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  Pronunciation Guide


PEOPLE

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








PLACES

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








  
  Part One: Awakening









  
  Chapter 1

Present Day in the Human Realm


An incessant buzzing pulled Aoife Burke out of a dreamy, heavenly sleep. Her hand fumbled on the nightstand trying to silence the thing when a pillow crashed against her face, jarring her from half-asleep to fully awake. 
“Make that phone stop already,” her dorm roommate growled. “It’s been going crazy for the last ten minutes.”
Still groggy and trying to wipe the sleep from her eyes, Aoife dropped the pillow to the floor and yanked the cell phone off the charger as it stopped buzzing. When the small screen lit up, she had four missed calls. All from her mother.
Her mother never called her, so to have four missed calls meant something terrible had happened.
She snapped to a sitting position, her fingers fumbling on the screen as she tried to get to the missed calls screen when it started to buzz again. She swiped the screen and answered.
“Mom?”
“Aoife, there you are at last. I’ve called to let you know that your father passed away.” Fiona’s even tone held no emotion whatsoever.
Aoife blinked, a sudden sickness piercing through her gut as her hand tightened on the phone. She hiccupped a breath and forced her mind to remember to inhale, exhale. “What do you mean he passed away? He’s dead?”
Instant regret and guilt poured through her. She’d skipped going home for Christmas three months prior because she couldn’t stand the thought of her mother giving her a frosty reception. When Aoife turned thirteen, her relationship with Fiona underwent a drastic change, something Aoife had never understood.
“Yes, I’m sorry. He’s gone.” Aoife detected a soft quiver in Fiona’s voice as she answered.
Her parents’ marriage had been rocky for a while too, but Aoife naively thought despite all that, they would always be together. Tears pooled in Aoife’s eyes as she clutched the phone and gulped in air, desperate for breath. Her roommate, Jenna, moved to perch on the edge of the bed, putting a comforting arm around her shoulders.
“I’m sorry to have to break the news to you this way, but there’s no time, really.” Fiona sniffed so quiet Aoife almost missed it. “Your sister is in Shanghai filming a movie but I called to let her know. I thought you needed to know, too.”
“Mom, wait—”
“I have to go before it’s too late.”
“Too late for what? Mom!”
But the line went dead.
Her insides had curled into a low, tight knot in the pit of her stomach. Aoife shrugged off Jenna’s arm and scooted off the bed. A deep-seated ache settled in her chest and she was only thinking about one thing—getting home.
“What happened?” Jenna asked, her voice timid and high in the darkness.
“I don’t know. My dad died. That’s all I know.” Aoife pulled her duffle bag out from under the bed and blindly shoved whatever clothes she could find inside, fighting back tears.
“I’ll come with you,” Jenna offered and rose.
“No.” Aoife spun to face her as she stood and then froze. “You don’t need to do that.”
Her family dynamic was far from normal and she didn’t know how she’d explain that to Jenna. Her mother was cold and distant, disappearing for sometimes days on end. Her sister, Sunnie, was the precious favorite child that always got her way. She’d gotten her big acting break and was off globetrotting and trendsetting. She landed in the tabloids more than once but despite that she was still the favorite. Aoife resented her for being the star daughter while she was pushed aside and ignored. They were never close emotionally and now she was across the globe. Aoife couldn’t wait. She really needed to find out what happened.
Jenna blinked owlish eyes at her. “So you’re going to drive all the way home tonight alone? It’s one in the morning.”
“Yes.” Aoife went back to shoving clothes into the duffle bag. She wandered toward the bathroom to grab her toothbrush. “It’s only a five hour drive from here. I can be there before the sun comes up.”
“Are you sure you’re okay to drive?” Jenna asked. “I mean, you just found out your dad died. You’re emotional—”
“I’ll be fine.”
There’s no time really. I have to go. Before it’s too late.
Her hand tightened around the toothbrush as she shoved it into the bag. She stuck her feet in her red Keds, snatched her phone and bag and started for the door.
“Aoife?”
She paused as she reached for the door. “Yes?”
“You going to get dressed?”
Aoife glanced down and realized she still wore her rumpled t-shirt that proclaimed I RUN LIKE A GIRL, and shorts. She huffed and dropped her bag, rummaged through it until she found a pair of jeans. She kicked off her shoes, pulled them on over her shorts and then picked up the bag again, shoving her feet back into the sneakers.
“Be careful,” Jenna said as Aoife flung open the door.
“I will.”
But all she could think about was keeping it together and getting to her mother before something worse happened.
Before it’s too late.

      [image: image-placeholder]Seeing the SOLD sign in the front yard of her dilapidated childhood home was like a twisted nightmare from which Aoife could not wake. The grass was overrun with weeds and had patchy brown spots indicating it had been neglected for quite some time. The hedges needed a good trimming and the flowerbeds had long since been abandoned. 
Wasn’t it bad enough her father was dead? Now their house had been sold? It was like a knife in her gut had twisted, cutting through her internal organs and flaying her open.
Aoife stood on the cracked sidewalk at the end of the front walk looking up at chipped paint, shutters that needed to be replaced and a well-worn roof. But it had been her home. She had grown up there and she loved it.
When had they put the house up for sale? The strangest thing of all was her mother’s car, still parked in the driveway. Like she was still there. Maybe up in the attic doing whatever it was she did up there. Aoife and her sister were never allowed. Sometimes she thought it was her mother’s sanctuary, where she’d go when she was angry at them or Dad, or the world in general. Her mother seemed angry a lot.
She walked up to the front of the house and peered in through the windows. No one was about. It looked deserted. Pain shot up her arm and she glanced down, realizing she gripped the ring of keys so hard in her hand, the metal dug into her palm. She relaxed her grip and then picked out the door key. She stuck it in the lock and tried to turn it, but it wouldn’t budge.
The locks had been changed.
Cold dread stretched through her chest as she realized the house was really sold and her father was really dead. Where was her mother? She’d somehow managed to disappear in the time it took Aoife to drive from the university in Austin to Brookdale, the tiny town on the eastern outskirts of Dallas.
There’s no time really.
No time for what?
A truck rambled up the street and she turned to see a faded red Ford F-150 pick-up rattling its way toward the house. She shaded her eyes from the early morning sun to get a good look at the driver. He parked the truck, swung open the door, stepped out and paused.
Recognition hit her with the force of a straight-line wind. Sean O’Connell had been the object of her teenage crush. They stared at each other for a long, quiet moment. He looked exactly the same as he did when Aoife left home five years ago. The stiff breeze tousled his black hair and ruffled his white shirt.
She stepped off the porch as he started toward her, all confident masculinity.
“Aoife.” The sound of her name on his tongue was pure honey. The dark brown eyes reminded her of melted chocolate and were set deep in his chiseled, rugged features. “You have my deepest condolences on the death of your father.”
Grief punched her in the gut. She hadn’t really dealt with her father’s death yet. It was raw and new and she was still in shock. Her mother had been so odd about it when she’d phoned to tell her, and now her mother was missing. The only person who could give her answers was nowhere to be found.
“Thank you.” She glanced back up at the house, as though she would find the answer to the mystery. “I can’t find my mother.”
“She’s gone?” he asked, sounding astonished.
“Do you know where she went?”
He shook his head. “No. Aoife, do you know what happened to Liam?”
“All I know is Mom called me in the middle of the night but she didn’t tell me much of anything,” Aoife admitted. “Only that he was dead. I was hoping to find out more.”
“You drove all night to get here?”
She suppressed the fatigue and grief pounding the backs of her eyes. “Most of it, yes.”
Sean moved closer to her, reaching for her hand and grasping it. “Aoife, I’m so very sorry to be the one to tell you this…but your father was murdered.”
She stared at him as though he’d grown a horn out of his forehead. “What do you mean? wnMurdered?”
“I mean he was found dead on the outskirts of town at his favorite fishing hole. I identified the body this morning at the county morgue.”
That shortness of breath returned and pinpricks of light danced in her vision. The next thing she knew, she was staring up at the sky while Sean stood over her. A headache throbbed, radiating from the back of her head. He helped her to a sitting position, his reassuring hand on her back.
“Are you all right? You fainted.”
She gripped his arm so hard, her fingers dug into his flesh. “Where is my mother? Why didn’t she identify the body?”
“I don’t know. That’s why I came looking for her.”
He tried to help her to her feet but she shoved him off and stood, brushing dirt from her jeans. She realized then she still wore the shirt that proclaimed she ran like a girl with no bra, and she blushed. Standing braless was the least of her worries.
Her mother was missing. Her father was dead.
A terrible thought crossed her mind as she inhaled a deep breath and looked up at Sean. “Do you think my mother had anything to do with it?”
“God, no. Why would you think that?”
“Because he’s dead and she’s missing. I know they had their differences but I don’t think my mother is a killer. Do you?”
“No, of course not.” He started to reach for her but dropped his arm. “Aoife, you’ve had a shock. You look exhausted. Maybe you should get some rest.”
“I don’t want to rest. I want to find out what happened to my parents. I have no place to go. My key doesn’t work in the lock.” She peered at him, her brow creasing. “Where is she? Do you know?”
Before he could Answer, Mrs. Jennings from next door came out of her house and approached, waving. Aoife suppressed a groan. Mrs. Jennings was the town gossip. God love Brookdale. The small town was a breeding ground for gossip and nosey townsfolk and she was the number one gossiper.
“Aoife, dear. I just heard,” she called.
“I’ll bet,” Sean snorted.
“How does she know already?” Aoife frowned.
But the woman was upon them before he could answer. She had curlers in her hair and a housecoat hastily thrown on with slippers on her feet. Like she had seen them outside and rushed out to get the scoop. Aoife resisted rolling her eyes.
“Poor Liam. Whatever happened to him? Do you know?”
She clenched her keys into her fist, the metal biting her palm again. Her question cemented the only reason she was out of her house so early.
“And how is your mother, dear?”
Sean moved between them. “Fiona is devastated and Liam’s cause of death is still being determined.” He wrapped an arm around Aoife and turned her away. “Good day, Mrs. Jennings.”
Her wide-eyed surprise was the last thing Aoife saw as she turned away, grateful Sean was there.
“We’ll find her,” he said low, so only Aoife could hear.
“I don’t understand it. It’s as though she disappeared in a puff of smoke.” She looked back over the house, glaring at the SOLD sign, wishing she had some sort of super power to burn it down. “Do you know who bought the house?”
“I saw her yesterday,” he said, ignoring her question.
She stiffened and wiggled out of his grasp. “You did? Where?”
“Downtown.” Stubborn determination not to tell her too much, edged his voice.
Why? He sounded so vague. Like he wanted to tell her but didn’t want to tell her. He shoved his hands into his pockets and shifted from one foot to the other. Next door, Mrs. Jennings pretended to water her flowers.
“And?” she prompted.
“You know your father hasn’t lived here for months.”
Another abrupt change of subject left her head spinning. She stared at him, dumbfounded. When had everything changed? Why hadn’t her mother told her? Shame flooded her. She’d been so intent on staying away from home she hadn’t a clue as to what was happening. She hadn’t been home in a long time. What was the point? No one seemed to want her around. Fiona didn’t care two figs about her. It was her sister who was the darling of the family.
A dull ache took up residence in her chest and she tried to rub it away.
“You didn’t know, did you?” he asked.
“No.” The word sliced through the still air like a knife stabbing through her heart.
“I’m sorry, Aoife.” He sounded genuinely sad. “I didn’t think you knew because I hadn’t seen you around Brookdale since you left, after high school.”
Yes, and her life had turned out so grand since she left. Not. Nothing she planned had turned out the way she wanted. Her father mostly ignored her and doted on Sunnie while her mother kept her at arm’s length as much as possible. From the time she became a teenager, they hadn’t got along so it seemed logical to leave for college.
She enrolled in classes at UT Austin. Since she had no financial help from her parents, she applied for grants, students loans and took on a job waiting tables.
“I didn’t want to come back.” Admitting that, was hard for her but it was the cold truth. She never wanted to come back.
“I can’t say I blame you.”
“My dad is lying on a cold slab of metal in a morgue, my mother is missing and I doubt my younger sister gives a shit about any of it. So why do I?” It was more of a rhetorical question. She didn’t expect him to answer.
“Because you care about them, Aoife. You always have. Even when you hid how hurt your feelings were when Fiona brushed you aside. Even when Liam showered Sunnie with all his love and affection and ignored you.”
She merely stared at him, her mind blank but amazed he’d noticed. He flushed and turned away but she was on to him. She’d known Sean since she was a girl. He worked in the small grocery store and sacked groceries. At the time, he was working his way through college.
By the time she made it to high school, he had become a student teacher and she’d see him in the halls. He was her first official school girl crush. His black hair was different then. Long enough to brush his collar. If she didn’t know any better Aoife would swear Sean had never aged.
“You said you saw my mother?” It was her turn to abruptly change the subject.
He shrugged. “Doesn’t matter, does it?”
Aoife stiffened. “Yes, it kind of does matter, Sean. I have no idea what’s going on. I don’t want to think she had anything to do with Dad’s death, but it’s weird she’s gone. If you saw her and she told you something—anything—I’d really like to know.”
He pressed his lips together and looked away, gazing up at the house. “I saw her so she could give me this.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a copper key. “It’s the new key to the house.”
She gaped at him as he let the key ring dangle on his forefinger, the morning light winking off the shiny metal. “You? You bought the house? Why?”
He shrugged, gave her a lopsided smile. “It’s a nice place.”
She was far from amused. He cleared his throat and lost the grin.
The pain of loss burned through her. Even though she knew there was no way she could buy the house, she wished there had been some way for her to get it.
“So you bought it,” she concluded.
“I didn’t figure you could. And your sister wasn’t interested since she’s gallivanting across the globe making movies.”
Three years her junior, Sunnie had moved to California at eighteen and was immediately discovered. The girl was under a lucky star or something. She’d landed several parts in smaller budget movies and then managed to get a starring role in an action flick.
And what sort of funds did Sean O’Connell have lying around that he could swoop in and buy her childhood home? She gave him a closer inspection but didn’t notice anything different. He still wore the same scuffed cowboy boots, the same faded jeans. He drove a ten-year-old pickup that rattled down the street. He didn’t look like he had money to spare.
“If it makes you feeling any better, I don’t think Fiona had anything to do with Liam’s death. You’re right. She’s not a cold-blooded killer.”
“My parents were never a warm and fuzzy couple. They fought a lot but that was normal for them. I guess I expected them to go on forever. What are your plans for the house?”
“Why do you want to know?”
“Because it was my house. I spent my childhood here and the only happy memories I have from my childhood are in this house.”
An emotion she tried hard to read flickered over his face. Regret? Sorrow? He covered it quickly and then shrugged.
“Nothing really. She sold it fully furnished. Said she didn’t want to move anything.”
Her brows drew together in confusion. She couldn’t figure out what was going on, but she knew something was up. Why would her mother sell the house fully furnished? And why leave her car behind? She glanced at the sold sign, looking closer, but saw no realtor’s name on it. Or even that it was for sale by owner. Did he know more about her mother and her disappearance than he let on?
“You had a lot of conversations with my mother, didn’t you?” Her eyes narrowed with suspicion.
His response was another shrug. She folded her arms across her chest. “All right. What the hell is going on here?”
“What do you mean?”
“Don’t give me that wide-eyed innocence, Sean. I’m not stupid. Something about this—” and she waved her hands toward the house, “—doesn’t make sense. The house fully furnished with all our stuff. Her car still in the driveway. What aren’t you telling me?”
His gaze slashed over to Fiona’s abandoned car then back to her. “There’s nothing to tell. I know you’re worried about her but I’m sure she’s all right wherever she is. What about your sister? Have you heard from her? Is she worried about her, too?”
She didn’t know. She hadn’t talked to Sunnie in years. She was the last person Aoife had considered calling. She hadn’t thought of contacting Sean either, yet here he was. Proud new owner of her childhood home.
“I wouldn’t know. Sunnie and I aren’t on speaking terms. I am worried about my mother. Our relationship wasn’t always roses and sunshine, but she’s still my mother and I still care about her. Where is she, Sean?”
“I honestly don’t know.”
Scowling, Aoife changed the subject. “If my father wasn’t living here, then where was he living?”
“They were separated,” Sean said. “Fiona stayed here though it looks like she had trouble maintaining it.”
Her head throbbed and she doubled-over, the shock of it all finally too much to bear. Pinpricks pierced the backs of her eyes again and she sucked in several large breaths, trying to keep from passing out a second time. Aoife braced her hands on her knees and stared down at a weed pushing its way through the crack in the sidewalk. Sean was at her side a second later though she hadn’t seen him move and put his hand on her shoulder.
“You all right? Do you feel faint again?”
Tears stung her eyes and she blinked them away as fast as she could. Aoife didn’t want him to see her cry. Hadn’t she had enough bombs for one day?
Her parents were separated. BOOM!
Her childhood home was sold. BOOM!
Her dad was dead and her mother was missing. BOOM! BOOM!
“I’m fine.”
“You don’t look fine. Let me get you some water.”
His hand was on her shoulder but she shrugged it off and stood straight. “No. I’ll be all right. I’m just…I need to go.”
“Aoife, don’t be silly—”
“No. I’m leaving. I’ve got to get away from here.” Though where she would go, she didn’t know.
She stalked to the car and got in, slamming the door. As she stuck the key in the ignition, he came around to her open window and leaned in.
“If you need to talk…” His voice trailed off.
“I have nothing more to talk to you about.”
He stepped away as she started the car and stomped on the gas, speeding down the street leaving burned rubber in her wake.






  
  Chapter 2

In the Land of Faery Past


“’Tis your wedding day, milady!” 
The high-pitched exclamation from Lady Fiona’s handmaiden echoed off the stone walls. Thank the gods for the tapestries to absorb the banshee’s shriek. Fiona pressed two fingers against her temple and rubbed at the headache forming. She hadn’t yet managed to get out of bed but she knew the servants had been coming and going since before dawn.
Aye, indeed it was her wedding day. A day she had long been prepared for since she was but a girl. At age six, she was betrothed to the young prince, Cian, heir to the throne of Anatolia. She’d first met the prince on her ninth birthday, which her parents’ thought was the perfect gift. Fiona wanted a pony or a unicorn. Even a dragon would be a better gift than a stupid boy.
Winnie shoved back the bed curtains letting the bright morning light burst inside Fiona’s cocoon. The girl had opened every window covering to allow the sunbeams to slash across the floor. Fiona had to shield her eyes and blink back the sudden tears from the brilliance.
“’Tis no time for a lie in, my lady. We have to get you dressed and ready!”
The girl pulled back the coverlet and Fiona groaned. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to go to Lambridge Castle, the Anatolia royal family home. Cian was likeable in an unassuming sort of way. She liked him. He liked her.
But there had to be more to life than being someone’s wife, even if she would be queen someday. There had to be passion and fire and intensity and…and…something more. She wanted adventure, not marriage to a boring prince. Mayhap that was other girls’ dreams, but it wasn’t hers.
She threw her arm across her eyes to shield them from the morning glare but Winnie was relentless.
“Come on, now.” She pulled at her wrist, trying to force her to get up. “We have to get you in the bath.”
Fiona groaned her reluctance. She was about to tell the girl to piss off—a most unladylike phrase—when the door to her chamber banged open. A rustle of skirts immediately followed and she knew she was in deep trouble. Fiona bolted upright as her mother came striding in, her cobalt silk and taffeta skirts swishing about her and her constant entourage following her. She halted near the bed, fists on hips.
“You’re still abed? You lazy, good for nothing girl. Get up. Get up now.”
Fiona was out of the sheets as fast as she could move and hustling across the bedchamber to her waiting bath. Her mother barked orders to everyone else to get Fiona packed and ready for her wedding. The wedding gown had been specially made with layers of beautiful Anatolian lace over a supple silk material that hugged her every curve.
While Fiona was in the bath getting her hair washed, her mother trotted over and perched on the edge. She looked over Fiona’s naked body with a critical eye.
“You’ve been at the lemon cakes again, haven’t you?”
“No, Mother,” Fiona said.
Because she really hadn’t. She’d been a good girl and pretended the lemon cakes didn’t exist at all. She knew the lashing she’d take if she didn’t fit into that gown.
“You’re looking a bit pudgy. Mind your appetite. No man wants a woman who has too much weight on her,” her mother said. And she reached down and pinched Fiona’s stomach as if to indicate she was fat.
She was certainly nothing like her mother. Not thin and wiry and downright gorgeous. Her mother could eat whatever she wanted and maintain her perfect figure while Fiona had struggled with her weight most of her childhood. She blamed the lemon cakes and the strawberries and cream, and the peaches in syrup with cinnamon and nutmeg.
“Today is your wedding day, girl, and with that comes certain responsibilities you have to your new husband,” her mother went on.
Fiona wanted to slide under the water and hide her mortification. The last thing she needed was a discussion about her “responsibilities” in front of her handmaiden and all the other servants. She was well aware she was expected to consummate the marriage that very night.
“Aye, Mother, I know.”
“Do you? Do you really know?” her mother replied in that snide tone of hers.
“Aye, I do,” Fiona shot back, her ire getting the best of her.
Her mother shoved Winnie out of the way and grabbed a handful of damp hair and jerked her head back. Fiona winced with the pain but knew better than to cry out.
“Don’t take that insolent tone with me. You will listen, and listen well. You will do whatever it takes to produce an heir to the throne. I’ll not have our good family named soiled because you couldn’t conceive. I don’t care if you have to fuck him standing on your head. Is that clear?”
A deathly silence fell over the room. Fiona stared up into the cold determined eyes of her mother. Not that she had any other choice.
“Perfectly clear.”
“And stop eating lemon cakes or no man will want you.” She clapped her hands in quick succession. “Donella, get those trunks. I want everything loaded in the carriage quickly.”
She left in a swish of silk and taffeta. Donella motioned for the trunks to be removed while the others followed her mother out, leaving Winnie and Fiona alone. But Fiona knew the servants talked and there would be whispers circulating about how she had treated her by the time she was dressed and out the door.
Winnie reached for her hair and gently massaged her scalp where her mother had pulled the strands.
“My lady—”
“It’s fine.” Fiona drew her knees to her chest and bit her bottom lip to force the tears away. She would not cry over that bitch. “We’d better hurry, Winnie. We mustn’t keep her waiting.”
“Aye, my lady.”
Fifteen minutes later, Fiona was out of the tub, dried off and began the long task of dressing. She had a traveling dress for the carriage ride to Lambridge Castle. She would change into her gown once they arrived. Winnie’s enthusiasm waned after her mother’s whirlwind appearance and for that Fiona was grateful. She couldn’t take much more of the girl’s gushing about her wedding day. It should be her happiest day. But Fiona was far from happy.
“You’ll make a lovely bride,” Winnie said as she finished braiding her long auburn hair and curling it around her head.
“Thank you.” Fiona forced the words past her lips and tried to sound sincere.
“A pity I won’t get to see you in that gown.”
The thought of leaving Winnie behind sent a panic into Fiona’s heart. Winnie may be an overzealous girl but she could overlook that if only to have someone with her that was familiar. Of course, her parents would be there but they were only there to make sure Fiona went through with the ceremony. Fiona turned to her and gripped her hands.
“You must come with me.”
“My lady, I—”
“No excuses. You simply must. You can ride in my carriage. I can’t face those people alone, Winnie. Please.”
“But—”
“Pack your things quickly.”
“What will your mother say?”
“My mother can hang for all I care. I will deal with her myself. But you’re coming. I’ll meet you at the carriage.”
The girl’s face lit up with such joy, Fiona thought she might burst. She squeezed her hands back and then dashed off to see to her packing.
She gave her bedchamber one final glance imprinting it in her mind’s eye. She would likely never return when she took her place at Cian’s side. He would eventually rule Anatolia and she would be his queen.
Why did that make her sad? Shouldn’t she want to be queen of a vast and prosperous kingdom like Anatolia? She turned from the room, closed the door behind her and walked down the stairs for the last time. The bridal procession waited outside the front door of the manor. Prince Cian had sent several of his personal guards to escort them—men dressed in the royal colors of scarlet and gold. They were mounted on the biggest horses she’d ever seen. Two were in front and two in the back. Did she really need four men to escort her and her parents to the prince?
Winnie clutched her small knapsack, her face white and her eyes big and round as her mother was giving the girl a good lecture about why she wouldn’t be going. She glanced her way, hoping Fiona would rescue her from the tongue-lashing, but then that would get her in trouble as well. Instead, she waited for an opportune moment to intercede.
“…is very dangerous, my lord. Prince Cian wanted to ensure your safety.”
Apparently, her father had the same question as she did about the guards. “Bah, the road is not so dangerous. I travel it myself with only my steel to safeguard me,” he said.
“Begging your pardon, my lord, but there is rumor of the wizard king raiding local villages and attacking travelers on the road. Prince Cian felt it necessary we ride with you,” the guard replied. “He wishes to see his bride and her family safe to Lambridge Castle.”
The wizard king? Fiona had heard no such rumors but then she wouldn’t. She was kept out most of those discussions since she was a woman.
“Very well then. Ah, Fiona, there you are, dearie. We must away, for your Prince Cian awaits.” Her father noticed her standing there and gave her a polite nod then waved her toward the carriage.
When her mother saw her, she charged over and grabbed her arm.
“About time. What kept you? And what is this servant girl babbling on about? She’s not going with us.”
“My apologies, Mother. Actually she is going with us, I asked her to be my personal handmaiden. Winnie has been with me since we were girls, it seemed only fitting she help me dress for my wedding,” Fiona said.
Her mother didn’t like the response. Her lips thinned into a straight line as she glanced between the two of them.
“Come on, dearest. We can’t dally around here all morning. It won’t do for the bride to be late to her own wedding,” her father said, waving her mother toward the carriage.
“Very well. She will ride—”
“With me, Mother. Thank you.”
She wrenched her arm free from her mother’s grasp and marched toward the carriage with a confident stride. That left her mother riding with her father. Fiona thanked the gods she wouldn’t have to listen to her mother berate her for the entire ride. When she and Winnie were safely inside, the coachman closed the door after her.
Fiona peered out the small window and watched her mother stomp to the carriage behind them. A moment later, she heard the door slam shut and Fiona melted into the velvet cushion, expelling a breath. Winnie still clutched her small knapsack on her knees.
“Relax, Winnie,” Fiona said on a chuckle. “My mother will take her anger out on me.”
“That’s what worries me, my lady. What will she do?”
“Give me a righteous tongue-lashing I’d imagine. But that’s not for you to worry about, I can handle her.”
But could she? She knew there would be wrath to come. She only hoped it would happen behind closed doors and not in front of Cian or his people.
It would be early afternoon when they arrived at the castle and Fiona had no doubts that the entire kingdom would turn out for the nuptials. She sighed, not looking forward to being on display.
Winnie reached into her knapsack and pulled out a deck of cards. “How about a game to pass the time?” She grinned as the held them up.
“Winnie, that is a marvelous idea.”
The girl shuffled the cards and dealt. They played several hands, passing the time and chatting about inane things. Winnie didn’t bring up the wedding again and for that Fiona was grateful.
“Do you suppose they’ll have lemon cakes at Lambridge Castle?” Winnie asked as she shuffled the cards for their next game.
The girl knew of Fiona’s penchant for the tasty cakes she was forbidden to eat. She started to reply when they heard a loud crack followed by a boom that shook the ground. There were shouts and then the horses whinnied as if in pain.
The carriage jerked violently as it moved forward and Fiona’s stomach lifted. With some horror, she realized they were falling and everything moved into slow motion. It took some presence of mind to grasp the edge of the bench as cards scattered from Winnie’s hand. The girl screamed as they crashed against the ground, the window in the door shattering as she smacked her head against the jagged glass.
Fiona did her best to control her fall but she couldn’t stop from flinging out her hand to break it. Glass sliced through her palm as she landed on her shoulder. Blood striped Winnie’s forehead. Fiona cradled her wounded hand against her chest and reached over to shake the girl.
“Winnie!” She dragged her body closer to her friend and listened to see if she was still breathing. Thankfully she was.
Before she could feel relieved that Winnie was still alive, she heard another screech of horses—her parents’ carriage must have been attacked as well—and then more shouts from men. Swords clanged against each other in the distance, men fighting.
Above her, the door flew open and she squealed with fright. One of Cian’s guards stood on top of the carriage and held his hand down to her.
“Come quickly, my lady.”
“But Winnie—”
“There’s no time. I must see you safely to—”
An arrow caught him in the neck and he toppled forward. Fiona shrieked again as half his body fell inside the carriage. She was trapped inside with an unconscious girl and a dead man with blood running grotesquely down his face. Before she could process that, someone landed on the carriage, making it rock. Another minute later, Cian’s guard was heaved out of the doorway and thrown back as though he were nothing but a rag doll.
A second face appeared above her, gazing down at her with the blackest eyes she’d ever seen. His face was covered in a thick red beard. Fear twisted inside her gut as his face split into a smile, showing off black rotting teeth.
“There ye are. Stay put now.” He straightened and called out to someone else. “I got ‘er. Right the carriage so’s we can get ‘er out.”
She could hear more men’s voices as they neared and she knew what they meant to do. She scooted closer to Winnie and wrapped her arms around the unconscious girl, holding her close so she wouldn’t sustain further injury. The men rocked the carriage and righted it. The opposite door banged several times. Gently, she put the girl on the cushioned seat.
One of the men behind her flung open the door and grabbed her, dragging her from the carriage. Her dress was torn and smudged with blood, her hand throbbed where she’d cut it, but all that was the least of her worries. Winnie was still unconscious. The carriage had been destroyed.
As the bearded giant of a man stepped in front of her, something cold and sinister shifted through her and for a moment, she could see her breath crystallize in the air. Even the man in front of her noticed and looked around, baffled by the sudden drop in temperature.
“Something ain’t right here,” the man behind her said.
But as soon as the words were out of his mouth, the coldness passed.
“Shut up.” He glared at her captor and then refocused on her. He ran his hand over her face but she jerked to move away, causing her to get closer to the smelly man behind her.
“Ain’t you a pretty thing. Yer a prize, a’right.” Then he glanced to the man behind her. “Bring ‘er. The wizard king’s awaitin’.”
Oh, gods. They were taking her to the wizard king? The man clamped his hand on her wrist and dragged her behind him. She did a quick count to see there were five men. As she was forced onto the horse in front of her captor, she saw the carnage around the two carriages. No one had been spared and she feared the worst. The driver was dead, face down in the mud.
As they galloped past the other carriage, she saw much to her horror, her mother and father were dead. Her mother’s throat had been slit. Her father lay on his side, a pool of crimson around him. Next to him was a dead guard with an arrow in his forehead.
She barely had time to process that when the henchman to her right careened off his horse with an arrow in the side of his neck. His horse whinnied and reared back and narrowly missed stomping on the dead man.
“We’re under attack!” the man in the lead shouted.
But who? They’d killed all the guards that were traveling with them. Another arrow breezed through the air and hit her captor’s arm. He grunted, jerked the reins on the horse and changed direction. The henchman in the lead unsheathed his sword and turned toward the assailant—wherever he was. He made eye contact with first Fiona and then the man behind her.
“You two get her to the king. We’ll take care of this brigand.”
Her captor nodded and galloped off with the one who’d found her while the other two headed toward the attacker.






  
  Chapter 3

Present Day in the Human Realm


Sean O’Connell stalked to his old pickup in long, fast strides. He slammed the car door shut and sat in silence for the longest time listening to the chirping birds and wondering why he had a boner. 
Damn girl. He refused to be attracted to her. He couldn’t be attracted to her.
She was three-hundred years his junior and far too young for him. That and he made a personal policy to not get involved with any of his charges or anyone related to one of his charges. He knew from experience it was a bad idea.
He remembered her as the nerdy girl who wore glasses and made goo-goo eyes at him when he’d taken the position of student teacher at her high school to keep an eye on her. He knew he was probably her first crush.
Aoife was a toddler when he was assigned to keep Fiona under surveillance. As an agent in the Inter-dimensional Portal Protection Agency, a sub-bureau of the Enchantment Enforcement Agency, his job was to keep humans out of portals to Faery or any other realm for that matter. He lacked the magical ability to open them and was only authorized to close them. But Fiona wasn’t human—she was Fae—and he had been assigned to keep her out of Faery. The only explanation he received was because “she was a dangerous and powerful force” and she had to be kept from returning to “wreak havoc,” though he couldn’t imagine what havoc that could be. It couldn’t be anything worse than what he’d done.
Even though Fiona knew who he was, he couldn’t let anyone else know his true identity. He’d taken a liking to Aoife, though, and had an unyielding sense of needing to protect her. Now Aoife had returned to the small town, sans glasses. Gone was the nerdy girl, replaced by a petite, beautiful young woman with eyes so green they reminded him of the Woodland Forest in Faery after a spring rain, and lips so red they rivaled that of Snow White’s.
Not that he’d noticed.
Aoife didn’t even know how beautiful she was. As a Fae, he could see the flicker of the glamour spell shimmering around her. A glamour spell he could see through but was so powerful, Aoife couldn’t. Sean knew that, too, was the work of Fiona. She kept Aoife’s true visage hidden from the human eye.
He’d searched for Fiona everywhere he could think to search. He’d tested the portals he knew about to see if she’d gone back to Faery, but those tested negative for even a trace of her. Aoife was right when she said it was as though the woman had simply disappeared in a puff of smoke.
What the hell?
He knew she must have gone back to Faery but he couldn’t find any proof and he knew if he stepped across the portal, he’d lose years in the human realm. Years he couldn’t afford to lose leaving Aoife alone, unguarded, now that her mother was gone and Liam was dead.
There was some other wicked force at work and he suspected Liam’s death was due to something Fae related, rather than human related. Likely Fiona knew that, too, which would explain her mysterious vanishing.
Sean gripped the steering wheel until his hands cramped. How was he supposed to keep his mind on the job when Aoife looked at him the way she did? And the way she smelled—like a cool spring morning after a thunderstorm, sharp and sweet.
His cell phone rang bursting into the silence and making him jump. He fumbled in his jeans pocket for the phone and finally answered on the third ring.
“What?” he barked.
“Geeze. Who pissed in your Cheerios?” The gravelly voice on the other end of the phone belonged to his partner, Caleb O’Brien.
Cal had been assigned to Fiona’s case with him when the Fae woman slipped out of his grasp and made an unauthorized return trip to Faery several years ago, doing who-knew-what there.
“What do you want, Cal?”
“Man, you are seriously a grouch. That means you must have found the girl.” He chuckled.
“I found her. She’s here. Came back to the house.”
“Did you tell her Fiona gave you the joint yet?”
He’d hedged the question as much as he could, letting her think he bought it. Knowing the truth might have sent her over the edge. How could he explain Fiona had entrusted the house to him, pressing the key into his palm and making him swear to never let Aoife step foot in it again? He wasn’t sure where the For Sale sign came from though it was likely something Fiona conjured.
“I told her I bought it. Sort of.” He’d lied to her face and hated it.
There was a pause. “And?”
“She wants to know what my plans are for it.”
“And you said?”
“I said nothing, all right?” Sean practically growled the words. “I don’t have all day to shoot the shit with you. What do you want?”
“I have some news if you’ll chill out for a second.” He laughed again, as if Sean’s bad mood didn’t bother him at all. And it didn’t. They’d been working together awhile and Cal knew the difference between a bad attitude and a pissed off attitude. “We caught a blip of some residual energy. I think it’s Fiona.”
“Where?” He sat up straighter in his seat.
“You’re not going to believe this, but it was in the house.”
Sean looked through the driver’s side window at the house, which was quiet and dark and empty. “The house? Her house?”
“Yep.”
“Shit.”
“Right. I’m on my way. Wait for me to go inside.”
Ten minutes later, Caleb arrived in his sporty coupe. It was hard to be inconspicuous in this town when he insisted on driving around in a canary yellow sports car. Cal had 50-year-old single malt Scotch whisky taste, on a champagne budget and preferred his women hot and fast.
Cal wasted no time with greetings as he reached into his pocket and pulled out a folded piece of paper and handed it to Sean.
“Remember when we put those energy monitors in the house?” he asked.
That was ten years ago when they snuck inside while no one was home to install them. Nothing ever came of it. “Yeah?”
“Look.” Cal pointed at the paper.
Sean unfolded it and peered at the readout with a spike in the readings shortly after two in the morning. “This was earlier today.”
Cal nodded agreement. “And it came from somewhere inside the house.”
“Where inside the house?”
“Couldn’t pinpoint it. Now that you’re a shiny new ‘homeowner,’” he put air quotes around the word homeowner, “thought we could check it out.”
Sean re-folded the paper and stuck it in his pocket then reached for the key. He started for the front door in long fast strides. Caleb followed, matching his gait step for step.
He unlocked the door and pushed it open. They split up, each one taking a room without even talking about who was going where. Years of working together meant they didn’t need verbal communication much anymore. Caleb took the kitchen, Sean searched the living room.
If there was an energy spike somewhere in the house, that meant there was a portal somewhere in the house. A portal neither Sean nor Caleb knew about. They’d suspected several years ago Fiona may have opened one, but they’d never had proof and they never found it. The installation of the energy monitors was a way to catch her in the act if she’d tried to escape to Faery again.
She hadn’t. She’d stayed put in the human realm.
Until two days ago when there was a spike in energy at one of the portals. That was someone entering the human realm not someone leaving. And whoever that someone was, Sean suspected he or she was responsible for Liam’s death and Fiona’s disappearance.
“Nothing in the kitchen,” Caleb said. “Anything here?”
He shook his head. “No. Let’s check upstairs.”
A thorough search of the bedrooms turned up nothing. Sean tried not to linger too long in Aoife’s room, even though he wanted to. She’d left it five years ago and Fiona had changed nothing. It seemed as though she merely closed the door when Aoife left. Had she secretly hoped her daughter would be back someday?
He met Caleb in the hallway.
“I don’t get it,” Cal said. “There was a definite spike in energy here.”
“We’re overlooking something, then.”
“Is there a basement?” Cal asked.
He shook his head. “No.” And then he caught sight of the string hanging from the ceiling. “But there’s an attic.”
Brushing past Caleb, he pulled down the attic stairs and unfolded them. They both peered up into the darkness for a long moment before Sean took the first rung and started up. He entered the musty attic and fumbled with his smartphone until he could get the flashlight app to work. As Caleb entered behind him, the room flooded in white light.
There was nothing unusual about the attic. It had the typical boxes and storage bins of holiday decorations, everything from Halloween to Christmas. A small writing desk was in one corner covered in dust, in another corner, an antique trunk.
“I don’t get it,” Caleb said.
“Me either.”
“If there was a portal here, wouldn’t we know it?”
“We should,” Sean agreed. “Fiona was good about hiding things like that. She knew what we’d look for.”
“Like energy spikes. Then she would know we’d find the portal if she used it.”
“Maybe that’s why she used it,” Sean said.
He walked across the creaky planks of the wooden floor, searching. For what, he didn’t know. He looked closely at the writing desk. Cobwebs clung to rolled up pieces of paper stuffed into the cubbies of the writing desk. They looked as though they’d been undisturbed for years. Decades even.
Sean reached for the scrolls, pulling them out. While most of them were parchment, one in particular had a smooth texture like oilskin. A faded red ribbon was tied around it. He pulled it open and let the material unfurl so slowly it reminded him of the unfurling of a sail. Someone had written something on the oilskin in a methodical hand. The perfect penmanship marched across the skin with precision and deftness in symmetrical straight lines. The language was not English but of something he couldn’t read or understand except for two words written in pencil in a haphazard scribble across the top. Eradication Spell.
“What is it?” Caleb peered over Sean’s shoulder at it.
“It’s a spell scroll.” With a gentle hand, he rolled it back up and tied the ribbon about it once again.
What was Fiona doing with an eradication spell and what did she intend to do with it?
He placed the scroll back in its place and went back to examining the contents of the desk, trying to forget about the spell scroll. Several books were stacked on the top also covered in a thick layer of dust. Sean blew off the grime, a white cloud puffing in the air. He turned his head to keep from inhaling it and then picked up the first book. It was still covered in a thick layer, so he brushed it off to reveal the faded gold embossed title, Hidden Dimensions and Fae Time Travel.
Cal peeked over his shoulder. “That can’t be good.”
Sean agreed with a nod as his partner wandered to another part of the attic. He put down the book and picked up the second one titled A Hypothesis of Fae Magic in Other Realms.
“What is your plan, Fiona?” he muttered.
“Sean, look at this.”
Caleb stood at the antique steamer trunk and waved him over. On the lid of the square trunk was a circle of Celtic knotwork with a sword slicing vertically through the center. There was no lock on the latch. They exchanged a knowing look before Sean pushed open the lid.
Inside held nothing but musty dresses and boxes of antique jewelry.
“No portal,” Caleb said.
But Sean thought he saw something glimmering around the edge of the trunk. He knelt down and peered closer. He flipped off the flashlight and in the darkness he could see the pale pink glow.
“There’s residue here.” He ran his finger over the edge and lifted up his hand. He could see the glittery pink substance on the tip of his finger.
“What is that?” Cal asked.
“Something magical Fiona used to open a portal.”
“But where?”
“It has to be in the trunk,” Sean said. “Somehow she figured out a way to keep it hidden. Even from us.”
“How do we open it then?”
Sean shook his head. “No idea.”
Below them, they heard the front door bang closed and then a muffled shout of hello.
“What the hell is she doing here?” Caleb asked.
“I have no idea. I’ll get rid of her.”
Sean pocketed his smartphone and made a dash for the attic stairs. He took the steps two at a time and then closed it up.
“Sean? Are you here?”
He bounded down the stairs as she started up them. “Aoife, what a pleasant surprise. I see you let yourself in.”
She halted with one foot on the bottom step, looking up at him with question on her face as he descended in a hurry. He took her by the arm and led her away from the stairs and back to the front door. He saw her brows draw together in confusion and then annoyance as she pulled her arm out of his grasp.
“I knocked several times but there was no answer. I saw your truck outside, so I figured you were still here. Whose yellow sports car is that?”
“Mine.” He flashed a grin. She cocked her head to one side, her expression perplexed with an “I don’t buy it” look. “What can I do for you?”
He needed to shoo her out of the house before she discovered Caleb and, more importantly, the portal leading to Faery. He didn’t need that kind of trouble on his hands.
She took a deep breath. “I came back because I…” Her voice faltered. She cleared it and went on. “I have a request.” She glanced around the entryway into the living room and stared at it for a long moment. “I can’t believe she sold it as is. It looks just like the day I left. Nothing has changed.”
All the fight went out of him. This was still her home even though she didn’t live there. She’d lost so much in the last few hours he needed to give her a break. She walked into the living room, stood in the center of it and eyed everything.
“Did my mother say why she wanted to sell it as is?”
He hesitated, remembering the last conversation he’d had with Fiona.
I need to you to take care of the house for me, Sean. Make sure Aoife never comes here.
Why?
It’s not safe for her. Do you understand? She can never come here. Can you do that for me?
When he refused, she forced the house key into his hand.
Finally, he reluctantly agreed, though at the time he didn’t understand what that was all about. It was only a few hours later when Liam turned up dead and Fiona had gone missing, he realized she must have known it was going to happen and she’d given him the house for safekeeping. But safekeeping from whom?
The police had already been through the house looking for clues or anything that would lead to solving Liam’s case. But Sean knew they wouldn’t find anything here. At least not in the human realm.
“She didn’t say,” he replied at last.
“It’s so odd. But then my mother was always odd.”
He still had the issue of the portal and his partner upstairs and needed to move things along. “So what’s your request?”
She picked up on the hard edge of his voice and shot him a glare. “I realize this is your house, Sean, but I lived here once.” She glanced around again, a sad wistful look on her face. “It was my safe haven in some ways.”
He recalled so much about her in a flash of memory. The high school bullies tormenting her because she was different, odd, nerdy. The same bullies he then tormented and threatened within an inch of their lives if they came near her again, though she never knew it. He’d been a sort of unseen guardian angel and he made sure she never found out.
She heaved a sigh and turned back to him, arms crossed. “There are some sentimental things I’d like to take if that’s all right with you.”
“Sure, sure. Whatever you want.” He would give her the moon if that got her out of the house. A thump upstairs drew her attention to the ceiling.
“What was that?”
“That? Nothing. Must be squirrels on the roof or something.” He clasped her elbow and ushered her toward the door. “Now isn’t a great time. Come back tomorrow and I’ll let you have whatever you want.”
“Is there someone up there?”
“Nope. No one up there.” He opened the front door and shoved her onto the porch. “See you tomorrow.”
With that, he shut the door and clicked the lock. He watched her through the stained glass window in the door, waiting to make sure she left before going back upstairs. She stood on the porch for the longest time and then heaved a sigh and finally walked away.
Sean bounded back up the stairs and to the attic as soon as she was gone.
“What was that all about?” Caleb wanted to know.
“She wants some sentimental things from the house.”
“And you’re going to let her?”
“I told her to come back tomorrow, so we don’t have a lot of time to figure this out.”
“We can’t seal the portal especially if Fiona intends to use it to come back through,” Cal said.
“Then we better figure out a way to keep it secure from Aoife,” Sean said.
“And how do you propose to do that? She has Fae blood. The portal has been activated, so it’ll act like a homing beacon to her.”
Sean knew Cal was right about that. She would sense the magic in the portal. Perhaps that was why she came back in the first place. While he and Cal had Fae blood, they didn’t possess the same type of magic Aoife did. The portal wouldn’t and didn’t call to them as it would her.
“I know. I think that’s why she came back. She just doesn’t know it yet.” Sean rolled up his sleeves. “Let’s figure something out.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Aoife walked to her car still puzzling out the events with Sean. He’d acted like he was trying to keep her out of the house. He didn’t want her anywhere near the stairs that much was clear. At her car, she halted and turned to look back. 
She was baffled by why her mother would sell it to Sean in the first place. Complete with all the furnishings? Why would he want that? What did he intend to do with all that stuff? Sell it? Give it to a local charity? She didn’t like the thought of either scenario so she had to get what she wanted before anything happened.
For the last five years, she’d relied on her friends to help her through making decisions like this and now she didn’t know what to do or who to turn to. She’d driven away from the house dejected with no place to go and her life upside down. She’d stomped on the brake, turned the car around and gone back with anger burning in her gut. She had intended to demand Sean give the house back to her but she’d chickened out and asked for things of sentimental value.
She was such a weakling. She could never go anywhere and demand anything of anyone. It wasn’t part of her DNA. But as she stood on the sidewalk looking up at the house, something shifted inside her. Like someone flipped on a light and she had the sudden urge to charge back into the house and make Sean tell her what he was doing there.
Her hands curled into fists. No, she wouldn’t do that. Not yet. She’d come back at another time and when she did, she would find a way in and she would get the answers she sought with or without Sean.






  
  Chapter 4

In the Land of Faery Past


Thick, lacy snowflakes cascaded from the darkened sky by the time Fiona’s remaining captors arrived at the castle in the Cliffs of Mhothair. The Towers of Illyria were the home of the wizard king. All her life she’d heard tales of the tyrannical man and feared the worst. Why did he want her? She prayed to the gods Winnie was still alive. The girl was her last hope. They hadn’t been far from Anatolia. When they failed to arrive, Prince Cian would send out a search party and they’d find Winnie and the others. 
And then Fiona would be rescued.
But she had to worry about her present situation. The wizard king’s fortress was on the top of the cliffs at the end of a winding cobblestone pathway. Some said the fortress was guarded by a sleeping dragon curled around the twin towers that would wake when unwanted visitors approached, breathe fire on them and roast them alive. Others said it was guarded by magic from the wizard king himself and he would draw down the lightning to strike anyone who dared enter.
Surely they were nothing more than rumors, for she neither saw a sleeping dragon nor the sight of the wizard king standing on the tallest tower to keep a watchful eye over his domain. Nay. What she saw were two stone towers against the cloudy late afternoon sky, the pointed spires stretching upward. So tall were they, she wondered if they touched
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