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      Monique gripped the pen so tightly, her knuckles turned white, and her fingers grew cold. She hated starting this new beginning the same old way—with a lie.

      Name.

      There’d been so many of them in the last six months. Each new start began with a new one, and every new identity came to the same abrupt end just a few weeks later. Dare she hope for a different resolution? Maybe she could find peace here.

      She took a deep breath and committed the falsehood—Naomi Sanders—in ink, hoping the form got easier from there.

      Gainful employment meant federal ID numbers and taxes. If the U.S. government could trace her, so could her brother, Keiran. But a job also meant cash that she needed to blend in, and the anonymity she craved.

      She slid her hand through a strand of her long, red hair, letting the ringlets wrap around her finger before pushing it back over her ear.

      Can I pull this off?

      It might be better if she applied for another waitress or janitor job, one that didn’t require so much brain power. She’d give anything to be able to spend her days outside like she had with her most recent foray into landscaping. The world of high finance was a big change, and being indoors again would be hard, especially in an environment as organized as this one. The advantage: Keiran wouldn’t be expecting it.

      Maybe he’d give up and leave her alone. Deep down, she knew that was a fantasy. After almost catching her two weeks ago, no doubt his determination to seize her was stronger than ever.

      Her eyes fell back to the fake ID and social security card in her lap. New adventures always gave her a thrill, but this time her hands trembled. She’d used the latest alias and phony documentation in the last city and previous job. Using the same ones again would increase her brother’s chance of tracing her, but she didn’t have the American currency to make a deal with a human, nor the julues to pay Billy to get a new identity. Either she would have to find a bank willing to convert the few pink gemstones she still possessed or this assistant’s job was a necessity.

      Keyboarding skills? Little to none.

      A history in business? Nope, that wouldn’t get her the job, either.

      She continued on through the list of qualifications, answering no or leaving the lines blank, realizing all she had left was her special, little bag of tricks.

      Somehow it always came down to this. She never truly abandoned where she came from because she needed that part of her to survive here.

      The door to the office opened and a tall, blonde woman dressed in a blue business suit emerged, every hair in place and not a flaw to be seen. “Miss Sanders, Mr. Elliot will see you now.”

      She almost felt sorry for the other four ladies waiting for their interview. By the time she finished with the new boss, he’d send them packing, but she didn’t have any other choice. They were qualified. Others would hire them.

      I need this more than they do.

      She repeated the mantra to herself, easing her conscience as she gathered her papers and her purse and followed the other woman into the office. It was time to set aside anxiety; it wouldn’t get her what she needed.

      “I’ll take your paperwork and you can have a seat.”

      Monique handed off the papers as she passed by the woman, but dismissed her as irrelevant and wrote her off as if she were not in the room. She focused on her target, Daniel Elliot, but her breath caught as she took in the spacious corner office.

      Two large windows overlooked the park across the street, a tell-tale sign of his success in the business world. The park looming ten stories below, a bit of nature captured between the high-rise office buildings, reminded her of the world she ran from. It was a slice of serenity amidst a chaotic city, and a dynamic illustration of the two worlds she was caught between.

      A large, cherry desk with no clutter sat near one window. Other than a tray full of files in the left corner, only a computer monitor sat on the polished surface. In front of it were three reddish-brown leather chairs with cherry end tables separating them.

      Both her father and brother used to say “focus on your strengths and downplay your weaknesses,” and that’s what needed to be done. Her best assets were physical: long legs, a small waist, and breasts that would always turn a man’s head, especially when she unbuttoned the top two buttons and wore a push up bra. Five-nine before slipping on the three-inch black heels, she towered over most women. The shoes matched a very short skirt and sleek-fitting jacket.

      She shifted her weight, started across the room and focused on Daniel. Sitting behind the desk, his head was buried in a file. All she could see was his jet-black hair. Bone straight, it framed his face and brushed his shoulders with just enough gray at the temples to raise her pulse.

      Then he looked up.

      Gray eyes met hers from behind black-rimmed glasses. Her heart lurched in her chest. Charming him would be a pleasure.

      Holding his gaze, she set her shoulders back enough that his eyes would drop lower, and closed the distance between them. She offered her hand across the desk and tipped her head, letting her hair fall across her right shoulder. When his large hand enveloped hers, she smiled and cast an enchantment spell. “Mr. Elliot, I’m Naomi Sanders.”

      She waited for the familiar haze to cloud his eyes, a sure sign he was under her control.

      He accepted her hand, cradled it in his for a brief moment before turning his attention to his assistant who handed him her paperwork.

      No haze. He didn’t move toward her with an infatuated grin, just went about his business. A sharp pain seized her heart, radiating through her chest. What could have gone wrong? Casting an enchantment spell was second nature. She’d been using them to get what she wanted since seeking refuge among the humans.

      As she lowered herself into one of the chairs, her mind grappled with what had gone wrong, and her body slipped into the familiar: teasing the man in front of her. She crossed her long legs, and let her skirt slide up her thigh.

      Unaffected, Daniel read her file as he walked around his desk and leaned back against it. After a moment, he looked up and asked, “Why did you leave your last job?”

      She shifted her weight in the chair, uncrossing her long legs and crossing them again in the opposite direction. He didn’t appear moved at all by her physical appearance, but even with her worries Monique couldn’t ignore him or the way his dark, tailored suit accented his long, lean body.

      A smile crossed his thin lips, but not for the reason she wanted. He hadn’t even noticed her legs. Contact hadn’t been broken by his crisp, clear eyes. The grin turned to a light chuckle. “If that question is too hard, Miss Sanders, maybe we’re both wasting our time.”

      Her cheeks flushed and she knew they were reddening with embarrassment. Worried they clashed with her hair, she tried to swallow the blush. If winning this job the old-fashioned way wasn’t going to work, then she wasn’t going to get it. Still, she had to say something. Fear knotted her stomach as she stammered, “It’s not too hard, Mr. Elliot. I needed a new start, so I moved.”

      “From the locations of your last three jobs—Los Angeles, Pittsburgh, and Boston—it seems like you’ve needed a few new starts. Now, it’s Elgin, Illinois. Some would say moving across country when you don’t have a job lined up is a very stupid thing to do.”

      A glint in his eyes that told her he didn’t agree with that statement. She followed that instinct and moved forward, hoping to salvage things. “I’m not worried. If I don’t get this job, I’ll find another.”

      If he was immune to her spells, was she also transparent to him? Did he know she was lying? Could he see just how desperate she was? Her fears raced through her head, breaking her concentration.

      “I would say you’re brave and a go-getter.”

      Wait. Those were positive attributes. Right?

      He tapped the pen on the edge of his desk, studying her file. “On the other hand, I’m worried wanderlust might strike again. The reason there is an opening at all is because Renee’s new husband’s job is taking them both out of state. I don’t want to have to go through a search like this again in six months when you decide you need another change.”

      She’d be lucky if she was still here in six weeks, but she couldn’t tell Daniel that. The fact she had to tell him anything at all annoyed her. Her prowess and powers should have had this job cinched by now. He should be sending the other girls home and inviting her to lunch.

      But she couldn’t let her frustration derail her. This job was too important to her survival to let it slip away. She dug deep, reached out and touched his knee so she could cast the spell again. Smiling in his direction, she said, “If you give me the chance, I won’t disappoint you.”

      He shifted to his right and let her hand slip away as his eyes returned to the file. His lower lip curled between his teeth as he studied her application, not dissuaded from the task at hand. He didn’t even seem to recognize the subtle inflection in her voice.

      Instead, he was going on and on with legitimate questions about her employment history and her knowledge of the business world. Could she work weekends if asked? Was she familiar with the software their computers used? Did she have experience with multi-line phones? Did she consider herself a people person?

      Some she answered honestly. Others she flubbed her way through, making up the best answers she could. Unfortunately, thinking on her feet was not what she considered a strong suit and she was having a hard time deciphering how Daniel was reacting to her. It just wasn’t happening the way she’d hoped.

      Her toe tapped against the floor, but deep inside her heart quivered. His cool, detached attitude challenged her, but if she didn’t impress with this interview, she’d never get the chance to know if she’d overcome his immunity to her.

      “Well, thank you for coming in, Naomi. I have a few other women to interview, but I need to make a decision soon. You’ll be hearing from me either way.”

      It was over. For the first time since leaving her own world and stepping into the humans’, she’d failed. She hadn’t charmed Daniel and she wouldn’t be getting this desperately-needed job.

      Stepping into the small elevator, she watched the metal doors close and asked her mirrored reflection what’d gone wrong. Humans weren’t immune to her power—their power—it just didn’t happen.  Did it?

      Keiran considered all humans the enemy and he knew his enemy well. He would know what was going on here, but, since they weren’t even on speaking terms, she couldn’t ask. He’d be more concerned with getting her far away from them and back home than teaching her more about their ways. She wasn’t willing to surrender to him. And she wasn’t going home.

      Not yet.

      Of all times for her powers to fail! And it wasn’t just about how much she needed the job. As important as it was, her desire to see Daniel again burned inside her and it went so much deeper than his grey eyes and lean frame. Deeper than his delightful smile.

      For some reason, his immunity to her spells and wiles intrigued her. She hungered for what lingered just out for reach like some forbidden fruit.

      Without the job, she’d never see him again and the fact he appeared to be spell-proof would no longer be significant.

      But what if it was a failing with her instead of a resistance in him?

      In some ways, the thought made sense. It also terrified her. She’d always survived here by keeping humans, especially the men, on puppet strings that she controlled. If she had to deal with them on a level playing field, she was doomed.

      Without this job, she was more vulnerable to her brother and Eero. Would Daniel Elliot, with his charm and good looks, be the one to end her earthly romp and cause her to go home?

      Damn it! Didn’t he know he was supposed to find her irresistible? After all, she was a fairy.
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      Daniel heard the door open but didn’t look up from the two files laying side by side on his desk. Since it was long past five, he knew it must be Renee. “Don’t tell me you’re already sick of Joe. I’d have thought you’d be on your way home to him as soon as the clock chimed five.”

      “He’s on his way to pick me up. I thought you could use this before I leave.”

      He caught sight of her setting down a cork coaster and a large, white mug just before the scent of coffee hit his nose. Daniel couldn’t help but laugh. “On the day I hired you, you threatened me with bodily harm if I ever asked you to bring me a cup of coffee.”

      “You didn’t ask. Consider it my goodbye present to you.” She smiled and walked toward the window, looking out over the park. “I’m going to miss you and this job.”

      “So don’t leave.” He looked up and gave her a grin and wink.

      “Nice try.” She pointed back to the files on the desk. “You need to make a final decision.”

      “I’m getting closer. I’ve narrowed it down to two.”

      Renee looked over his shoulder. After scrunching her face in disapproval, she picked up the one on the left, closed it and tossed it into the garbage can by the desk. “There. Decision made.”

      Daniel laughed as he slid his chair across the carpeted floor mat and fished the file back out of the small metal can. “What’s wrong with Miss Sanders?”

      “You can’t be serious.”

      “I liked her.”

      “You liked her short skirt and her low-cut blouse. She doesn’t have any business sense, Daniel.”

      “She has a very vibrant personality. I can teach her the rest.”

      Renee grabbed the file again, trying to pull it out of his hand. “The other applicant is better qualified.”

      He relinquished the file, turning his chair back to his desk. He couldn’t deny Renee was right, but to pick the other woman still felt wrong. “Yes, this one has an impeccable job history and all the right skills, but she seemed…cold.” It didn’t surprise him that Renee reacted with her eyes open wide and mouth agape.

      “You can’t hire Naomi Sanders. You’re attracted to her. It’s a sexual harassment suit waiting to happen.”

      “In five years, have you ever known me to act inappropriately?”

      “It’s true! I can’t believe you’re not denying it. I never expected someone so shallow would turn your head or that you would find a woman’s skirt length a measure of her qualifications.”

      He couldn’t help but chuckle. While he’d always appreciated and valued Renee’s attention to details and her focus, it was the moments like this, when the office was quiet, that he enjoyed the most. It took a lot to get her to display her emotions in the workplace and he’d made a game of finding the buttons to push to draw outbursts from her, all in good fun, of course. Too bad that wasn’t what was going on here. He really wanted to hire Naomi.

      “I recognize she’s a very pretty woman, but that has nothing to do with this decision. We work long hours. They will be long, miserable hours if it’s with someone I don’t even like. I think Naomi could do a good job with some patient training.”

      Renee moved to the front of his desk. Her bright smile chased away by the concern in her eyes, she took a seat in one of the leather chairs. “Look, Daniel, it’s good to see you interested in anyone again. It’s been a year⁠—”

      When it mattered most, Renee never minced words and he always gave her the same heartfelt honesty that could only come from years of working together. He knew this was one of those moments. “This doesn’t have anything to do with my broken engagement.”

      “Really? It doesn’t?” Renee took a deep breath. “I’ve been praying that the right girl would come along; you deserve so much better than what she did to you. If Naomi is Miss Right, wonderful, but that doesn’t mean you have to hire her.”

      Funny how the truth hurt. Naomi was the first woman to turn his head, let alone ignite an interest since his ex-fianceé disappeared without a trace. Why did she have to be scattered and frolicsome and completely wrong for the job? Why did it have to be her flirtatious smile that eased his pain, if only just a bit?

      “If I don’t hire her, I’ll never see her again.”

      She tossed the file back to the desk and it landed with a thud right in front of him. “Her number’s right there. Call her and ask her out.”

      He laughed. “Like that’s going to work. What am I supposed to say? Yeah, Miss Sanders, there’s absolutely no way I can hire you, but would you like to have dinner?”

      “Yes! That’s exactly right.”

      “And when she says no, well, that’ll be that, I guess.”

      She sighed and stood. “Sounds like you’ve already made your decision.”

      He had, but that was before Renee had stated out loud all the reasons he shouldn’t choose her. He’d been trying to ignore the same voice of wisdom in his own head. Daniel cradled the cup of coffee she had brought him in his hands. “No. Not yet. I’m going to sleep on it tonight.”

      “Yeah, I know you better than that. You’re going to sit right there and work until eleven or twelve, and then go home and grab a few hours of sleep and a shower before coming back here to do it all over again. Just because you’re a workaholic with no social life doesn’t mean you can date in the workplace.”

      He knew what she said was true, but work was how he’d dealt with the pain and loss. He should listen to Renee, but still, there was something about Naomi.

      “You’ve given me a lot to think about. Now, don’t you think you’ve kept Joe waiting long enough?” Another grin and wink to assure her he wasn’t angry at her signified the conversation was closed.

      Hours later he reached for the coffee mug on the corner of his desk and frowned when he found it empty. He rubbed the sleep from his eyes and glanced at his watch. It was well after eight.

      Turning his chair, the bottom desk drawer squeaked as he slid it open and flipped through the stack of CDs. Deciding on Dexter Gordon, he dropped the disk in the CD-ROM of his computer and sighed as the sounds of a mournful saxophone filled his office. As he slid his chair back up to the desk, an image of him dancing with Naomi flashed in his mind. For the first time in a long while, he felt a real smile turn the corners of his mouth up.

      The fantasy was so real, he could almost feel his hand resting in the small of her back and smell the sweet, fruit scent of her hair as his cheek brushed against hers. It didn’t matter whether or not Naomi liked to dance, or even knew how. At this moment he was lost in what he wanted and needed.

      The ringing phone chased the images away. He stared at it for a moment, weighing whether he should answer it or let it go to voicemail. The need to tend to business, no matter the time of day, won out. He muted the sound on his computer and pushed the speaker phone button before saying, “Daniel Elliot.”

      “Oh my, your father was right. You are still at work.” His mother’s worried voice came across the line.

      Daniel shifted his weight in his chair and set his pen back down before he picked up the handset. “It’s easier for me to work late then take everything home. It’s not like there’s anything waiting for me there, anyway.”

      Usually such a response would draw sympathy, but not today. His mother had her own concerns. “You told me you would call after you talked to the private investigator.”

      Though she hadn’t asked a question, her voice demanded answers. The pain that had gnawed at his gut for nearly a year bit at him sharply and he realized he hadn’t thought about it—or her—since Naomi had walked into his office, except for the brief moment when Renee had brought it all up.

      “He hasn’t been able to trace her or the ring.”

      “That woman isn’t worth your time. You do know that, right? But the ring…”

      He pulled the phone back from his ear, while she spit her displeasure. God love his mother; as protective of him as a momma tiger with her cubs. When she took a breath, Daniel said, “I know you want Grandpa’s ring back.” As hard as he tried, he couldn’t ignore the tears in her voice and chose his next words with care. “The problem is the sentimental value to you far outweighs its monetary value.”

      “That ring means the world to me.”

      “I understand that, but it has no value. She’s not going to pawn it or try and sell it. That’s why I’ve been trying to find her.”

      How many times had they had this conversation? Hundreds. So why did he keep the search alive? It certainly wasn’t because he wanted to see her. Her deception and abandonment were unforgivable. He’d hoped getting that ring back would placate his mother and finally close the door on his past.

      “Your investigator found nothing?”

      When Tara Elliot set her mind to something, she didn’t let go until her goal was accomplished. And even though it was most likely where he’d picked up his own drive to achieve, this was one thing he wanted to drop. But the ring was a physical reminder of his grandpa, both for him and his mom. She was entitled to her pain. So, he gritted his teeth and tried to endure her tirade.

      When she’d finished, he said, “She obviously doesn’t want to be found.”

      “Don’t blame yourself, honey. This isn’t your fault.”

      “But because I followed my heart and put faith where it didn’t belong…” His voice trailed off. Wasn’t that exactly what he was doing again now with Naomi Sanders? He reached for her file and opened it. Why was he listening to his heart? It had already proven it was a poor judge of character.

      A sharp pain throbbed in his head at odds with the burning desire in his chest. “Mom, I’m really snowed under here. I’ll call you this weekend. Okay?”

      When she agreed, he hung up the phone and let his eyes fall back to the file. Hiring her made no sense. So, why was his heart demanding he do just that?
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      A small, crowded, blues club. Keiran cursed his luck. This would have to be the opportune place to engage her. Smoke lay heavy and the sounds of the band pierced the air at a volume that made his head throb.

      He had spent more time in the human world than his own in the two years since becoming a fairy Protector, but being comfortable in his surroundings and blending in was still the hardest part of his job.

      Stepping closer to the woman on the next barstool, he pushed a strand of her short, blond hair off her cheek and slid his finger along the edge of her jaw line. After casting a spell that would compel her to be honest, he leaned in to be heard over the band, and asked her again about the beaded bracelet she wore. “Those pink stones are so pretty. Where’d you get them?”

      He’d barely missed catching Monique two weeks earlier. A search of what she’d left behind had led him to Cynthia Felps. Her former boss, the owner of a landscape company, was now under the spell he’d cast.

      The moment he’d seen the bracelet dangling from the woman’s wrist, he knew he was on the right track. Monique did few things well, but making jewelry was one. He’d recognize her art anywhere. If that weren’t enough, the beads themselves gave it away. Though humans often dismissed them as star sapphires, they weren’t of this world at all. They were used for currency among the fairies.

      She turned toward him, her blue eyes clouded in a grey haze. Finally! He was about to get some real answers. The sooner he had the information he needed and could get his hands on his sister, putting an end to this long, horrible nightmare, the better.

      “It was a gift from an employee, a thank you for some help I gave her.”

      He laid his arm over her shoulder, cementing his spell. To anyone else in the bar, they would appear to be two single people looking for companionship. Only another fairy would know he controlled her mind, and how much the physicality with the human woman turned his stomach.

      “Where can I find her?”

      “Why do you care about her when I’m standing in front of you?”

      Keiran closed his eyes and steeled himself. He couldn’t think of anything viler than flirting with this woman. On top of that, holding her under his spell for so long was beginning to take a toll. He gripped the bar, opened his eyes and widened his smile, trying his damnedest to flirt back believably. “She owes me money.”

      Cynthia laughed before answering. “I don’t know where she went. I wish I did. Just didn’t show up for work one day. No phone call, no nothing.”

      Another dead end! He slammed his fist against the oak bar, causing both the woman he was interrogating and the man on the other side of him to jump away in shock. Their reaction to his outburst pulled him back to the moment.

      He turned toward Cynthia, but was immediately spun back around by the large, muscular man on his right.

      “Are you okay, little lady, or is this jerk treating you wrong?” he asked.

      Great! A macho brute with a southern flair he no doubt thought charming. Could things get any worse?

      Without thinking of the consequences, he focused and then pushed his fingers into the guy’s shoulder with a quick thrust. Had Keiran been human, it would have been a slight annoyance to Mr. Machismo. To those around them it would appear to be a testosterone-laden show of bravado, but Keiran could see him lurch back and roll his shoulder.

      “Just back off, buddy. This has nothing to do with you.”

      Pain radiated in his eyes, but Mr. Machismo stepped in tighter, attempting to use his height and girth to intimidate him. “That little move might scare the ladies, but you’re messing with a man now.”

      Now what? He couldn’t afford to burn much more power, or he’d be spent.

      He could engage this man. Even though he appeared to be the smaller and weaker of the two, his fairy strength was far greater than any human’s, regardless of their build. But after the fight, he would have to explain himself to the crowd—maybe even the human authorities—something he just didn’t want to do.

      He was about to offer some sort of apology and back away, when Cynthia’s arm came around his waist and her hips pressed against his backside. He struggled to contain a shiver but allowed himself a satisfied smirk.

      “Hey, buddy, thanks, but he’s not hurting me. He’s upset, but not with me, right?”

      Keiran turned on his heels and draped an arm over Cynthia’s shoulder, “That’s right, baby.”

      He pulled back as she continued to yammer on, talking about the rough couple weeks at work and how much she needed the night out. He felt his focus drift. Blaming the amount of power he’d expelled, he found his eyes wandering to the bowl of peanuts on the bar.

      Seeds and nuts and their pure protein would do wonders to help him recover, but who knew how long they’d been sitting there and how many had touched both the bowl and its contents? Swallowing a scowl, he pushed those thoughts aside and took a handful, popping them into his mouth.

      As he swallowed, he felt a boost, though ever so small. “About the woman who gave you those beads⁠—”

      “Naomi doesn’t really owe you money, does she?”

      Where did Monique come up with these aliases? “No.”

      “Is she your wife? ’Cause if she is, I want to know right here and now before we go one step further.”

      The spell he’d cast to compel her to honesty was acting more like an attraction spell. Not a new occurrence, but it still perplexed him. The only explanation he could come up with was that the commanded honesty included their true desires. He’d bounced the idea off his partner once and she’d laughed, mumbling something about boyish looks and a luminescent personality.

      He knew Veronica had been joking with him. Keiran was well aware he rubbed most other fairies the wrong way, but it went with the job. If protecting his kind meant enduring their bitterness over his power, he could deal with that, but why did human women have to find him attractive?

      He contemplated his options as he reached for another handful of peanuts, unable to deny that they helped. Saying Monique was a wife or girlfriend might get him out of this dreadful flirting, but it wouldn’t get him any answers. For once, he would try the truth and see where it got him. “She’s my sister.”

      Cynthia took a step back and her curious eyes scanned him from head to toe and back again.

      He gave her a flirtatious smile. “I swear.”

      “I can see the resemblance now. Did you two have some kind of fight?”

      How had he got himself caught up in this conversation? Especially with a human. “We used to be very close until our parents died. Things went bad between us pretty fast.”

      She nodded as if it was an all-too-familiar story. “I wondered why she never spoke of home or family.”

      “I was a real jerk to her. I see that now and I want to make things right. But she doesn’t want to hear my apologies. You sure she didn’t give you any clue where she was going?”

      She shook her head, “I wish she had. Sweet girl and a hard worker. I really liked her.”

      Even though it irritated him that Monique made friends everywhere she went, he understood it. She was naive, with a childlike innocence that most people found endearing. It also left her susceptible to all the evil on this world. In other ways, she was vivacious and had a way of holding the attention of any man she chose. The problem was the ingenuous side of her always made bad choices—like running away.

      He steeled himself, knowing just what he would need to do to get into Cynthia’s home and, ultimately, her business records. Letting out a labored sigh, he said, “She is sweet. I miss her. So much.”

      As her arm came around his waist and she turned him toward her, he fought the urge to tighten up, and let her draw him in. His cheek brushed against hers and she whispered, “What do you say we get out of here? Go back to my place and talk?”

      “Yeah, I’d like that,” he replied.

      Fifteen minutes later, his arm was wrapped around Cynthia’s hips as she led him up the steps to her bungalow home. When she pulled away to unlock the door, Keiran struggled to contain a sigh of relief as he looked toward the flower beds that bordered the steps. As he breathed in the fragrance of the blooms, he could picture Monique here—happy.

      And once again he’d chased her away from a new-found peace. Maybe he should let her be, accept the consequences of the deals he’d made to protect her. The deals she’d royally screwed up when she fled. But then again, without his and his allies’ protection, she would never be safe, and her safety mattered more than her happiness.

      Cynthia pushed the door open. “Come on inside, hon.”

      With a toothy grin and a sweeping swagger, he followed the woman into the neat, albeit crowded, living room. A hutch with a computer was centered on one blue wall, with two three-drawer filing cabinets on each side. A burgundy couch and matching recliner lined up against the opposite wall facing an enormous, white-washed entertainment center housing a TV and more electronic accessories than he could identify.

      “Come sit with me,” she giggled, patting the worn leather couch.

      Just remember you’re doing this to get Monique home safe.

      Dropping down next to her, he laid his hand against her cheek, hoping he had enough power left to cast the needed spells.

      He inched in closer, and as his lips brushed hers, he reached deep inside himself and focused.

      Her body went limp, and he caught her, laying her down.

      Smirking, he stood and touched his fingers to her forehead. Sweet dreams of passion…or maybe I just wasn’t all that good? He chuckled to himself, leaving impressions in her mind of a mediocre encounter tainted by too much alcohol. Better that than for her to hunt him down for a repeat encounter.

      Finally, free roam of her records! But first he needed something to sustain himself. The peanuts from the bar had helped, but he’d used a lot of power, and he still had a travel spell to cast before he could sleep.

      In her kitchen, he looked through the cupboards, pushing away the boxes of sugared cereal and packaged cupcakes searching for something his body—and power—could feed on. Tucked away in the back, he found a small, unopened bag of sunflower seeds, a good start. In the refrigerator, a handful of grapes and bottle of cranberry juice rounded out the needed meal. He returned to the living room and Cynthia’s business records to continue his hunt.

      Thirty minutes later, he whistled a light tune as he slid his key into the lock of his hotel room door. He clutched the manila envelope and its contents in his hand, the prize he’d worked hard to win.

      “Did you come up with anything?” Keiran asked his partner as he entered the sparsely furnished space.

      From the table in front of the window, Veronica looked up from her laptop sipping from a Diet Coke can.

      She shook her head. “Nada. You?”

      His eyebrows furrowed as he tossed a manila envelope to the table. “Don’t do that. Don’t mangle their language the same way they do.”

      He’d pushed himself and his power too hard in the last few days leaving an empty, hollow feeling in the pit of his stomach. Searching the brown paper bags from the organic food store lined up neatly on the dresser, he decided on a large apple, before taking a seat at the table with his partner.

      “I found the alias and fabricated social security number she used.”

      “But is she dumb enough to reuse them?” Veronica asked.

      “It’s not a matter of intelligence. She might not have enough money to buy new ones. But in case she did, I think we should track down Billan.”

      Veronica looked up from the computer and squinted at him, before her eyes lit up with understanding. “You mean Billy?”

      He nodded at the moniker the fairy had taken on when he’d chosen to remain on this world with his human wife and children. He now ran a business some fairies, including Keiran, saw as shady. “Maybe she’s contacted him to exchange julues for American dollars or new documents.”

      “If she’s gone to him, he’s going to keep that information confidential.”

      He pulled the pink bracelet he took from Cynthia’s wrist from his pocket and ran his fingers over the beads before tossing it on the table. “You’re right, but she gave that to her last boss. Unless she’s dealing with some other fairy to get more, she has to be almost broke. She may not have been able to meet his price.”

      “That’s assuming she went to him at all.”

      “Who else would she go to? Someone tipped her off about the Council giving me the trace. I can feel it.”

      “I agree with you. I just don’t see how it could be Billy. One, what news he’s allowed from our world is limited since he committed to a human. He wouldn’t know about the Council’s actions. Two, even if he did know, he wouldn’t tip her off unless she paid him for that information.”

      “Greed is a huge motivator for him, true, but I can’t shake this feeling in my gut that if she hasn’t gone to him yet, she will soon. If we pay what she wouldn’t or couldn’t, he’ll share whatever information he has.”

      Veronica shrugged her shoulders and returned to the computer, tapping at the keys. “I’ll get ahold of him, but I really don’t expect him to cooperate.”

      “I’m not sure what our next move will be if you don’t get somewhere.” He stood and rubbed his left shoulder as he stretched his neck from side to side and contemplated the situation. “I’ve got to take a shower. The scent of humans is nauseating.”

      He didn’t miss the glare she returned in his direction. Veronica had been promoted quickly through the ranks of the Protectors because she’d spent a few years living here, knew how to fit in, and was an asset. She didn’t share his total disdain for anything and everything human.

      Six months ago, the Council assigned her as his new partner, and even though he found her human habits repulsive, he couldn’t deny that her knowledge of this world benefited him, not only on the job, but in his personal search as well.

      “Should I contact the Council and request another scan for her spells?”

      Her question stopped him in his tracks. While he’d love nothing more, it would only anger the Council members. He turned back to face his partner. “No. They’re getting irritated with me for using Protector resources to search for my sister.”

      “I think it’s the fact that you’re ignoring our huge backlog of cases to look for her that has them rattled. Especially the missing fairies’ case. Another was reported missing tonight.”

      He sighed. It was that case that made finding Monique vital. He would not lose his sister to humans like he had his parents. “We’re at a standstill with Monique until you do a search on her documentation, and we talk to Billan. Get a few case files around for me to look at after my shower. If we can clear some small ones and get a lead or two on the big one in the next couple of days, maybe that will get the Council off our backs.”
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      Monique leaned back against her kitchen counter and pushed her fingers through her hair.

      The man on the other end of the phone was her last hope for a little bit of money to float her through until she could find a job. As much as she hated to plead, she didn’t have any other choice. “You don’t understand, Billy.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong. I understand, but I’m running a business here. I provide services; you need to pay for them.”

      “You know I’m good for it.”

      “I don’t work on credit, baby, sorry.”

      The way he called her baby made her skin crawl. She could picture the sleazy little smirk on his creepy, round face, his dark, oily bangs obscuring amber eyes. “Keiran’s not playing fair with me. He used a tracking spell from the Council to find me a couple weeks ago.”

      “Your brother never plays fair. What Keiran wants, he gets, and he doesn’t care how many heads he has to break to get it. Right now, he wants you home and he’s so desperate to get that he’s somehow convinced the Council it’s a matter of fairy security.”

      She fought hard to keep the despair out of her voice but couldn’t stop the tear that slid down her cheek. “That’s why I need your help.”

      “Just how badly do you need it, baby? Now, that’s the real question, isn’t it?”

      His voice reeked of innuendo and Monique knew exactly what he suggested. Her stomach turned and she swallowed the taste of acid that bubbled up in her throat at the mere thought. “You’re a disgusting little man. You know that?”

      “So now you’re insulting the very person you need. Sounds like you’ve been taking lessons from your brother.”

      “The idea that I would trade sex for your help is revolting, and not only an insult to me, but to your wife and children.”

      “You leave Kelly out of this. You have no idea what we are to each other.” The line went silent, and she wondered if he’d hung up. She was about to give up when Billy continued. “But she is human, after all. And it’s not quite the same as it is with another fairy. Is it, now?”

      “When a fairy commits his heart⁠—”

      “Don’t preach to me! Fairykind dismissed me the moment I fell in love with my wife. I’m only allowed very short visits to our home to visit my elders and kin. The Council and the Protectors scorn me and use any excuse they can to interfere with my day-to-day life and business. Maybe if my own kind can dismiss me like that, then I’m not fairy at all. Maybe I commit my heart like a human instead.”

      Hearing him rant about his bitter disappointments shifted her perspective of him. He’d been shut out in the cold by their kind for the act of loving another. Maybe he deserved his rage. Maybe if she examined herself, she didn’t feel all that different toward her own people, or at least her brother, than Billy did. “I’m just not ready to go home. I need a little help.”

      “And you need to make it worth the hassle I’ll have to go through when your brother comes pounding on my door.”

      At one time Monique had thought there was no line she wouldn’t cross to evade Keiran and stay on this world. Somehow knowing that there was made her feel better about herself. No, she wouldn’t give Billy her body for some extra cash. She’d find another way.

      “Thanks for nothing!” She slammed her cell phone shut, tossed it to the counter, and stared at the coffee maker, willing it to finish brewing and cursing the fact her luck had gone from bad to worse. First she’d blown the interview yesterday and now she’d struck out with her last hope of getting some survival cash.

      Maybe I should just go home.

      She swallowed the tears choking her throat, and weighed the thought that crossed her mind more and more in recent days. So weary of the chase, she longed for home and its familiarity. Damn Keiran for making what waited for her so impossible to accept.

      Thank goodness Leal was on her side. If she hadn’t received a heads-up from her best friend about the Council giving Keiran a tracking spell, her brother would have popped into her bedroom and snatched her right out of bed. He was getting desperate and her inner resolve to run was waning.

      Was home really so bad?

      She didn’t have to deliberate that question. She missed her world and extended family more and more every day, but when her parents died, Keiran took his career choice to heart, declaring himself her keeper and guardian of all things fairy.

      He endlessly preached his belief that fairies faced extinction, and as a part of a Council family, she owed it to her kind to help save them all.

      They were much fewer in number, that couldn’t be argued. But she refused to force a relationship and procreate out of an obligation to serve fairykind. Just because her great-grandfather served as a Council member and her brother as a Protector didn’t mean she was willing to compromise her happiness for the good of her people.

      She might have been able to stomach or even ignore his lectures, but Keiran couldn’t leave it at that. One by one, bachelor fairies began coming by their family home. After long, private meetings with Keiran, they would size her up like livestock. In theory, the men who came from families with high standing and strong power should have appealed to her. And if she’d been introduced to them under any other circumstances, she might have been interested in any one of them.

      She allowed herself to believe Keiran had her best interests at heart, even though the idea of a forced union disgusted her. He only wanted her to be secure in a strong house when their great grandfather passed away and Keiran filled his Council seat. Or so she had believed.

      Until he brought home Eero Teneyck. And left her alone with him.

      Commitment and family were important decisions, but so were matters of the heart. She might not know much about politics, but she knew she couldn’t command her heart to love. And she’d never be pressured into giving herself to Eero, not to appease her family or to strengthen her brother’s political position. She’d seen all she cared to of him and his power in the short week that he pursued her and that night he’d tried to bind their powers without her consent.

      If Eero is what waited for her on the fairy world, she wasn’t going home.

      With the coffee finally done, she filled a cup and made a brief stop by the front door to pick up the paper before retreating to her balcony.

      Less than an hour later, the ringing phone grabbed Monique’s attention from the want-ads littered with red circles.

      “Naomi? It’s Daniel Elliot. Would it be possible for you to come to my office at two today? I’d like to discuss terms of employment.”

      “You mean you’re
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