holds out her hand for the red nail polish.

"I'm going to do your fingers as well."

I yawn and lie back on the bed as she works on my toes. My magic wakes up the instant the brush touches my big toe. "Whoa, that's some punch you put in that spell."

"Good, huh?" She grins, looking pleased with herself. Sparks shoot up my leg, and I feel like I've been plugged into an electric charger, and that's with only one toe painted. "I was talking to Mom this morning," Aoife begins.

"The Queen had five minutes to spare, did she?" Aoife pinches my baby toe. "Okay, okay, sorry. I'm grumpy. I haven't had any coffee yet... or breakfast. Go on."

Aoife looks up from painting my toenails. She knows how mixed up I still feel about our mom being Queen of Soraya. For the first eighteen years of my life, she was just good old mom, reliable, steady. A rock. Now she's a Fae Queen with a Kingdom to rule, and we hardly ever see her.

But then, rather her than me... Or Lilly, I should say. After our aunt died, Lilly, my eldest sister, was named as next in line for the throne. Lilly wasn't ready, so our mom stepped in and took on the responsibility of ruling Soraya. Lilly now spends her time traveling across the veil between the two realms, her gorgeous husband at her side.

"Do you think Lilly and Aaronn will stay in Soraya now that they have Emer?" My three-year-old niece is the only person I love as much as my twin.

Aoife shrugs and shifts up the bed so she can reach my hands. "Put your fingers on your belly."

"Belly?" I arch my eyebrows at her. "Six-pack, darling sister."

"You wish." She grins back.

"I don't have a belly." I imitate her soft voice, grimacing at the word belly.

"Of course not. To grow a beautiful belly like mine, you must stop moving for at least five minutes a day."

"You have not got a belly." I scoff, and she pulls a face.

"I'm a bit squishy down there."

"Nothing that a few sit-ups wouldn't fix."

"The sit-ups are the problem." Aoife rolls her eyes. "Can't I meditate myself into the perfect body without doing the exercise?"

"Sure, you can." 

Aoife laughs at my dry tone. This argument is a recurring one. I'm always trying to get Aoife to exercise more, and she's always trying to convince me to join her for her morning meditation. We are as different as two people can be. 

"What were you saying about mom?" I ask.

"Oh, yeah. She wants us to clear out Granny's room." She tuts as I jerk my hand out of her grasp. "Lie still. I'm nearly finished."

"We never even met Granny. If mom doesn't want to do it herself, she can ask one of her many adoring servants." It's true about the adoring bit. My mom is loved by everyone— universally adored. Whereas her twin sister, Luneda, ruled with magic and fear, my mom is obeyed out of love. 

That's why I'm so snarky about all this— I love her. If I didn't, it wouldn't matter that we only see her three or four times a year. But I miss her and... I sound like a big baby. I'm twenty-four years old and whining that my mommy doesn't have enough time to hold my hand.

"Fine," I mutter, looking back at my sister. Aoife smiles and slips the lid back on the nail polish.

"Mom doesn't want anyone else going through Granny's stuff—her notebooks and journals. There's personal stuff in those books. She was a Seer like Sara and kept a record of all her visions.

I waggle my eyebrows at my sister, "Maybe she had visions about us."

"Would you want to know?" Aoife frowns as she asks.

"You wouldn't want to know what the future holds?"

Aoife shivers and shakes her head quickly. "Definitely not. I like my life just as it is. My life is perfect."

Pushing myself up, I pull my leggings down and wiggle my toes to see if they're dry. Aoife is tugging the cotton wool out from between her toes. For all of her assurance that her life is perfect, she doesn't look happy right now. I guess I'm not the only one worrying about the future.

"I wouldn't mind knowing what Granny Elle wrote about me."

Clearing out her room could be fun, now that I think about it. Like looking for clues... following breadcrumbs... searching for treasure. Shut up, Clodagh, you're an idiot.

"Auntie Clo." The squeal is loud and Aoife jumps. I laugh as our niece, Emer, barrels into the room and flings herself at my legs. How Lilly and Aaronn managed to have such a noisy, boisterous child is a mystery to me. They are two of the quietest people I know. Lilly is gentle and softly spoken, while her husband, Aaronn, is stern and reserved. Luckily, he warms up on closer acquaintance. Lilly says he can even be funny but I have yet to see that and I've known the Fae man for six years.

"Sorry." Lilly is standing in the doorway smiling at her three-year-old daughter clinging to my leg like a limpet on a rock.

"Lilly, there's something on my leg." I shake my leg and Emer giggles and holds tight. "Help, Lilly. I can't get it off. It's stuck to me. I think it's trying to eat me." 

Emer shrieks with delight.

"Don't give her any ideas," Lilly says dryly.

Aoife swoops up behind Emer and tickles her until she's giggling so hard she lets go of my leg, and then Aoife scoops her up into her arms and squeezes her tight. "I've missed you," Aoife says, placing a kiss on Emer's forehead before putting her down again.

"And you, Auntie Clo, did you miss me too?" my niece asks.

"No. Not even a little bit. I would have to like you first, and that's just—" I whisk Emer up into my arms and tickle her, "Impossible. I could never like someone as quiet and sweet as you."

Emer shrieks through her laughter. "You're talking in opposites again," she puffs out in between breathless giggles.

"Nope. Not me. I only ever tell the truth."

"Come on. Give her to me." Lilly reaches for her daughter and perches on the side of the bed with Emer on her knee. "I heard mom wants you to clear out Granny Elle's room. Are you going to do it?" When we don't respond quickly enough, "I can help. I'm curious. Granny had visions about Aaronn. That's why he ended up living here with Luneda," she reminds us.

I'd forgotten all about that. "Do you think Granny had visions about all of us?" I can't hide the excitement in my voice and Lilly quirks one eyebrow at me.

"I don't see why not. Granny only died thirteen years ago, and she knew us— even if we didn't know her."

Glancing at Aoife, I notice my twin worrying her bottom lip with her teeth. "Hey," I say softly and she glances my way. "How about I look through the notebooks and you clean out the room? If I find anything about you, I promise to keep it to myself."

Aoife's face brightens instantly and the worry disappears. "Deal," she says with a big smile.

"Mom, can I help too?"

Lilly purses her lips as she considers Emer's question. "Don't you think you'll be bored?"

"Nope." Emer pops the p in a delightfully precocious way and I grin at my big sister.

"Okay, that's decided then. The four of us will clear out Granny Elle's room tomorrow," I say.

"Why not now?" Emer asks, a stubborn frown settling on her face reminding me so much of her dad it makes me laugh.

"Because smarty pants, Princess Emer. We have a ball to get ready for. It's not every day I get to be a princess at a ball," I say using my poshest voice and Emer giggles again.

"You're so silly, Aunt Clo. You're always a princess— even when you're living with the human people."

"The human people?" I mouth silently to Lilly when Emer turns her back on me. Lilly shrugs. "Maybe you need to spend more time in Cork with the human people," I admonish.

Here in Emuria, it's a common misconception that humans are not as intelligent as Fae, not as beautiful, not as powerful. You name it, think of a positive characteristic, and a Fae will tell you that a human doesn't have it. Sorayans are the worst. So arrogant. They really do believe that they are superior beings— not only do
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