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Illaria’s only hope of escape is a man who may inadvertently lead her to her death.

Illaria and Yelena are Fae trapped in this world, hiding in plain sight. But when her sister goes missing, Illaria vows to do anything to bring her home. Even if it means teaming up with a human detective who would rather needle her than do his job.

Gifted with the Sight, Kieran Shanahan knows things others do not, which makes him the least popular man in the Marsh precinct. He’s given a case no one else wants, and in an attempt to prove his worth, he vows to solve it. Even if it means dealing with a Fae who would rather decapitate him than sit on the sidelines.

Soon, the unlikely duo will have to work together to find Illaria’s sister. If they fail, someone—or something—will use them to destroy each other.

Fans of Charlaine Harris and Karen Marie Moning will sink their teeth into this new paranormal town. Welcome to Hedgehill Marsh.
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Chapter One
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Illaria

She’d never given much thought to why humans and fairies should not mix. A cautionary tale—the oldest Fae kind—warned against intermingling on a personal basis. Illaria knew, of course, that interbreeding was taboo. In many ways, Fae and humans were completely incompatible.

Then he walked into the bar. And she was reminded yet again that in many more ways Fae and humans could be a delicious mixture. Illaria pushed the warnings out of her head entirely.

The man looked ready. He would be an easy target. Human 100%—plus something extra.

Lots of tourists with magical juju were drawn to this town, drawn by the powerful ley lines that made Hedgehill Marsh special and allowed its residents to hide in plain sight. All the better for Illaria and her sister, Yelena.

Illaria took her time with the approach, a glance now and then, a smile when it suited. She knew the game and had danced the dance more times than she wanted to admit in her fifty years of living in the town.

Good thing she didn’t look older than twenty-six, a deliciously delightful perk of being Fae-born.

Then she lost herself to smooth lips. Hot skin. The promise of more when her target introduced himself. The rest of the bar faded away as her attention was caught by the breadth of his shoulders, the strength of his thighs, the scent of him—essence of male.

The perfect way to end the day in Oregon.

She brought the man from the bar to her hotel room with the anticipation of some Olympics-worthy sexual escapades, where she was sure to come away with the gold medal. She always did.

For the next hour, her reality consisted of fervent, exploring hands and lips and a set of muscles she could use to hold up her car. In one word: delicious.

Illaria knew it wouldn’t amount to anything serious, but she had to enjoy life to the best of her abilities. Otherwise, she’d go stark raving mad from the isolation.

She shoved her partner’s shirt off one shoulder and ran her lips along his skin, teasing him with nibbles here and there. She breathed him in, a hot swell of magic rising inside of her. Air magic. A soft breeze ruffled the curtains in the room although they remained closed and locked.

She used to be afraid she’d be seen for what she was. Luckily, she’d stumbled upon the town nestled deep in the Oregon wilderness purely by accident when she and her sister were searching for a place to disappear.

Now, they didn’t have to. No one did.

All kinds of wrong for her and she knew it, Illaria dove into intimacy with the stranger with the zest of a competitive swimmer hearing the firing signal. She craved that little death. Loved the look of his golden skin against pristine white sheets.

Her bedfellow pulled back long enough to stare at her, blinking rapidly. “What was your name, again?”

His brown eyes reminded her of a puppy dog. Wide, sad, and willing to come alive with the promise of food. Or sex, in this case. Illaria couldn’t promise to put it on the table—fairies were known for being notorious tricksters—but she’d enjoy the fun while it lasted. Unless she changed her mind at the last minute. But the way he held her, the way her body responded, she had a good idea how the night would end for both of them.

“Does it matter?” She asked the question in return, syllables light and lyrical, pushing her fingers through his slightly too-styled hair.

The man didn’t answer, which meant he agreed. Or at least in her mind it did.

His lips eased toward hers, drawing a reaction from deep inside. It was a different kind of magic, she knew, and one humans shared with their monster brethren.

Still, she’d have been better off not grabbing his attention to begin with, if the tongue lashing she’d receive upon going home was any indication. Her sister had taken up the mantle of notorious shamer. If Yelena found out where Illaria had gone, she would hear no end to the nagging about making better choices.

They strained against the bed with enough force to rattle the bland oatmeal-and-brown painted mountain landscape held in a plastic frame on the wall.

Meaningless sex had become a way to cope with stress. Illaria knew that, too. Cope with being trapped in the mortal world instead of her native land. At the moment, however, she pushed those thoughts aside to better enjoy the man’s truly delicious physique as he fisted a hand in her moonlight-colored hair.

She ripped his shirt from his shoulders and placed her mouth on the curve of his neck. A groan of appreciation rumbled in his throat.

“God, walking into that bar...it’s my lucky night. Gotta be.”

Not yet, but it was about to turn into it.

She relished the anticipation, the kind of evening where the body bent in all kinds of interesting ways and ended up slicked and sated, the mind curiously blank.

Too bad this was becoming a frequent ritual of hers. Settling down in the bar and sipping on one too many ambrosia sours—a Hedgehill Marsh special—waiting to pick up a stranger because she wanted to feel something.

She wasn’t always sure she made the right decisions. In fact, if she stopped to think about it, she’d be horrified with her path. Then the action started and things got sweaty and she stopped thinking entirely.

This man certainly had the muscles for some serious gymnastics. This night might go down in the books as one of her more athletic anonymous sex partners, although she hesitated to make assumptions when they’d only just begun. Illaria knew better than to get ahead of herself.

He’d proved to be a good kisser so far, though. Had a decent set of peepers on him, too.

Tonight, Illaria planned to ride her man like she intended to win a rodeo contest. Eyes shut, she let him squeeze her breasts, tilting her head back as sensation flooded her. Yes. This was what she’d needed to get her mind off of...well, everything.

Work for one thing—because for some strange reason, trapped in the mortal world even immortal beings were forced to hold down jobs—her sister for another, also the fact that their parents had abandoned them on Earth. Everything.

His tongue swept the inside of her mouth and sent a shockwave of heat into her lower extremities. This. This was her way of trying to enjoy life when life wasn’t always enjoyable.

His arm came around her midsection and hoisted her higher until she was forced to wrap her legs around his hips. Yes, yes.

“The bed,” he whispered.

Illaria couldn’t agree more.

Her rear hit the mattress with a rough bump once her mystery man let her go. She stared up at him, a smile teasing her lips apart, her inhalation deep and hot when his lips fastened on hers again. His hands pushing her down, down.

“Tell me,” he demanded. “Tell me how much you want me. What you want me to do to you.”

She’d been a part of too many illicit rendezvous, complicated hookups, and one-night stands to be overly impressed with the line. Experience had jaded her.

The booming tones of the clock alerted the hour. She nearly tuned them out until she realized the count. Ten.

Ten already? She hadn’t meant to be out this late. Oh, Jesus, Yelena would kill her.

Illaria interrupted the frantic fumbling of the man trying with little success to get her bra to snap apart. “Sorry, I have to go.”

Nope, definitely not what he had wanted or expected to hear.

Her “date” started, leaning back to stare at her through wide, confused eyes. “You have to be kidding me.”

Not a question so much as a plea to reconsider. Already off the bed, Illaria adjusted the set of her shirt, inclination for intimacy gone. Disappeared in a snap.

Her sex drive was powerful, but this was a different kind of power. Her desires urged her to sit down again and send her sister a text with an excuse. But she couldn’t. Not when she’d done it too many times before.

“I was supposed to meet my sister at nine,” she told him, searching around for her boots. Not that she owed him an explanation. A tourist more than likely, her mystery man would have been good for one night and on his way out of town in the morning.

Just the way she preferred them.

“You can’t leave me like this.” He pointed to his crotch and the massive erection pressing against his jeans. “Seriously.”

“Seriously, it’s a problem you’ll have to solve on your own. I’m sorry.” Illaria tucked her delicate feet into the boots and zipped them up the back. They added a good five inches to her petite frame. “It was fun while it lasted.”

He made as if to come after her, to grab her arm and stop her from leaving. Maybe express his disappointment through sweet words.

Illaria held up a hand and her magic swelled. It stopped him in his tracks with a gust of wind. Strong and powerful.

That was the beauty of her home. The controlling ley lines meant she could be herself without fear of persecution or reprisal. Who knew how it was perceived by him? Perhaps he had a sudden urge to go somewhere else, unsure where the desire came from. At any rate, it gave her the seconds she needed to get out of Dodge.

The ley lines that made Hedgehill Marsh special were unprecedented in this world. To Illaria’s knowledge, there was no other place on the planet where monsters could be themselves without anyone the wiser. Tourists saw what they expected to see, not what was real, and that was what made the town unique.

To the hunk in the bedroom, he wouldn’t recognize her magic.

“Call me,” she said over her shoulder. Knowing full well she hadn’t left her number.

She hurried out the door and down the steps to the first floor of the motel which was located on the outskirts of town. She probably should have been a bit more careful with how she flaunted her magic this close to the border. Mistakes were bound to happen once in a while, although she hadn’t made any yet.

Illaria dragged her cell out of her pocket and hoped she hadn’t missed any calls. The screen remained blank. Nothing yet.

Her heart urged her to hurry.

She hated being late for her nights with Yelena. The two had only each other, trapped outside the bounds of their world when the Royals decided to close the gates between the two realms for good.

No going back.

Once she had enough room for takeoff, Illaria closed her eyes and summoned her wings. Those beautiful gossamer wings that looked lighter than air yet had the power to carry her wherever she pleased. Another thing she might never understand. How she and the rest of her flying comrades who made the town their home were able to traverse the skies above without any of the tourists, the lifeblood of Hedgehill Marsh, noticing their presence.

Oh well. She didn’t want to know how the logistics worked. Leave it to the elders and the mayor, who made sure the town magic stayed strong and the rest of the citizens remained protected.

She tensed her knees, pushing away from the ground. Trusting the wind to carry her home.

It sure beat hailing a taxi.

The wind lashed at her, a little cold, a little unforgiving. Her wings beat and pushed her higher still, working a different set of muscles.

She relished her time in the air. Her kind had an affinity for the element. It made her family special among the rest of their Fae brethren, the only ones of their line to have wings. Illaria wouldn’t have it any other way.

She landed outside the house she and Yelena shared, an old red brick colonial with towering oaks shielding the front windows from prying neighborhood eyes. The crescent moon overhead sent shadows to paint the sides of the building in shades of buttery yellow and deep gray. The night atmosphere brought goose bumps to the surface of her skin.

Light gleamed in the front living room, seen through sheer curtains. Yelena was waiting for her.

The wings sank into her back, disappearing from view, ready and waiting for the next time she called on them. Her first steps forward shook when her legs needed to readjust to holding her weight, but she pushed through the unlocked front door with a smile.

“Honey, I’m home, and I’m so sorry,” Illaria began by way of a greeting.

Closing and locking the door behind her, she shrugged out of her light jacket and kicked her boots aside after unzipping them. She dropped down to the floor, the sudden decrease in altitude making her dizzy.

Pushing her hair over her shoulder, she called her sister’s name again.

“I got caught up at work.” The excuse was birthed on the spot. “I really am sorry. I didn’t mean to be out this late. The damn boss didn’t want to let me go. You know how Sharron gets when patrons come into the gallery late. She wants to let them stay in hopes of milking every penny out of their pockets.”

Illaria moved into the living room with a self-deprecating grin on her face, expecting Yelena to answer with her habitual “it’s fine” followed by a slew of passive–aggressive guilt-tripping.

An empty room greeted her.

Lips pursed, she moved into the kitchen. “I’m sorry, okay? Stop giving me the silent treatment. If you’re still hungry, we can go out and catch a bite to eat. There has to be something open nearby.”

No answer. “Yelena?” Still no answer.

Illaria searched the entire house, thinking this had to be a game. Was her sister seriously that pissed? But every corner she turned, she saw nothing other than the usual ordered chaos. The wobbly kitchen table they’d been griping about fixing for the last five years. The cluttered second-story den they used as a reading nook on snowy or rainy days.

No sign of her sister.

“Yelena?” This time, anger colored her tone. “This isn’t funny anymore. I’m sorry for being late. Okay? There’s no need for games.”

Yelena went into hiding when she felt her needs were not being met. Or when she felt she hadn’t received enough attention. Once when Illaria came home late on one of their pre-planned meeting nights, Yelena disappeared for an entire day afterward, camping out at a sylph’s house down the street until enough time passed to make Illaria pay.

Younger by a century and dark where Illaria was fair, Yelena was still prone to a bit of childishness, and this sort of thing happened frequently enough that it took Illaria a good thirty minutes to finally panic.

Something about tonight was different, stonier. Illaria had searched the house from top to bottom but then searched it again to make sure she hadn’t missed something, calling her sister’s name the entire time. When she found no trace of her younger sibling, she pushed out the door and set off down the street, leaving the house open and unlocked.

“Yelena!” she screamed, turning in a circle.

They lived on a quiet street away from the hustle of the town’s center. Large older homes lined both sides of the road.

Noting nothing out of order, Illaria hustled down the sidewalk in her socks, uncaring when she stumbled over cracks and rises in the cement.

She pounded on her neighbor’s door until he dragged himself over to answer. A grumpy sylph—an air spirit with roots in ancient Greece—named Forest stared her down, his hair the color of roasted chestnuts a mess around his face.

“You know better than to come calling this late. We’ve had this same discussion at least ten times before,” he told her, scratching his neck. He yawned and his mouth went wide. “I fell asleep in front of the television again.”

“I’m sure you did.” Illaria didn’t wait for an invitation. Short enough to do it, she moved underneath his arm and set out down the hallway like she owned the place.

“She’s not here,” Forest called after her.

“I’d like to see for myself, thank you.” Illaria played with her hair, knotting the ends into a small braid, something she did when her nerves got the better of her.

Forest gently closed the door on a sigh. “Fine. Be my guest. I won’t be able to stop you anyway as we both know.”

Though he had a good foot and a half and a hundred pounds on her, everyone in town knew her to be something of a wildcat. Once Illaria set her mind to something there was little that could dissuade her. She’d use force if necessary. She had before, and ended up on the wrong side of a set of bars.

She scoured Forest’s house before running down the stairs to confront him. “Where is she?”

“I have no idea, okay? I haven’t seen Yelena for at least a week. What did you do this time?”

“I wasn’t even home,” Illaria exclaimed, rubbing her palms over her arms on a shiver. “We were supposed to have dinner tonight.”

His eyebrow rose. “Aren’t you a little late for dinner?”

“Well, yeah. I got...tied up.”

“Sure you did. Probably literally.” Forest walked to the couch and set his feet up on the coffee table, raising the volume on the television program where colorful men in short-shorts chased after an orange ball.

Illaria didn’t follow sports and didn’t understand why anyone else with half a brain would want to.

“If you’re done interrogating me, I’d like to finish watching my game. Give her a few days. Wherever she is, she’ll show up.”

Wherever she is, she’ll show up.

Normally, Illaria would agree with him. She’d always given her sister a fair amount of space and let her come back in her own way. This time, though, something was different.

Coldness sank down into her bones and kept her anchored to the earth. Dread filled her heart in such a way that she knew, she knew, something was wrong. She didn’t need magic to figure it out.

Walking back home on shaking legs, she let the night chill seep through her skin in an echo to what she already felt. Nothing to do but wait.

Illaria slept poorly and woke to a crimson sky. A sailor’s warning.

After another search of the house and Yelena still nowhere to be found, an overwhelming feeling of loneliness overcame her, seeping into her bones like cancer. It wrapped around her heart, wrenching a soft cry from her lungs.

Where had her sister gone? She tried the cell phone again, listening to Yelena’s voicemail for the umpteenth time. She left no message this time.

Illaria staggered back until her shoulders pressed to the wall, her breath coming faster, the acrid tang of fear sharpening. Yelena was missing. Really missing.

This time, it wasn’t a game.
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Chapter Two
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Kieran

His coworkers were a bunch of animals. He’d rather they were actual animals, honestly, because it would be easier working with cows and chickens and pigs than middle-aged men in search of the glories of youth.

Savages. Truly, he could think of no better word to describe them.

Kieran Shanahan had joined the Hedgehill Marsh police department on a literal bet after he graduated out of the academy. His big brother bet him twenty-five cents that he wouldn’t last a day at the precinct most on the west coast knew for being a little weird. A little out of the ordinary.

Kieran didn’t know why his brother even tried. Kyle had initially bet Kieran that he couldn’t pass the physical test on the first try. His weight had something to do with it, surely, having breached two hundred fifty pounds and climbing in eighth grade. The weight came off, eventually, around the same time their family dynamic changed forever with the loss of their mother.

Kieran’s determination stayed the same. It gave him an edge in the academy.

By God, he had earned every cent of his quarter once he won the bet, along with a healthy dose of respect from the older Shanahan sibling.

Neither did him much good.

His performance in the academy landed him a good spot in the department at Hedgehill, where the older brass had snapped him up in a second. The respect and admiration of his coworkers once he made detective? Not so much. And the ability to get them to pull their own weight? Absolutely not.

Once the old regime who had initially hired him went into retirement, all bets were off for him.

Inky shadows from the maple trees in front of the station cloaked the dark windows of the station house from the prying eyes of tourists, although everything in town became subject to scrutiny with summer looming just around the corner. The town had become famous for their displays celebrating the changes in seasons, although no one recognized the magic they saw as real.

It was part of the charm. He learned more about the Marsh the longer he lived there, including what the natives didn’t want the rest of the world to see. That monsters were real. Myths came alive.

And Kieran fit right in with the rest of them, or so he told himself.

“If no one cares, I’m going to head home for the night.” He rose from his wobbly wheeled chair, swinging a brown corduroy jacket over broad shoulders kept fit by habitual exercise. Otherwise, his weight would creep back up into the high two hundreds. His penchant for junk food virtually guaranteed it.

He should have left hours ago. Unfortunately, he got caught in the paperwork vortex. It sucked him in and refused to let him go until he’d cleared the stack in front of him.

“Yeah, not so fast, Shanahan. Last minute assignment. Just got the call.”

Osgood. His superior officer, a man with sandy-blond hair, a disagreeable disposition, and more midsection than brains, shuffled over as fast as his overworked legs allowed. He dropped a yellow folder down on Kieran’s desk then winked, the rest of his face moving with the gesture.

“Missing person.”

Kieran moved his gaze from the folder up to Osgood. His brows drew together. “Get someone else to handle it.” His stomach chose that moment to growl in agreement. When was the last time he’d eaten? Couldn’t remember.

Osgood startled at the statement. “I thought you wanted to make rank this year, detective. Heard you had your eye on rising to sergeant.”

Kieran’s eyebrows drew closer until they nearly became one long line. He had been coveting the promotion, sure, and he hadn’t bothered hiding the desire. But for some reason, it sounded as though Osgood brought up the offer like blackmail.

How curious.

Kieran refused to apologize for the unruliness of his stomach when it growled again.

Instead, he plastered a fake as hell smile across the lower half of his face. It was the only half that wanted to listen to his brain. “You know what? What’s a couple of hours of overtime?” he replied at last. “I can’t turn down a missing person.” He took hold of the folder.

As a ranking officer, he’d be an example. Or he’d try to be, anyway. It was a good way to give back to the community that had given him so much over the last few years.

Maybe, just maybe he would be able to use his other gifts and solve this thing quickly.

Captain Osgood nodded, the ends of his goatee bristling and discolored with the remains of the tomato soup he’d had for lunch. “Woman called it in ten minutes ago, absolutely hysterical. I told her twenty-four hours minimum, but what can you do? Fae.” He shrugged, as though knowledge of their insistence was common knowledge. “She said she had waited long enough. Seems to have a real attitude on her. I had one of the officers take a few notes but you’ll need to go to her house for an interview.”

Kieran took hold of the folder and skimmed through the first and only page of the report. Missing woman, blah blah. Wow, the officer who’d taken the call had done a crappy job on the details. A recent picture was attached via paperclip—more than likely taken from the mythology database the police department accessed—and he took in the woman’s wide almond-shaped eyes, her blue-black hair swept behind her head in a long curling ponytail. Pretty. Young. Although with Fae it became difficult to tell their true age; they rarely aged physically past twenty-five.

And those who appeared older than that were ancient indeed.

“Go on, make a house call,” Osgood insisted. “She’ll be home for a while. Said it doesn’t matter what time you get there as long as I send someone.”

Kieran scowled. “How do you know?”

“She’s called me six times wanting an update.”

Six times in ten minutes? Or had Osgood shortened the time since the initial call just to make himself feel better?

Oh goodie. It was probably going to be one of those cases. The kind where the relative who made the report crawled up his ass and stayed there until he solved the disappearance. He couldn’t wait to get this over with.

Kieran spared a glance at his watch. Seven o’clock in the evening. He’d gotten into the office at six that morning, which meant he should have punched out hours ago.

Gritting his teeth against a yawn, or a growl, he gathered his things and slung his briefcase strap over his shoulder. Spring approached but the nights took on a certain chill where winter flexed its muscles as a reminder that it wouldn’t be forgotten easily. Trees swayed in the slight breeze, the scent of pine filling his lungs.

He’d have to grab something to eat on the way. No way he could conduct an interview without something in his belly. A greasy burger sounded pretty damn good right now.

If he wanted to make sergeant, he had to kiss a little butt and take on the jobs no one wanted. It was a sad fact. Despite the gifts at his disposal, he’d settled into a position as low man on the totem pole.

A position none of his team let him forget, as evidenced by the snickers following him outside.

Kieran stopped long enough to make a trip through the drive-through of their local fast food joint, the only one of its kind in the town limits and known for rich chocolate shakes and greasy bowel-loosening burgers.

As a transplanted denizen of the spectacular Hedgehill Marsh, Oregon, he had become accustomed to rarely traveling over the county line. He hadn’t been born there. He originally hailed from the Midwest. One of those nameless center states where the flat wasteland of prairie stretched on for miles and miles.

But he much preferred the Marsh. It felt like home, even with his brother and father thousands of miles away. No one had understood his gifts until he came here. Hell, Kieran hardly understood them himself, although the more he practiced and the more he read people, the better he became.

Burger in hand, he spared a glance at the address written on the report. Oh, very nice. It was one of those sweet old places several blocks over from downtown. It meant money. Fae usually had the coin to spare, he’d found out from past experience. Unlike some of the other paranormals in town, Fae and vampire accumulated the most wealth.

He chalked it up to their centuries of life.

Kieran pulled his black cruiser along the circle driveway and stopped near the front door. Parking brake engaged, he took a moment to clear his mouth of crumbs and ketchup. Nothing made a good first impression like burger breath, he thought, popping a couple of mints for good measure.

Time to get this over with. And at least his stomach remained silent. Kieran scrutinized his reflection. Hair in place, check. Eyes free of gunk, check. Teeth clear but slightly crooked, check.

He tucked the report under his arm and patted his side to make sure he had his notebook and pen in his jacket pocket. A half hour, maybe sixty minutes at most, and he’d be done here. Then he could look forward to multiple missed calls from the victim trying to find out the status of the investigation.

Yippee.

The front door swung open before he had a chance to knock, his fist poised inches above the door painted a bright yellow to offset the duller brick.

Whatever Kieran had been expecting, he hadn’t expected her.

How had he not seen a creature like her around town before this? Striking didn’t begin to cover her.

He also hadn’t expected the fact that he couldn’t get a read off of her. At all. Not even a hint of what she thought or felt. Normally, the impressions came to him easily. He could tune in at will, although it was more difficult to pinpoint the exact source whenever surrounded by a large group of people. With Illaria, he should have been able to sense at least an inkling of her mind.

Nothing.

Luminous cheeks highlighted the amazing color of her eyes. On his first passing glance, he thought them blue. Maybe gray, although the color probably changed depending on her mood.

Upon closer inspection, he saw those colors offset by a vivid and intense ring of silver around her pupils. He thought she’d added glitter to her makeup regimen, too. Leaning closer, Kieran realized that, no, her face glowed without the need for makeup. Which could only mean one thing.

She wasn’t human.

He wanted to slap himself. The report said Fae. He knew that, of course, but in the instant he’d seen her, everything left his head in a whoosh.

It was her hair that first captured his attention. Each strand glimmered beneath the setting sun, an odd shade like someone had stolen the light of the moon and given it physical form. All in all, the woman had been blessed with attractive features. She needed no cosmetics to enhance what were easily extraordinary assets.

“Are you going to stare at me or are you going to come inside so we can find my sister?”

The lyrical tones of the woman’s voice snapped him back to reality. Though she spoke English flawlessly, her accent was lovely, a soft and rolling purr.

She stood waiting on him, wearing a forest-green dress designed to accent her curves, a pair of dangly earrings, and a cagey expression.

“Sorry, I...” He stopped to clear his throat. “I’m Detective Kieran Shanahan. May I come in?”

“I’d say it’s a pleasure, but honestly I’d rather I never had to meet you. Under these conditions, at least.” She eyed him head to toe and held the door wider to allow him entry, his shoulders brushing against the door frame.

The inside of her house looked like a tornado blew apart the furniture.

“You have a break-and-enter?” He tried to remember if he’d seen the information in his report. “Someone sure did a lot of damage.”

“No, it was me,” the woman said under her breath. Then placed a hand on her hip. “I got a little angry when I couldn’t find Yelena and I decided that taking it out on the furniture was better than any of the alternatives. Come on, there’s a place we can sit down in the kitchen.”

Kieran followed her down the hallway and let his fingertips slide across the grooved surface of an entry table saved from her devastation. She’d left most of the pictures and paintings mounted on the wall. He took in one photograph of the two sisters smiling. Ah, the missing person he’d come here to find. The gods could not have created two more different creatures sharing the same blood. Yelena smiled into the camera with her whole heart, while her sister...

His sneaker scuffed across the floor as he continued into an outdated kitchen stuck in the early nineties, too much wood and too little countertop space. Clear glass containers lined the counter in neat rows, their contents visible from the doorway. Herbs, spices, coffee, sugar. And other things he couldn’t identify with ease.

“What, ah, what do you have in there?” Kieran asked, staring through the glass.

“Poisons for my enemies.”

His eyes went saucer-wide and her laugh tingled down his spine when it came in low and smoky.

“Relax, dude. I’m making a joke. It’s how I calm down because otherwise the alternative isn’t pleasant.”

He noticed the way her fingers trembled, saw the bruise-like circles beneath her eyes. “I’m sorry. I know this must be a trying time for you.”

“Yeah, you could say that,” she replied with a shrug. “Let’s get down to business. You’re human, right?”

The question took him off guard. “You’re not.”

“As far as you’re concerned, I’m just Illaria. It doesn’t matter what I am.” But she nodded anyway, closed her eyes, and he watched a pair of translucent wings burst from the back of her dress, spreading to touch the cabinets on the opposite walls.

He scrambled back and dropped the folder in the process, his heart nearly exploding inside of his chest.

“I don’t do this to freak you out, but to make sure we are both on the same page. I need to know where you stand. You’re part of the police force so you obviously know how to deal with supernaturals like me.” Her wings disappeared in a cloud of smoke and sparks. When she turned to him, her face held the weight of her worry, her lips drawn. “I need to know you can get stuff done for me and cross the finish line.”

Her voice had hardened. Kieran didn’t need the Sight to know she meant business. This tiny, petite Fae had enough oomph inside of her to have him wishing he hadn’t eaten the burger beforehand. It settled a little too heavy in his stomach.

“I can get the job done,” he replied with equal toughness. Straightening his spine and trying to make like she hadn’t scared the shit out of him, he bent to retrieve the folder. “Trust me.”

Illaria set her shoulders. “The dickwads on the phone didn’t want to take me seriously. I assume that’s why they sent you?”

“What do you mean?”

“You don’t seem like the type who traditionally deals with missing persons. You look more like an undercover gun for hire.” She pointed, drawing a circle in the air to encompass him. “You know, the jacket and the surly expression.

He didn’t want to take it personally. “I’ll turn that around into a compliment,” he told her. “They sent me because I’m the best.”

And because they played on my need for advancement.

She crossed to the table and took a seat, using her nose to indicate that he take a seat across from her. Once he had, she flicked her gaze down to his report. He was once again astounded that he couldn’t get a read off of her. Nothing! Being Fae didn’t matter in this case. His sight worked on creatures great and small. Except, apparently, this woman.

“Grab your pen, hotshot, because I’m going to tell you everything. And you’re going to help me find my sister.”

Without thinking, he reached across the table to touch her. His hand dwarfed hers, skin tanned and golden next to her. She was more like moonlight. Soft, glowing, incorporeal as air. “We’re going to find your sister,” he said, tone shifting into compassion. “Trust me on this, Miss...”

“It’s just Illaria. My sister and I aren’t big on last names. They don’t mean much in the Fae world.”

“Good to know.” He noted it with a scribble, breaking the contact. It left his hand feeling like he’d held it over a fire. “Why don’t you start from the beginning?”

An hour and a half later, Kieran trudged back into the precinct building feeling like he had two anchors attached to his ankles and dragging him down. He didn’t trust the Fae. They had a bad habit of luring people into a false sense of complacency for reasons unknown. Most often their own selfish whims and desires. Who was to say that Illaria wasn’t using him for something and her “missing” sister wasn’t actually missing?

He had no information to go on other than Illaria’s first-hand account of her evening. He’d found no indication of...well, anything, and aside from her assertion that Yelena was missing, he’d seen nothing to indicate a struggle—outside of the homeowner’s own aggression, at least.

If there had been evidence to find, Illaria did a damn good job of destroying it. Which made his job even harder. Unless he included Illaria herself as a suspect. Which of course he should, because wasn’t the first thing he’d learned was not to rule out anyone?

“Whoa, there. Rough evening, Shanahan? You look like someone ran you over.”

“Shove it up your ass, Zarif.”

Kieran ignored the officer manning the front desk and strode past into the bullpen.  Osgood had left for the day, of course. The older man probably hadn’t waited ten minutes after Kieran left to run from the building, leaving his lackey on the evening shift.

Pembroke, the sniveling second in charge, had his legs crossed on the boss’s desk, mud flaking off his hiking boots despite the fact that he never hiked a day in his life. “Took you long enough to get back. You setting precedence or grabbing a piece of fairy tail?”

Kieran set the case folder down with deliberate leisureliness. Noted the way the rest of the papers on his desk immediately absorbed it along with the rest of the mess. Hadn’t he just gotten through it all? Where had more come from?

“Yes, I’m late,” he replied, keeping his eyes forward, “because good police work involves getting the tiniest detail out of the witness. Especially when there is no other evidence to support the foul play theory.” Not that you know anything about this case.

“Sure, sure. But maybe you did a little woo-woo on her, too. Am I right?” Pembroke’s porn ’stache twitched when he moved his arms in a windmill motion around his ears in the universal sign for crazy. “Maybe not the kind of woo-woo you’re used to. I hear she’s a good-looking piece.”

“It’s too late for you to talk like this, bud. I’ll see you in the morning.”

Pembroke shifted, shaking his head like someone bungled the punch line of a joke. “Aw, come on. You don’t need to get your back up because I made fun of your special little issue.”

“My special little issue?”

“I said it, I meant it.”

That’s how his colleagues saw his gift. Not as something to be respected, or heaven forbid trusted. But as a handicap. Almost. Something to set Kieran apart from his peers in the worst way.

Exhaustion made him depressed, which in turn led to a spiraling of his thoughts. No matter what he did, how many hours of overtime he worked or cases he put to bed, he would never be good enough for the rest of the squad.

“Leave my special little issue out of this.” He stopped to rub the bridge of his nose with his thumb and forefinger and at once his sturdy blue-and-gray flannel shirt stifled him. He needed to get home and into the shower, quick.

“Is the princess a little sensitive tonight?” Pembroke cooed.

He was one of those people who didn’t have to try to be annoying. He came by it naturally.

Kieran set his teeth, keeping his jacket on. “I think I’m going to head home and sleep on this. See if I can come up with any new ideas for leads. That okay with you?”

Pembroke slowly nodded, the wind effectively sucked from his sails when the other detective didn’t immediately rise to the occasion. “Whatever, dude.”

His coworkers could tease him, but they knew the truth. Kieran saw things, knew information without having to be told. It scared them shitless.

Kieran still had his keys in his coat pocket and looped them around his fingers on his way back out. An unsolvable case, by any account. No leads, no evidence, and a surly Fae woman intent on getting immediate results.

He allowed himself an indulgent grin hidden from any prying eyes.

This was the perfect case to prove himself to them. If only he could determine where to start.
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Chapter Three
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Illaria

She’d gotten run over by a truck. A convoy of trucks. At least that’s how Illaria’s body felt when she woke the next morning. Even the soft and tempting lure of her bed hadn’t been enough to coax her into sleep beyond a few fitful hours here and there.

The forgotten sexual energy from her earlier experience with the stranger had dissipated in a fit of rage just before the detective arrived. Probably not the best course of action, but she hadn’t been able to stop herself.

Known for bouts of raw passion, her emotions had taken a turn into darker territory when she’d had to deal with the prick from the police station.

An entirely different prick from the first one they had sent to deal with her. Deal with her, sure. That’s how they’d sounded on the phone. Like she was a problem they didn’t want to solve. Another issue popping up to put a blight on their day. Just because they thought she was jumping the gun by reporting her sister missing when it had only been a few hours.

She hadn’t appreciated the responding police officer’s tone of voice when he sat across from her at the table. Smug and smooth, a bit condescending. Like he had the answers and she was expected to sit like a good girl with her hands folded on her lap, waiting for him to provide.

Bullshit.

She’d called the cops as a courtesy and nothing more. Better to have them know the issue so they wouldn’t question if she went on a rampage through town.

Okay, so maybe she wouldn’t rampage. But the thought had crossed her mind. Anger was easier to deal with. Anger was the friendly emotion she turned to in times of stress when feeling anything else became too difficult.

She’d done it before, once, letting the fury get to her. It hadn’t ended well.

Illaria pushed herself out of bed and put one foot in front of the other, the wood floor in the hallway cold. The door to Yelena’s room still stood open.

She stared at the empty bed. The sheets were pushed aside in the same position they’d been yesterday. Piles of clothes littered the floor and a tube of lipstick sat open on the vanity.

Being cut off from their native Fairy meant Illaria’s powers were a bit lessened compared to her brethren. Fae drew their magic from the land itself. While Hedgehill Marsh provided a safe haven and a way to live in the open, it didn’t pack the same punch, magically speaking.

With the doors to Fairy securely closed and their parents on the other side, she had to make do with what she had left.

Which, sadly, did not include the Sight.

She had no way to gaze into the future and see where Yelena might be found. She’d tried scrying her sister’s position with a crystal last night, coming up with nothing concrete. The damn gem circled their house once before falling still in her hand.

It was useless.

Although the old clock tower in the center square had yet to chime seven—a reverberating ding-dong she could hear even several blocks away—Illaria decided to give her detective a call.

She scoffed. Her detective. Sure. A good-looking man overall, he had too much flippant assertiveness for his own good. It rubbed her the wrong way. He wanted to present the image of friendly confident neighborhood law enforcement officer, but she knew better.

Cops could not be trusted to do their jobs. They were too full of self-indulgence to make a real difference, and everyone in town knew enough to handle their own problems.

Again, the initial call to the station had been a courtesy.

Even so, she dialed the number the detective had given her—along with the offer to call anytime, which they both recognized he hadn’t really meant—and listened to the rings. Might as well probe him for new information. Maybe he would prove her wrong.

Kieran Shanahan answered on the sixth and final ring with a growl that made her think she’d accidentally dialed the swamp monster.

“Shanahan.”

God, even those three syllables in his infuriating tone set her teeth on edge. “It’s Illaria,” she stated, trying to keep the groan to herself. “I’m calling to see if you have any news on my sister.”

She made out the sound of sheets rustling. He must still be in bed.

“Look, lady, I’m running on about four hours of sleep here. No, I haven’t received any news because unlike you, I’m human and I need to rest to be useful. I’ll get back to you as soon as I’ve started the day.”

The call ended on a click and Illaria stared at the phone. He’d...he’d hung up on her.

Was he serious?

She resisted the mighty urge to throw the phone at the wall and watch it burst into pieces. It wasn’t the phone’s fault. The detective, like his comrades, chose to be an asshole, so she couldn’t blame anyone or anything but him.

Which meant she had to take matters into her own hands. That was no surprise, she thought with a grimace. How would this be any different from the last time? When she and Yelena had been young and in need of assistance when their parents disappeared and no one did anything?

Preparing for the day, she dressed for the weather and noted the creeping fingers of frost on her window panes. Another cold one in March. Would spring ever come?

Wrapping a red scarf around her neck, Illaria ventured out the front door to the one place she didn’t want to go.

There were all manner of paranormal and supernatural creatures living in Hedgehill Marsh. The town founders, a group of centaurs determined to find a place out of the shadows to coexist, had centuries ago stumbled by accident on the ley lines and magic and raised the buildings from the ground up. The town grew and evolved with the times, expanding and spreading to the circle of land deep in the forests of Oregon. Grew until they pushed against the boundaries of the powers keeping them protected. Hell, the Marsh even had a movie theater, perfect for teens to neck in the darkened back rows.

As a haven, the place drew mythology from across the spectrum, some less savory than others. The beast Illaria sought now, oddly enough, was one of her own kind. A fellow Fae trapped on this side of the border. Illaria refused to think of them as refugees. Displaced souls.

She was content enough, wasn’t she?

But where the hell had Yelena gotten to?

Illaria stomped along the sidewalk in boots that came to her knees and did little to protect against the vicious slash of cold. The buds on the trees, making a valiant attempt to push for an early spring, were covered in a thin layer of ice.

The old hag she sought lived across from the grocery store in a one-room apartment she rented above an empty storefront that had gone out of business years ago. No one really liked her, if Illaria was being completely honest. Because Caryss had the personality of a hungry and enraged wildebeest.

But Caryss was the last of the old Fae left on this side, the original magic born out of strife and bloodshed. She acted every bit the part, too. She’d ripped out her teeth one by one and replaced them with spikes of iron.

Once again, Illaria was left to wonder what the normal tourists passing through saw when they looked at Caryss, telling fortunes for humans on the streets in summer. They saw nothing good, surely. The old witch dressed like a bag lady to those who recognized her for her true self.

The only good thing about the hag? She knew things. She saw things others did not.

Of course, her sight came at a price, always. Illaria hoped she would be able to pay.

She stomped her way down the streets, her breath coming out in great white clouds.

The first-floor business used to be some kind of video store, Illaria remembered, although she’d never paid much attention. Or maybe it had been a coffee shop. Honestly, she had lived in town for the past fifty years and never really came to this street on purpose.

It was out of the way from her job at the art gallery, number one. Number two, she and Yelena had tried to stay away from Caryss. It made life easier for the involved parties.

Now she walked straight into the iron-toothed lion’s den by choice.

Her fist raised to knock, the door swung open on its own. Now Illaria knew how the detective must have felt the night before.

It didn’t sit well with her.

“Stop sulking and come in.” The voice, like someone twisting the lid off a rusted can, hit Illaria along with a camphoric, oily smell seconds later. “No sense standing around like a baboon. I know why you’re here.”

“You’re the baboon,” Illaria muttered but stepped inside anyway, heading up the stairs to an open area at the top.

Bowls of moldy moss and overripe oranges filled the room with a hazy cloud of brown, and garlic cloves hung from the ceiling in braids. Illaria coughed, moving her hand in front of her mouth as though to clear the air.

“How much is the owner still charging you for rent on this dump?” she asked, glancing around.

A small fire smoldered away in a wood-burning stove in the corner of the room, a mirror covered by a shroud hanging above. Illaria didn’t like how she couldn’t see her reflection.

Caryss laughed, soft and lethal, her left eye twitching as she stepped around the side of the mahogany armoire housing whatever strange vials held her concoctions. Old magic, she had said once when cornered in town. Illaria wondered what kind of ancient Fae needed implements to channel their power, then realized she was being judgmental. She had little to offer in those terms beyond her wings and affinity for air.

“You aren’t going to find her, you know.”

Illaria jerked at the statement, turning around to see Caryss now standing close behind her. Metal teeth flashed in the dim light coming in through a crescent-shaped window in the front wall.

She cracked her knuckles, clenching her fist. A show of force and nothing more. “You better start talking, lady. How do you know about my sister?”

“I know what happened to her. I know some of the details of last night. Ah.” Caryss held up her hand to stop Illaria when she stepped forward. “Not so fast.”

“Tell me what you know,” Illaria demanded. “I need to know where to find her. Right now.”

Caryss shook her head, salt and pepper curls falling in front of her wrinkled face. She must be ancient, truly, for her physical form to reflect her age in this manner. “Sorry, little girl. It’s impossible.”

“You have to be kidding me.”

“Why? Because I won’t give what you ask so easily?”

“Because you know where she is and you refuse to help me! You’d rather stand around with your trinkets and do nothing.”

Twitch, twitch. “I know what you think of me. What all of you think about me.”

“That you’re a joke, content with doing parlor tricks for humans? Yes, absolutely.”

“Good things do not come to those who insult,” Caryss snapped, accentuating the statement with a flash of iron teeth. “I want you to listen to me. Are you listening? I can’t help you. It isn’t my place.”

Illaria gritted her teeth together until something cracked. Maybe coming here hadn’t been the best idea. She wanted to find her sister. Not engage in a pissing match and lose. “Look, if you know something about Yelena, then tell me. We’re wasting time! Something could have happened to her.”

Caryss continued to shake her head, and the motion sent shivers down Illaria’s spine.

“Did something happen?” she whispered.

“I may do parlor tricks, it’s true. But I also have powers. I will tell you this, girl. You are not searching for a human in this matter.”

“Yes, I know that.” Illaria let her wings extend, feeling their familiar weight tugging at her shoulder blades. “I’m Fae, just like you are. Tell me you aren’t going senile and you don’t recognize your own kind.”

Caryss spat into the fire in the wood-burning stove and the moisture caused the flames to spark. “Obviously I know what you are. If you are going to insult me again, then you can leave. I have no time to waste on your foolishness. I knew this wasn’t a social call the second I felt your assaulting energy on my doorstep.”

Illaria held up her hands in a classic gesture for peace. “Okay, okay, I’m sorry. I’m worried. You have to understand how I feel.” At the admission, a thin sliver of ice pierced her heart. With Yelena gone, she was alone. Truly alone.

“Good to know the little ice queen has a heart,” Caryss clucked. She drew her dirt-colored robes around her closer until she became one giant blob with a head.

“Please tell me what happened,” Illaria begged. “You said not human.” Her mind seized on the statement. “You said I’m not searching for a human?”

“And you said that you already knew. It’s not my place to tell you any more than I have. This is something you must do on your own, a journey in front of you. And no, you are not searching for a human. You’re searching for someone who can hide in plain sight where monsters and myths are alive.” Caryss’s chuckle, dry and dusty, split the silence in a worse way than her voice. “Go back and trace your sister’s steps. That is the only piece of advice I can offer you.”

Illaria rolled her eyes, arms across her midsection. “Don’t you think I have? I’ve looked everywhere she might have gone that night. I’ve searched! There’s no sign of her. What else can you give me?”

But Caryss shook her head and mimed zipping her lips closed over her metal mouth.

Illaria thought about using force, then grimaced. “You old fool.” How could she have thought this would help? Caryss never gave anything concrete. Not even when she peddled in the square for tourists. She could only stand there and twitch, smiling her truly terrifying smile.

This was a waste of time.

Illaria stomped back down the stairs listening to the woman laugh. And laugh. And laugh.
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Chapter 4
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Kieran

Kieran stumbled out of bed not long after his literal wake-up call and searched around for his slippers. He had the thermostat set to a whopping seventy degrees but the inside of the apartment still resembled the walk-in freezer at his favorite restaurant. Damn this cold weather. Where was July when he needed it? Sometimes he felt like it would be nice to move. If he had the funds he would jet off to some far-off island where it stayed eighty degrees through winter. Yeah, that would be nice.

A nice fantasy.

But it was only Tuesday, which meant he had to drag his frigid ass back in to the station and work on his one open case.

Illaria.

Damn Fae. She had called him earlier, he remembered now. Ooh, boy, yeah, and he’d hung up on her.

Kieran swore under his breath, slipping his feet into fuzzy slippers at last and drawing a comforter around his shoulders. He didn’t need the Sight to know she was going to be pissed the next time they crossed paths. He’d have to mentally prepare.

Kieran made himself a quick breakfast of scrambled eggs and turkey bacon, then added a couple of pancakes to the plate, vowing to go to the gym later. He was behind on his workouts. The pancakes sat heavy in his gut but the full feeling would take him through the next several hours without issue. First burgers, then pancakes. God, he was slipping.

If today went anything like yesterday, he’d need the extra calories, because Lord knew his superiors wouldn’t give him a break. Or so he told himself.

With a full mug of coffee nestled in his cup holder, he drove in to work making sure he scanned the streets for unusual activity. Unlike most humans who chose to pass through the Marsh, Kieran saw what others did not. He saw each person, or monster, for what they truly were. It was one of the most basic criteria to pass when applying for the police force, and although he’d been surprised at first by their policy for the first interview done in person, he hadn’t complained. Freaked out, maybe. Okay, definitely. Questioned his sanity? Absolutely, yes.

Then he’d taken the job.

He wondered if it had something to do with his gift, how he knew things about others without being told. But no, Pembroke had no such gift and he had still made the squad. He didn’t have a problem with monsters for the most part, except for his strange hatred of leprechauns.

It had something to do with his gambling issues, if Kieran hazarded a guess.

He passed a dozen or so people on the street that he would never have dreamed existed before. A cyclops. A griffin. A peryton—half stag and half bird—one of the few denizens who did not change into human form. Some weren’t comfortable walking on two legs.

Basically, a normal Tuesday.

Cracking the car window a bit brought in the scents of the town: juniper, ponderosa pine, and an indescribable floral scent permeating the air even through the colder months.

No place like home!

He pulled into the last parking space in the lot next to the police station, a space the other detectives generally left for him because a large tree root had cracked the asphalt. He eased over it slowly and still managed to splash a bit of coffee on his seat.

Stretching his legs, Kieran drew in a deep breath until he’d filled his lungs. Sometimes the cold was better than any caffeine jolt. Certainly better for the body, in moderation. He stalled his steps on the way through the front doors. Hadn’t he been here mere hours before? Maybe he should set up a cot in the break room rather than wasting time driving to and from his rental apartment every day. It would sure save on gas money. He spent enough time at work to warrant it, too. He didn’t even keep live plants at his place due to the time spent on the clock.

“There he is! You get a good night’s sleep, princess?” Pembroke was awake and ready with the insults, on his way off the night shift. Shoving a powdered donut in his mouth made white dust cover the lower half of his face. He chewed with his mouth open.

Kieran wasn’t about to tell any of them jack. The scent of burned coffee filled the room along with a slight undertone of sweat and dysfunction. Known for notoriously scorching every pot of coffee they made, he always made his own and brought it from home rather than trust the precinct’s.

“Sure did get a good night’s sleep. Dreaming about your mom.” Shuffling across the worn black-and-white linoleum floor, Kieran dropped his coat on the back of his chair.

“Must have been a nightmare, then, since she’s been dead for the last five years.” Pembroke laughed like the joke wasn’t on him.

Osgood moved to the door of his office, his prodigious girth taking up the majority of space. “Yo, Shanahan. Get in here now.”

Pembroke’s mouth rounded in an oh, but Kieran missed whatever snide remark the other man planned. He didn’t like the way the boss ended his statement on a demand.

He hadn’t even had a chance to sit down and already he’d been singled out. One wistful glance at his half-finished coffee before he crossed the bullpen, then he let out an audible sigh. “I’m coming.”

It took effort to squeeze past the captain’s massive midsection when the older man refused to move. Kieran made his way to one of the two straight-backed chairs with threadbare seats propped in front of his inglorious leader’s desk. Then took the liberty of sinking down and allowed, for a brief moment, his exhaustion to show.

“What is it, Sergeant? I have a full load to tackle today.” And an irate fairy woman to soothe. “I don’t really have time for impromptu meetings when I’ve barely clocked in.”

Whoa, down boy. He didn’t need to antagonize his coworkers this early in the day. Especially his boss.

Kieran narrowly avoided slapping himself and drawing even more attention in his direction.

Osgood fixed the young detective with a harsh look. “Yes, and I’d like to talk to you about your ability to handle this case.”

“My what, now?” His eyes stayed in his head but only just.

“Your past two cases took reassigning for them to be closed. The one I handed off to Pembroke was closed in two days.” Osgood shuffled behind his desk, his belt brushing on a row of silver photo frames and knocking them out of alignment.

Kieran cracked his neck to the side in an effort not to say what was on his mind. It didn’t work. “Because I had already done the legwork.”

“Still, you can understand my hesitation, and why I’ve been rethinking my initial decision to have you work this one. We don’t need another failure on our hands. And let’s face it, this would be a difficult case even without your track record. I’ve been giving this some thought—”

His track record? Was Osgood serious?

Kieran spoke before thinking, the knowledge popping into his brain like a memory he didn’t remember making. “At least I’m not the one cheating on my wife with a bank clerk.”

Oh. Damn. He probably shouldn’t have said anything. Most assuredly not, by the way a mottled flush rose up Osgood’s neck to his receding hairline. Which in itself was quite an epic journey.

“Look,” Kieran stumbled on in an attempt to redeem himself, “this is my case. You gave it to me because no one else wanted it, and I’m damn well going to close it, as unsolvable as you think it is. In fact, I’m about to head out to interview the witness again. I think we have a solid lead in place that I’d like to investigate. I just came in this morning to touch base with you and keep you up to date on my progress.” He stood and hustled toward the door, determined not to stick his foot in his mouth again despite the lie he’d blurted. “Give me until the end of the week. If I don’t find the missing woman by then, we’ll continue this discussion.”

“I did not dismiss you, Shanahan.”

Osgood’s tone brooked no argument and would have frozen a lesser man in place. Kieran, running on a combination of adrenaline, caffeine, and pride in his ability, turned but did not stop moving.

“Then please do dismiss me. I have work to do and we are wasting daylight.” He pointed to the wall clock. He hated getting short with his superiors, especially when he sought promotion for himself. Unfortunately, they weren’t making his job any easier.

He strode out of the office and fought not to look back over his shoulder a second time. Illaria wasn’t expecting him to stop by for another interview. At least probably not so soon, and probably not after he’d hung up on her this morning.

Pausing long enough to grab his coffee but forgetting his coat, he managed to snag the folder with the information he had so far. Essentially zilch. Pembroke and the rest of his cronies snickered on Kieran’s way out the door.

Yes, savages, all of them. Useless to boot. Okay, maybe not useless, but they didn’t lend an air of respectability to the badges they wore. How they managed to stay employed he would never know.

Back in his car, the engine still warm, Kieran pulled out of his parking spot and drove back to the Fae’s house, the route imprinted in his head.

It looked different in the daylight, he decided. Less severe, more whimsical. The oak trees in the front yard had thick trunks and bare limbs. Ancient oaks, gnarled roots. A brick path led to the front door and the pristine white columns flanking the stoop. He would never have guessed Fae, judging by the house. Some elderly couple who planned to retire in Boca Raton once the grandkids were old enough, maybe. Pulling around in the circle drive for the second time in less than twelve hours, Kieran spared a moment to chug his lukewarm coffee. He’d need fortification in order to deal with—

His attention snapped when the door slammed closed and shook roosting birds from their perches. Illaria show-horsed down the walkway, stomping and making an awful clatter for someone so small. Today she wore a blood-red scarf wrapped around her slender neck, her luscious silvery hair tangled around her head in a messy bun. Tight black jeans emphasized the muscles of her legs, and the boots...God, the boots.

He struggled to get out of the car and intercept her, his mouth dry and his heart palpitating. “Where do you think you’re going?” he called out.

She ignored him, forcing him to run to catch her. Kieran grabbed her shoulders to get her to stop.

“I’m not happy with you,” she said, not making eye contact.

“Clearly, but why? Because I hung up on you this morning?” He could not stand her, Kieran decided on the spot, turning his face away to keep from staring. Even if her lovely eyes twinkled when he caught her smiling. Not at him, of course. Never at him.

And she smelled delicious. And she had a beautiful figure.

Illaria spun around, eyes wide and wild, those silver irises catching the morning light. “Because you are useless and I’m the one trying to do your job. You don’t care about my sister. You don’t care about this case, period, otherwise you would be out there trying to find her instead of hanging up on distraught people.”

He broke contact and ran his hands through his hair. “Look, Illaria—”

“I don’t want to talk to you,” she insisted, her chin rising. “I tried to make nice and ask for an update but you couldn’t be bothered. Now you’re here for, what? Why are you here?”

“Because I’m trying to get to the bottom of things and it goes much faster when I have your cooperation. I need more information about Yelena if I hope to make any connections regarding her whereabouts.”

“You’re going to have to put your nose to the ground. I’m heading out.”

He fell into step beside her, knowing full well he’d used up whatever tiny allotment of time she’d given him. “Where exactly are you heading?”

“To interrogate Yelena’s boyfriend.”

Kieran stumbled as he searched through his mental file, not remembering any mention of a relationship. That was a big piece of the puzzle, if Illaria told him the truth. Why hadn’t it been brought up before? “You’re going to have to give me more to go on. You never said she had a boyfriend.”

“Yeah, well, he’s not exactly the type of person she should be associating with,” Illaria snapped. “The word loser comes to mind.”

Kieran snorted. “In a town like this, he has to be pretty bad.”

“He’s a jerk, okay? I told Yelena to stop seeing him. She never listens.”

“Like someone else I could mention.”

Her light eyes flashed at him. “You think you’re being cute, but you’re not.”

“And you’re withholding information on an active police case,” he ground out. “I could bring you in for questioning if I choose.”

“Seriously?” She raked a hand through her hair and instead of mussing the strands, as any other woman would have done, she created a windblown effect he found rather arousing. “You’re—”

He interrupted her by slapping a hand over her mouth. Okay, not a real slap, but with enough force to show her that he meant business. “We can help each other here, Illaria, because trust me, I want to find your sister. Your keeping important information from me doesn’t help. It hinders. Because odds are good the boyfriend is the culprit here.”

Her smile held little humor and even less goodwill. Kieran fought the urge to shake some sense into her. He’d never met a more infuriating woman, the more so for his inability to read her. It occurred to him that he’d relied so much on his gift that his regular observational skills were a bit rusty. He’d have to work on reading body language, too.

If he had to wager a guess on Illaria, he’d say seriously pissed. With a hint of annoyance and a splash of regret. But again, he was rusty on the body language.

With sudden insight that had nothing to do with his power, he took a step away from her when she looked ready to physically retaliate. “You can’t leave pertinent information out on a whim. I need to be able to follow the trail, which I can’t do unless you help me out.”

“Then I guess you’re coming with me to talk to the schmuck, aren’t you?” Her agreement sounded complacent enough to have him take a second step backward. Until he saw her eyes and the way his comment seemed to rake claws down her temper.

He sighed, realizing they’d walked down half a block already. “Don’t you think it would be a little easier to let me drive us there?”

She turned and spared a glance at his vehicle parked in her driveway. “No flashing lights,” she observed.

“I think I stand out enough without blue and red flashing lights.”

“In this town, that’s saying something. Fine.” She shoved her hands into the pockets of her coat and brought to mind images of a cotton ball, her jacket lined with puff. “I know I need to cooperate. But this doesn’t mean I like you.”

“Good. And please,” he said when they turned back, “don’t hold this morning against me.”

“This morning?”

“When I...you know.” He mimed hanging up a phone. “This morning. When you called me at the crack of dawn and I wasn’t awake?”

She scoffed as though she couldn’t be bothered with his attempt at an apology. Good, because maybe it meant she found him just as odious as he did her. “I just decided your bedside manner is severely lacking. It’s fine, it’s forgotten.”

“But not forgiven, apparently.”

“No, I tend to hold a grudge. At least you know that about me up front.”

He made a mental note, then started when she opened the door to slide into the passenger seat.

Illaria, noticing his pause, stared him down with her hands gripping the door handle. “You have a problem?”

Kieran shook his head. “Sorry, you’re fine. Get in. And give me the address.”

“Oh, yes sir.”

Illaria shot him a sarcastic salute before planting her rear on the cracked leather seat. She rattled off some address on the outskirts of town next to the lake. Kieran grimaced. He hated going out there. Not because he was afraid. He refused to be afraid of the lake monsters because that was silly. They were citizens of Hedgehill Marsh like everyone else.

God, he really hoped his missing woman’s boyfriend wasn’t a lake monster.

Illaria refused to look at him as they pulled out of her driveway. Not one for making idle conversation, he toyed with the idea of turning on the radio, then decided he needed a bit more information to feel prepared. Walking into an unknown situation? That’s how good police officers got shot.

He wanted to maintain his perfect record of no accidents on the job. Unless one counted spilling coffee on his lap an accident.

“Tell me about this boyfriend,” he began, flipping on his blinker.

Illaria shrugged. “What is there to know? They’ve been together for six months. He’s a trash bag.”

“Literally?”

Their jog down the street together appeared to have done the trick as far as Illaria’s prickly feelings were concerned. All of her frustration and barely disguised rage at him had dissipated, to be replaced by thinly masked trepidation at their upcoming interrogation.

“No, not literally. I guess you could say he’s an average guy.”

“Shifter, then.” They outnumbered humans two to one here.

“I’d be much happier if she chose to date a werewolf. Or a were-rat, for that matter,” Illaria said, nearly choking on her words. “No, he’s a fast food cook.”

“I’m not following you,” Kieran said.

Her little fist pounded against the dashboard. “Are you deliberately dense or are you determined to make my life difficult? He cooks at the damn Frosty King. They don’t even trust him on the grill. He’s in charge of the deep fryer.”

It took Kieran a minute to wrap his brain around a Fae dating a fry cook. The picture didn’t add up in his mind. His stomach remembered the burger and made a plea for a second one with a growl. “Okay. How did Yelena get mixed up with a person like this?”

The shrug was back. “Beats me. I guess she wanted to rebel. We’re stuck here, you know.”

“No one is stuck.” This time his tone held conviction.

“You’re wrong. We are. It’s not exactly common knowledge, but paths to Fairy are cut off. There’s no way back, and for those trapped there, they have no way out. Yelena and I have been together since the gate closed.” Illaria turned her attention out the window and watched the passing trees.

Golden sunlight streaked through the overhead clouds, giving her hair the appearance of snow. Sparkles caught the light and Kieran had to force his gaze back to the road.

“You think she had some feelings of resentment? For being stuck on the mortal plane?” He’d never heard the story before. Then again, he didn’t spend much of his time talking to the Fae, either. There were only a few in town and one he’d been warned to steer clear of. He’d taken the memo to heart and done his best to stay away from the lot of them.

“She never mentioned anything to me. But yeah, that’s what I think. She’s done this before when she wanted to get my attention. Thinks the world can stop and wait for her to...I don’t know. I’m not sure what she thinks, really. I just want her back.”

“You feel the same way?”

“I’m not the one on trial,” Illaria spat.

“Well, I didn’t grow up in this town either,” he said conversationally. “My parents were both from Wisconsin. Moved us to a place by a lake when I was five.” And he’d almost drowned in the weeds before he learned to swim. “I didn’t even know this place existed until I got out of the police academy looking for a job.”

“Good for you. Can’t wait for you to tell me the rest of your life story.”

Kieran chuckled, which only serve to rile her up further. “You don’t like me very much.”

“Whatever gave you that impression?” she retorted, crossing her arms over her chest.

“Oh, I don’t know. The way you avoid eye contact with me seems to be a good first indication.”

“It’s a good thing you don’t need me to like you in order to find my sister.”

It was Kieran’s turn to shrug. “Fair point.”

The GPS pinged in announcement of their arrival. Although he hadn’t really needed it in the first place. Illaria had given him the address to the Frosty King. His stomach knew the address by heart.

For some reason, he hadn’t been able to put two and two together.

“I thought we were going to his house?” he asked, pulling up, his gaze darting around the parking lot.

“The damn fool sleeps in a Winnebago behind the restaurant. If he has another place, I haven’t been able to wring it out of Yelena,” Illaria protested. She shifted in her seat to stare at the jaunty red tin roof of the fast food joint.

Kieran took a left into an empty spot and scoured the entrance.

The fuming fairy stormed out of the car and he had to struggle to catch up before she blasted a hole through the front door.

He caught Illaria by the elbow and jerked her back a step. If he’d been a gambling man like Pembroke, he would have bet on her ire and lost.

He would have never guessed her to be shaken up. Fragile, and grief-stricken. “Hold on, there. What do you think you’re doing?”

She pulled away from him. “I’m going to decapitate him. Duh.”
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Chapter 5
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Illaria

Score! She had an in with the police department.

At least, that’s what she might have said if she’d been in her right mind and thinking rationally about the potential for a working relationship with the detective.

Instead, Illaria thought about the last time she’d seen her sister. The promise she’d made to be there on time for their dinner, unlike the last two occasions where she’d dragged herself in thirty minutes to an hour late.

Except she hadn’t been there this time, either, and now Yelena was nowhere to be found. And the one place Illaria hadn’t checked was the skeezball’s Winnebago. The skeezball her new detective friend would rather protect than interrogate.

What was the world coming to?

“What?” She blinked innocently. “Too much?”

“Did you just threaten the life of a civilian in front of a police officer?” the detective asked, his fingers stilling on her skin and his gaze serious.

Kieran’s mahogany-colored hair stood up at the front, as though he had been running his hands through it repeatedly. Everything about his appearance seemed more unkempt than normal.

The man was not handsome in a traditional way, but she couldn’t help finding the ruggedness of his face and the intelligence in his golden-brown eyes suddenly appealing. She cocked her head, now keenly aware of her outfit and the state of her hair. Neither of which were up to par.

She tapped her hand against where he held her to try and shake him loose. The energy built inside of her, desperate for an outlet. She wanted to punch someone. Shanahan was closest.

“Let go of me,” she urged.

“Not before you calm down.” He kept eye contact with her. “You want to come along with me, then we do this my way.”

“Correction. You are the one who wanted to come along with me. I set off to do this one way or another.”

The wind swirled around them in agitation, a direct result of her emotional state. Kieran didn’t seem to notice, and if he did, he didn’t care. “Yes, and going in there acting like an idiot isn’t going to do anything but get you in trouble. The last thing you need is another arrest on your record.”

That gave her pause.

Illaria had spent nearly her entire adult life as an outcast from her own family. A stranger’s opinion didn’t matter. It was clear what he thought of her. “You did look into my file,” she replied slowly. “I knew it.”

He shifted toward her, his eyes like soft caramel, and...affectionate. A strategic tactic? She wondered.

“I’d be stupid not to. You think I’m incompetent, fine. But we are doing this my way.”

“Doing it your way won’t change my thoughts, or my fervent desire to decapitate the scum who might know where my sister went,” Illaria insisted.

Maybe this entire thing was a terrible idea. She drew in a breath, heavy with the scents of fried food and burgers. Sensed the weight of it settle in her chest, her stomach empty.

Kieran raised an eyebrow. “I think you should wait in the car.” Then continued to talk over her when she sputtered out her distinct displeasure at being told what to do. “Things will go easier for me if you aren’t there. I’m sure you’ve threatened him before, and please don’t try to deny that you have. You forget, I read your record. The boyfriend isn’t going to want to talk to you. Me, on the other hand, he will speak to. I have a way with people. They aren’t put off by my appearance.”

She took a step back to give him the same surveillance he’d given her. “I suppose you do look like a rather ordinary schmo.”

Kieran inclined his head. “I’ll take a compliment where I can get it. Stay in the car, let me do the talking, and I’ll come back with answers for you.”

“I don’t like this.”

“You don’t have to like it. You just have to let me do my job.”

She watched him straighten, shaking out the kinks in a rather wrinkled black button-up shirt. She rolled her eyes. Nothing she said would convince him otherwise, she realized. Better to play along to see how this panned out.

Illaria held her hands out in front of her in a gesture of, if not goodwill, then a truce. “Fine, we’ll do it your way. For now. And I’m playing whatever music I want in your car while I wait. As loud as I want.”

It took Kieran a moment before he nodded his head. “Fine. But stay there. I mean it. I don’t want to have to come outside and find you waiting there with a machete to injure a civilian.”

“I won’t need a machete. My bare hands will do the job. Oh, and his name is Daniel. Dirtbag Daniel.”

Kieran strode away from her without further comment and disappeared into the restaurant, if one could call it that. Illaria leaned against the side of his car watching him, with her arms crossed over her chest to keep her warmth to herself. Through the grimy front windows of the Frosty King, Kieran walked up to the counter and asked, she could only assume, for the man in question.

She watched the play by play and imagined what the two men, cop and manager, said to each other.

Daniel? Oh, yeah, he’s in the shithole RV behind the place. It sure is an eyesore. What can you do? I let him park there because I have no common sense or care about my customers.

Mind if I pop in to ask him a few questions? I might be an idiot detective but I have a great set of biceps.

Okay, in her mind Kieran still sounded like a butthole, only his voice had risen a few octaves and took on the tone of a television puppet.

He did have some nice muscles, though. She couldn’t deny that very obvious fact. Tall, broad-shouldered, every inch of him screamed red-blooded male.

He paused in a dusty shaft of sunlight, his chestnut hair gleaming, then pushed through the front door minutes later, shooting her a glare and a warning point of his finger. Illaria responded with a wolfish grin before pretending to get in the car. The second he rounded the corner toward the Winnebago, she followed.

She kept her footsteps light and balanced on the tips of her toes, using a push of her magic to have her hovering an inch above the ground. The worn and yellowed siding of the Frosty King building bit into her fingers as she slid around the corner, watching Kieran approach the orange-striped vehicle permanently parked next to a dumpster overflowing with black industrial trash bags.

The scents of food lessened here, but she made out the distinctive smell of rotting meat, along with whatever other horrors lay beneath the lid of the dumpster.

What a smell. What a view. Who would purposely choose to live here and see that day in and day out?

Her face shifted into a scowl when her sister’s boyfriend answered the door, his dark hair pushed to the side like he’d been sleeping. In the middle of the day, sure. It figured.

Daniel stared at the detective as Kieran made the introductions. Just like that, boom, the man went inside, and the door snapped closed behind him.

Illaria took the chance to creep closer. Wanting, needing to hear their conversation and see what kind of bullshit excuses came to light. The sight of Daniel once again raised those feelings of fury inside of her and she was reminded of the energy swirling. The energy she’d fully planned to release with her new bed partner the night Yelena went missing, along with a hearty dose of physical desire.

How delicious it would be to use the energy to get rid of Daniel.

A slow, boiling rage turned her face scarlet. Illaria ground her teeth together, hands trembling. The bastard had something to do with Yelena’s disappearance. She knew it and hated that the piss ant detective had taken the lead instead of letting her follow through with justice. Could she trust him? Absolutely not.

Mouth filled with a bitter tang, she stepped closer and pressed her ear against the tin siding, loving how the material transmitted sound. A small push of her magic created a funnel of air and she heard the conversation with as much clarity as if she’d stood inside.

“I don’t know how I can help you, man. I’m human.” Daniel. God, even the guy’s voice made Illaria want to punch him. “I don’t know why you’re here. I haven’t seen Yelena in a long time.”

“But she is your girlfriend, is she not?” Papers rustled. “I have in my notes that you’ve been dating for the last six months?”

Daniel sighed. “Yeah, she’s my girlfriend. Yeah. That doesn’t mean I see her all the time. People have lives. I have a life, man.”

Illaria had to give Kieran credit. He held his own and still managed to sound like one of the good old boys. “I know this is crazy. And I understand you being confused. I just have to make sure I follow through on every available angle. Bosses, am I right? They get a real kick out of breathing down your neck.”

The sound he made gave her the distinct impression that the suppressed groan was not an exaggeration.

“Dude, tell me about it. My boss rides my ass like a horse in the Derby. Gives me shit constantly about keeping my sweet ride parked out here.”

Illaria rolled her eyes again. Did he have to say it with such pride? The moron had exactly three brain cells and had to use them just to sustain a conversation outside of do you want fries with that?

“Can you tell me where you were two nights ago?” Kieran asked.

“Sure,” Daniel continued. “I was here cleaning up puke in the lady’s room. Not something you forget. The smell, man, it makes you want to stop eating for a year.”

Kieran scratched something down on his notepad. At least, that’s what it sounded like to Illaria. It impressed her when he remained cool, calm. Collected in a way she knew she could not have been. Perhaps he’d been right to go in alone.

“I’m so sorry. I bet that was awful. I’ve never been able to stomach the stuff myself. Weak constitution. You must have nerves of steel.” And just like that, Kieran developed his character as a beta to Daniel’s alpha. Wow. “How long were you at work?”

Illaria listened through the rest of their conversation. The two men went through the standard questions including where, what, when, etc. Kieran asked Daniel if Yelena had ever given any indication that she was unhappy. Did she have any enemies? Did she mention meeting anyone?

Illaria sagged against the wheel hub, listening to the answers, the metal cool behind her back. No, Yelena was happy. She knew it as fact. Her sister rarely complained about anything. Daniel repeated much the same. Yelena had been content to drive the Winnebago out to the lake and neck near the rope swing. He hadn’t seen her for a week. She wasn’t answering her phone. He ended with dumb bitch and a general derogatory statement on women.

She nearly put her fist through the door. No, Illaria didn’t approve of Daniel in the least, and his sterling personality was only the beginning of her laundry list of issues with him. He treated women like they were expendable. Yelena deserved to be treated like a princess, not a backup plan.

Maybe if Illaria had been there the night Yelena disappeared—

No, she didn’t need to think about such things. Not when the prickling beneath her sternum intensified and within seconds, she had trouble breathing. Her sister was gone. Vanished without a trace.

Without Yelena, she would be alone. Well and truly alone. No one else was coming to save her. No one else would give a damn about her.

She pressed her hand to her heart and the rapid boom of her pulse.

It came back with crystal clarity. That horrifying thought that, if she gave any attention to it, would eat her alive.

Without Yelena, she had nobody.

Scuffling steps from inside sent Illaria scrambling back toward the car lest her presence be found out. Although she hadn’t promised Kieran she’d stay in the car, he’d been under the impression she would. She didn’t need another police officer thinking he knew what to do with her and throwing her in the lockup.

Tossing herself into the front seat, she had enough time to turn on the car and blast the radio to the first channel she could find with real music.

“Papa Don’t Preach” shook the windows when Kieran jogged into view. He spared a glance left, giving her an excellent view of his side profile, before slowing his gate as he approached.

“How can you stand to listen to this? Aren’t you afraid of going deaf?” he yelled, his hands on the door handle. Then reached his arm through the open window and turned down the volume.

“I like it,” Illaria insisted, shifting to face him and taking care to keep her face a neutral mask. “What did you find out?”

Kieran smiled and got in before answering. “No, he hasn’t seen her, and no, she isn’t answering any of his texts. He called her a few rather choice names before telling me about a cute little nymph he’s been scouting out and making free Frosties for. Apparently, they’re meeting tonight to listen to some band play in the next town over.”

She’d hissed at the part about the nymph. How did this loser keep finding women to fall under his spell? And cheating on Yelena...? Her knuckles cracked. “It sounds like you got nothing. This was a complete waste of time.”

“I got a few things. Not enough to fill out an entire page. Of course, I had to paraphrase a few statements.”

“If he had no information for you,” she said hotly, “then why are you smiling?”

“Actually, we did get something.” He threw the car into gear. “Daniel’s lying.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 6
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Kieran

Finding it difficult to contain his excitement, Kieran dropped Illaria off at home on his way back to the station. She refused to get out of the car and clung tenaciously to the door like a little monkey, going so far as to press her boot against the dashboard when he tried to push her out.

“I want to come with you,” she insisted hotly. “If he’s lying like you say he is, then we need to get back there and shake him up. See what he’s hiding. Get some real answers out of him.”

Kieran shook his head and groaned, refusing to give in to her pleading. Her childish pleading, might he add. “No, I’m sorry. This is where we part company for the day. Remember our talk about you letting me do my job? This is part of it. You go home and stay calm. Better yet, you go to work. I’ll go follow leads.”

Illaria slapped at his hands when he tried to pry her loose. “You can stop talking to me like I don’t speak English. I understand. And I hate you for being so secretive about where you’re going or what you’re doing.”

“I don’t care what you hate,” he replied. “Get out of my car.”

“This isn’t over, Shanahan.” Annoyed at the brusqueness of his tone and keen on showing him, she huffed out the door at last, slamming it shut behind her. Kieran paused long enough to admire the sway of her hips as she stalked away, then drove off back to the station.

If only he got paid by the mile. Wagering a guess, he’d say he spent more than half of his time behind the wheel of the car. His seat had a permanent impression of his ass.

Still, nothing could dampen his enthusiasm today. Not this time around.

Osgood had called this the unsolvable case? Kieran couldn’t wait to shove this new piece of evidence right down his superior’s throat. He finally had a lead. A concrete one.

He drummed his hands on the wheel, lips rounded in a whistle along with the tune on the radio.

Daniel had definitely been lying when he said he hadn’t heard anything from Yelena, and Kieran didn’t need to access the man’s phone records to finger the falsehood. He’d seen everything he needed to know on the laptop. Obviously, the contents of the web browser were off limits without a warrant, and whatever Daniel had been watching prior to the interview had been hurriedly clicked off. Which probably meant porn, even in the middle of the day. But the desktop background was a picture of Yelena.

With a timestamp.

From the night she’d gone missing.

Kieran recognized the dark hair and sparkling eyes from the photos he’d seen, the ones Illaria kept on the wall in their house. The hint of “otherworldly” in her features was visible even through the screen.

The other lady in the photo, however, was a complete mystery. The only item Kieran recognized in the photo besides Yelena was a harsh red-and-black logo on the wall behind them.

Claw.

A bar the local residents used as a place to blow off steam without fear of repercussions.

At once Kieran’s shoes squeezed his toes, too tight. Stepping out of the car, he winced when the material pinched around his big toe. His coffee sat in the cupholder of his car, forgotten and stale. He’d have to make a fresh pot at some point because he wanted to keep his momentum going, and the surest way to do that was coffee.

The pit stop at the office yielded the address and name of Yelena’s closest friends written in Illaria’s hasty hand: Forest (a sylph), Shula (fire sprite), and an elf of indeterminate sex whose name Kieran couldn’t pronounce. He put faces to the names thanks to information filled out during a census the mayor had forced each resident to complete and he’d initially thought to be ridiculous. In this case, it proved insanely useful.

Maybe he’d have to stop snickering about her policies behind her back.

Kieran studied the list, tapping it with his pen, trying to decide where to start. The most obvious choice stood out.

Shula. The woman from the screensaver photo, he now knew. She worked at Claw during the early evenings until they closed. Which meant he needed to hurry if he wanted to catch her before they opened.

“Are you headed off again?” Pembroke asked with an oversized yawn as he stalked the bullpen.

Was it time for shift change already?

“Maybe I just can’t stand to smell you today,” Kieran replied.

He hastily scanned the desk for anything he might need to deal with a fire sprite. Fire extinguisher, maybe? Having never engaged in a one-on-one before, he tried to think through the potential consequences.

Maybe he should have stopped to ask Illaria more about the friends. He knew from the report that she’d gone to Forest’s house to personally interrogate him the night her sister disappeared. Did she know about the candid selfie with Shula inside of Claw?

Probably not.

Although if he found Illaria there waiting for him, he wouldn’t be surprised.

“You think I smell. What a joke. Are your senses overloaded from the sex you’re having with that fairy?”

Pembroke snickered, and Kieran couldn’t help the audible groan. “It’s called doing a job. Maybe you should try it sometime.”

Unwilling to wait for a response, he kept his head down and ignored the rest of his coworkers whenever one of them said—well, anything else. Only a few of them followed Pembroke’s lead, poking fun at his extra gift, at his sense of fashion, at anything they could think up in their tiny pea brains.

It didn’t matter. His gift had told him a few things about Daniel, including the man’s guilt—it felt like acid reflux—at not responding when Yelena sent him a message on the night she disappeared. He’d saved the photo, sure, then lost himself in thoughts of the nymph he saw on the side. At least it had given Kieran a good starting direction.

His gut told him to follow the photo. So, he grabbed a granola bar from his desk drawer, stuffed it in his mouth and bit the damn thing in half, taste buds exploding with chocolate and peanuts, then ran out the door a second time that day. The excitement caused his steps to quicken, his sneakers tighter than ever. He’d really have to invest in a good pair of quality boots. Maybe Pembroke was on to something.

Sliding into the front seat and cranking the key, Kieran took a moment to drag out his phone. Two missed calls from Illaria in the short time he’d been gone. Yikes. He’d probably need to get back to her sooner rather than later unless he wanted to risk her tailing him across oblivion. He could only imagine what the sparks of her temper would do once they met a fire spirit.

Mind filled with visions of a literal explosion, he typed the name of the club into his GPS to make sure he didn’t make a wrong turn.

He’d only set foot in Claw once before. It wasn’t the type of place, in his mind, that a sane human went if they wanted to feel safe. It was a gamble to start there without backup. He had no guarantee Shula would be there, either, as he had no knowledge of her shifts.

The best he could find was her social media, and using a backdoor code a gypsy had once granted the Hedgehill police department, he broke into her profile to gain whatever he could find about her. His slight guilt at the act was nowhere near the level he’d gotten off of Daniel.

Kieran found more selfies than one person should have physically been able to take. Including plenty of photos from outside the club.

His gut urged him onward. No distinct feeling, but a knowing settling above his pelvic bone. He had long since learned to trust his instincts, as they’d kept him alive on more than one occasion.

Still, he paused in the parking lot, taking in the façade of the club and matching it to his memory of Daniel’s computer screen.

Yelena had been here two nights ago. In this physical location. And hopefully, the last person to see her on that night was here now. Otherwise he’d have to do a little more digging, which could really put a damper on his enthusiasm. He hated when leads turned bust. Especially considering how exuberant he’d been an hour earlier.

Stretching his arms above his head, Kieran blinked in the cool afternoon light, knowing the parking lot would be full in a few hours. Claw was the type of place where its patrons came out after dark and every employee had to be screened for discretion. There were just some creatures who were unable to keep their mouths closed, in more ways than one.

He’d hate to be there alone without his gift, unable to sense the real world around him and get mixed up with the unsavory characters frequenting the bar stools.

Kieran’s legs moved stiffly, his neck worse, and his stomach protesting the lack of real sustenance outside of the granola bar. He approached the door, wrapped his hand around the knob and tugged. It swung open easily, a result of too many patrons frequently passing through. He stepped into the darkness and it took his eyes a moment to adjust to the gloom.

Yup, exactly as he remembered it, although it had been years since the dare that first brought him through the door. A dive bar of the lower caliber, it catered to the patrons of the night who wanted nothing more than a warm body and a cold drink. Or perhaps a cold body and a warm drink. He didn’t judge.

It had dust and grime in spades. High bistro tables sat in the dusk of flickering fluorescent overhead bulbs. No windows broke up the severe concrete walls. Better to block out the sun or the moon, any kind of heavenly body reflecting light.

Past midnight, this place would echo with the cheers and moans of sin, packed to four walls with lowlifes and pleasure seekers. Right now, Kieran found it unbearably hot and reeking of stale booze.

“Hello?” His call echoed to the rear wall and bounced back to him.

Keeping his hands in his pockets, Kieran took a look around the place, making mental notes of details. Only one way in and out in this room: through the front door. There were no clear exit signs, and three more doors broke up the cinder blocks—two for bathrooms, or so he assumed, and one to kitchens or offices. He’d have to investigate further.

He shifted, angling his body to peer over the scarred bar top, when a female voice sounded next to his ear. “You find anything of note?”

Holy fuck!

It was only sheer willpower that kept Kieran from starting, the way the woman behind him had clearly wanted him to. Heart pounding and blood pumping like water in a log flume, he turned around with infinite slowness and came peeper to peeper with a pair of brown eyes. Red irises. The combination should have shocked him if he hadn’t been expecting something extraordinary.

“Nothing yet.”

Leaning back, he placed his elbows on the bar and stared at Shula. She stood with her hands on her hips and her head cocked to the side in a picture of innocence they both clearly knew she didn’t possess.

“I’m looking for you, actually,” he said softly, striving to match her playful grin. At last, his heart slowed back to normal and his gut stopped churning.

One eyebrow arched into the fuzzy mop of curls piled atop her head and disappeared. Her caramel-colored skin took on a glow in the hazy light coming from overhead. This was a woman who didn’t need an enchantment to be beautiful. She knew how to work her features, how to clothe her body for the most impact. Judging by the amount of skin she showed with the bright halter top and painted-on jeans, she also knew how to work the crowd for the best tips.

“And how did you know I’d be here?” she murmured in response.

Kieran gave a lazy shrug and glanced away. “Lucky guess.”

“It must mean you’re here for something we don’t offer during operating hours.” Shula sidled closer and his gaze dropped to the low knotted gold belt wrapped around her midsection. Designed to emphasize her tiny waist, the color offset the red of her nearly sheer top which hung from slender shoulders, draping down to just below her hips.

Fire elemental, indeed. He’d recognized the heat coming off of her long before she touched him.

She knew her worth, and she knew her impact. Yet at the touch of her palm on his chest, his mind zoomed inexplicably to Illaria and her wealth of moonlight-colored hair. A cool and balmy breeze in comparison.

Kieran cleared his throat and removed his hand from his pocket at last, his badge gripped between his fingers. “I’m sorry. I have a few questions for you.”

Shula leapt away from him as though she’d been physically burned by the symbol and he watched a gate snap closed on her face. “I’m not sure I have anything to tell you.” She started to walk away, shooting him a wave over her shoulder. “I got nothing to say to cops.”

“It’s about Yelena.”

That stopped her. A half-smile broke out on the other woman’s face. “That girl? She’s crazy.”

Okay, maybe it wasn’t what he wanted to hear, but it was a start. He needed to get her attention focused while equally putting her at ease. It wouldn’t be easy. “She was here with you two nights ago.” Kieran made it less a question, less an interrogation, and more curiosity.

Shula responded to the tone, stopping to gnaw on her lip and size him up. “Maybe.” Whatever she saw had her continuing to speak. “Yeah, we hung out for a little bit. Said she was stopping by on her way out of town. We had a couple of drinks.”

“No better place to get them.”

“You’re telling me.” Shula gestured for him to follow her and made her way behind the bar.

Kieran swiveled around to face her, watching as she poured herself a drink. A little early for it, by his standards, but he refused to tell her how to run her business. Hopefully, he could manage to put her enough at ease to tell him what he wanted to know.

“When did she meet you here?” He didn’t want to accept the shot she slid his way and knew if he did not, any sort of tenuous trust they’d built would crumble to ash. He grimaced, slugging it back, hissing out a breath when a stream of liquid fire burned a hole in his esophagus. “Did she drive her own car?”

Shula still regarded him with palpable skepticism and tapped her red-tipped nails on the countertop. “Around nine. And yeah, she did. She got here right when the band started to play, so probably nine, although I’m not sure, I wasn’t exactly paying attention. I was supposed to be on the clock.”

Kieran gave her a mental push, knowing it wouldn’t work but determined to try. He sent his gift out to will her to drop her guard, to trust him, to tell him whatever he needed to know. Then dove into the interview with his pen and paper in hand, jotting down the minimal details given to him. They painted a picture of a wild young woman who went through life unconcerned with how her actions affected other people. Chasing the next high, heedless of who she had to step on to get her way.

The picture appeared drastically different from the one Illaria spoke into existence. She spoke of her sister in the kindest ways. A bit flighty, perhaps, but never intentionally harmful. Shula made the young Fae sound capricious.

Could Yelena have a secret side? A secret motivation? Something dark she tried to hide from Illaria but showed to her closest confidantes?

There was no way to know until he found her.

He snapped his notebook closed at the clear end of the conversation. Shula had said her piece and unless he gave blood, he would get no more out of her.

Kieran sent her a wide smile he hoped looked open, mentally drawing his gift back to him. Whether it had really worked or not, he couldn’t tell, but at least it had given him a good bit of information from Shula. Perhaps, like some, she wanted to unburden herself of the knowledge. She certainly hadn’t done it to help the police force with their case.

“Thank you for your time. I appreciate your willingness to talk to me this afternoon.”

She stared at him and nibbled her bottom lip. Considering him again. “Are you sure you need to run off so quick? I still have a few hours before my shift starts.” Her finger twirled and traced the patterns of her gold belt to draw his attention lower.

“I’m sorry, duty calls.” Looking for your missing friend, he thought and tipped his fingers to his temple in a mock salute. He’d been aware of the heat coming off of her. Knew it to be an invitation. But once again his thoughts shifted back to cool moonlight. “I’ll be in touch if I think of anything else.”

Her gaze followed him out the front door like a lick of flame on his backside, like standing too close to a fireplace hearth and letting the heat singe you through your clothes. Fighting to put one foot in front of the other, he pushed outside and into the light so at odds with the inside of the club.

Retinas screeching, Kieran swallowed his disappointment on the way to the car. He now had a rather different vision of the missing woman he sought, but otherwise no concrete leads. Yelena hadn’t told Shula where she was going after leaving the club. Besides the one picture sent to Daniel, she also hadn’t been on her phone during their time together. According to the fire spirit, Yelena drank her weight in tequila, complained about Daniel, and disappeared during Shula’s break.

And she hadn’t mentioned her plans to Illaria at all.

Which meant Yelena had purposely kept them hidden and left her house despite knowing the sisters were supposed to have dinner.

Out of town, Shula had offered by way of explanation. If so...where the hell had she gone?

Daniel knew something, of that Kieran was sure, and his gut told him coming to Claw had been the right move. Now he needed to put the pieces together and see what happened from there. Unfortunately, his brain refused to cooperate. He sat in the car staring off into space and trying to figure out what he would say to Illaria when he finally decided to give her a call.

He dragged himself back into the station to log his report of the day, keeping his back turned away from Osgood’s office. Still, eyes came on him the second he stepped foot in the bullpen. The noise level dropped and Kieran shifted, distinctly uncomfortable.

“Look at what the cat dragged in! You been out in the weather?” was the snarky comment from a pencil pusher who worked part-time. Her desk sat on the outskirts of the room on the opposite side from his. Two outcasts, only she had a better chance of being promoted, even with five eyes on her head.

Kieran hadn’t even bothered to learn the woman’s name. That probably made him a bad team player. Still, she fell in with the rest of the crowd when it came to ragging on him. He was her path to the higher rungs.

“Worse. I’ve been at your sister’s house,” he replied easily, slipping into his chair across the room and staring at the black computer screen in front of him. A layer of dust decorated the monitor. He swiped a palm to clear it. Step one, solve this case. Step two, overtime to clean up his space. Step three...he had no clue. “Now let me do my job.”

He allowed the rest of the noise to fade into the background, including the outraged squawk from the harpy across the room. Not a literal harpy, although he knew one who lived in town. Somewhere. And that harpy was probably far less annoying than what’s-her-face there.

Although his intuition told him to probe further into Yelena’s dichotomous personality, Kieran wasn’t sure where to start on that front. He stared from his screen to his notebook and back to the screen. Notebook again. Tried to get his brain to focus on putting the story together. The story of where Yelena had gone. As it stood now, Shula had been the last person to see her, and unless he wanted to waste his time tracking down whatever manner of scum had frequented the club that night and flash the missing Fae’s photo, he had no clue where she’d gone afterward.

From his training, he knew the first seventy-two hours to be crucial in the investigation of a missing person. They were getting dangerously close to the mark, and instead of moving closer, he had a gut sense and a whole lot of nothing.

His high dissipated. Back to square one, it seemed.
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Chapter 7
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Illaria

Illaria couldn’t sit still. After Kieran dropped her off, she spent the rest of the day moving restlessly from one end of the house to the other with nothing productive to show for her efforts. Her boss at the gallery tried to call her in to cover a shift. Illaria had ended up hanging up on him.

Raw energy skittered inside her, threatening to gnaw her bones and suck the marrow. She stared at Yelena’s room from the doorway of her own. When the chasm inside of her became too much to bear, she took off for a flight.

Wings exploded from her back with a painful jolt. She pushed away from the backyard, the cool air rustling through her hair, stretching her wings to their fullest extent and pushing her muscles to their breaking point. She had to go farther, faster. Had to escape whatever black cloud of memories swirled around the house and turned it into a vortex of misery.

The town looked different from that height. It spread beneath her in a labyrinth of meandering streets, with no rhyme or rhythm. Towering trees rose into the atmosphere, mist swirling among the upper branches. There was darkness and daylight, mystery and magic. A few abandoned buildings punctuated the expanse of the forest surrounding the town center, ramshackle roofs poking through the firs and conifers. Only she saw them, forgotten and lost in time.

She had no words. The empty hole inside her grew larger, blacker, until it left no room for feelings. Nothing in the world could fill her again until Yelena returned home safely.

Illaria landed after exhausting her muscles to the point where they trembled. Feet stumbling, she fell toward the door with a gasp, her hands slamming against the bricks of her house.

What if Yelena never came back, she thought for the thousandth time.

Shaking fingers grabbed her cell from the counter and dialed in Kieran’s number. No answer. Typical. Typical man who couldn’t be trusted to be reachable.

She continued to prowl, taking the stairs two at a time to punish herself, and once again paused in the doorway of Yelena’s room. Maybe she’d missed something. Maybe her sister had left some kind of clue as to where she’d gone, what she thought. A journal? No, Yelena didn’t indulge in the typical teenage norms, despite the fact that, in Fairy, she’d be considered a teen at one hundred and sixty-five.

Illaria attacked her sister’s dresser. Clothing of all styles and colors of the rainbow fell to her frenzy, thrown over her shoulder and added to the piles on the floor. She searched for anything to tell her where her sister, her lifeline, had gone.

Stupid, she knew, to hinge so much of her emotional health on Yelena. A psychiatrist would have a field day with her brain. Her confidence dropped a notch lower, and with a moan she drew one of her sister’s shirts to her chest, clutching it close. Illaria never cried. She usually turned whatever emotions she couldn’t deal with into sexual energy. But in this case, her desire even for that had dried up.

Still clutching Yelena’s shirt, Illaria curled up on her sister’s bed. And when she jolted awake, the light coming in the windows had turned gold and peach with the sun’s rising. Damn, she’d fallen asleep. Tears had dried on her cheeks, and her skin was tight when she stretched, yawning.

Feeling like day-old garbage left outside, Illaria pushed off of the bed, her legs and arms still sore from the day before. She’d punished herself to the point of pain and still hadn’t been able to outrun whatever dogged her.

She checked her phone in the kitchen, unlocking the screen while a cold bottle of ambrosia sweated on the counter. There were no messages from Kieran. Nothing keeping her abreast of the situation, as she’d asked of him. He didn’t even have the decency to call her back.

Fool of a man. He probably didn’t know how to find his way out of a paper bag. How could she trust him to find her sister?

Illaria clenched her phone, thinking how sweet it would be to see it fly through the air, through the kitchen window and out into the yard.

It was time to check on him. Not that she should have to check on a grown adult, but still. Better to be sure there was no new information than leave it to the whims of a foolish albeit good-looking police officer.

The clock on the microwave told her dawn had come and gone. Would he be at the station? He’d better be, if he knew what was good for him, she thought with a growl. Her bare foot tapped against the floor and Illaria watched the yard change from misty shades of green and blue to gold. Time to light a fire under the man’s ass.

She didn’t bother with a vehicle. She didn’t need one. Illaria let loose her wings again, surprised when her shoulders stung from her flight the day before. Yeesh, she needed to be careful with herself. Nothing would get done if she broke down, and that went for physically as well as emotionally. Gritting her teeth, she took off but made sure to stay low to the ground. It would hurt less if she...

No, no thinking about a crash. Her pride would wither and die.

Illaria fumbled the landing, tripping over her own feet and slamming her forearm against the exterior of the station to keep from smashing her face against the brick. Damn, she had to be careful.

It took a moment for her breath to return and her legs to stop their shaking. When they did, she straightened her spine and tossed her hair over her shoulder. Catching her reflection in the glass of the front door, she pinched her cheeks for color and smoothed down the silky strands of hair near her face. She still wore her crusty clothes from yesterday, with more wrinkles than when she’d started, but hopefully she didn’t look like she’d slept in them. Which she had.

Why hadn’t she bothered with a shower? Or at least some food. The sip of ambrosia had gone a long way toward soothing her nerves but did nothing for her stomach.

Smoothing her eyebrows, Illaria stopped cold when she got close enough to the glass for her breath to fog.

Her face dropped. Was she seriously primping in anticipation of seeing Kieran?

Those same brows drew together in a thin hard line. Absolutely not. She refused to want to look her best for that man.

With a scowl firmly in place, she pulled the handle and made her way inside the police station. Her footsteps echoed along the linoleum of the front hall. A half wall of glass to the left gave her an unimpeded view of the front receptionist.

Illaria didn’t pay attention when the young man rose from his rolling chair in an attempt to get her to sign in. She stomped straight ahead and followed the smell, her nose telling her where to go.

There was a certain scent inherent when any number of human beings over two gathered in one place at one time, the scent of sweat and body odor along with stale food. It mostly applied to men. Burned coffee also colored the air and beneath it came the chemical cleaners the night janitors used on the floors. It wasn’t enough to cover the rest of the stench, sadly, and Illaria tried not to cover her nose when she rounded the corner into the bullpen.

Dear Lord, did anyone take a shower in this place? She’d have to wear a hazmat suit if she decided on a second visit.

Desks lined both sides of the room, leading toward an office on the rear wall of the precinct where the captain took up residence. If the hierarchy hadn’t been clear, a giant plaque with name and rank decorated the door to the office. Pretentious much?

Illaria scanned from left to right trying to find Kieran in the mess when every head blended together. Too many humans. A burst of wind flew from her hands, ruffling paperwork and hair until attention turned her way.

Aha!

There he sat, on the outskirts, farthest away from the office and right next to the hallway leading to the bathrooms. The worst possible real estate for the lowest man on the totem pole. She wanted to say she felt sorry for him, but part of her gloried in his position. He deserved it, the rotten non-phone-call-returning scum.

A hand fell on her shoulder and she turned around to face the young officer who had been manning the receptionist desk. A light shone in his blue eyes and a familiar hunger rose in her at the sight of him, as though they both knew what would happen later.

Nope, sorry, no time for sex or pleasantries.

“You can’t be in here,” the man said, a little out of breath. “Not without checking in with me.”

Instead of indulging in the sliver of annoyance worming its way higher up her throat or the even stronger surge of lust urging her forward, she grinned. A small push of magic rose out of her skin in a warm breeze, brushing against him like a caress and ruffling his hair.

Moving his features into the picture of innocence.

“Who are you looking for, miss?” he asked sweetly.

Yeah, that’s more like it. “I need to speak to Detective Kieran Shanahan.”

Much to her disbelief, the spell broke too quickly and the officer laughed in her face. Literally laughed. His fingers tightened on her shoulder, thumb moving in a caressing circle. “I don’t understand why someone like you would want to speak to him.”

She stiffened. “He’s handling my sister’s case,” Illaria said dryly.

“I am so sorry.” The young man reached out to take hold of her hand, rubbing his thumb over her knuckles. “He isn’t exactly the most reliable officer we have. In fact, he’s pretty much the station’s joke. Would you like me to reassign your case? I can do that for you, you know. Anything you need I can happily help with.” His gaze scoured her body, lingering on her curves. “Anything.”

She peeled his fingers off one by one before rubbing her own hand on her side as though to rub germs away. “Listen here, mister. He might be annoying as hell and a huge pain in my ass, but I don’t want to hear you talking about him like that. If anyone is going to say nasty things about Shanahan, it’s going to be me, especially in the face of your own incompetence, you little piss ant.” She leaned forward, allowing her magic to show through her eyes, lighting them from within. To his credit, the officer stood his ground. “And don’t you ever touch me again without my permission.”

She had no time to waste on a testosterone-driven power play. Not today.

“What’s going on here?”

Illaria kicked her glare up a notch when she felt Kieran step up behind her, close enough to recognize the heat of his body.

“This douche thinks he’s going to get my case reassigned to someone else. Apparently, you’re not up to the job,” she said nastily. “Which we may have to discuss because you haven’t been returning my fucking phone calls.”

Kieran took her elbow and led her away without a word, the force of motion jerking her feet off the floor for a moment. She broke her staring match only once when she came close to tripping again. The detective wore a shirt of dark chocolate-brown, jeans, and an air of thinly disguised impatience.

“I wasn’t finished with that conversation,” she informed him. “I still have more to say.”

Kieran groaned. “Leave it alone. He was actually nice about things for once. You should see him on most days. Then again, pretty girls tend to bring the best out in people.”

“Nice? Are you serious?”

“I’m seriously wondering what you’re doing here,” he replied in a tart tone. “You’re supposed to be at home waiting to hear from her. Or me. Waiting in general. Not calling me a million times a day and barging into my workplace.”

Illaria was embarrassed to note her insides tingled, clearly a reaction to the repulsive state of the man’s desk. Definitely not to the way he looked at her. She would rather bite off her own fingers than enjoy the way his eyes held hers, searching.

“I didn’t call you a million times. More like twice, neither one of which you bothered responding to. And I went half out of my mind waiting yesterday. I need to be out there. I need to do something.” She used her hands to gesture, emphasize her point. “You don’t want me going out of my mind, do you? Bad things happen to Fae that go mad.”

He sat behind his desk, bestowing her with a look. One that said he’d anticipated her annoyance and he wasn’t upset by it. He pointed to the empty chair on the other side in a bid for her to sit down. “I don’t have any new information for you. I’ll let you know when I do.”

Illaria eyed the rusty rungs of the metal chair with distaste before slowly lowering herself onto it. “I know you went somewhere yesterday. Do you have a problem telling me things? And here I thought we were friends,” she joked.

“We are not friends.” Kieran shook his head, gaze following a fellow officer pushing a handcuffed werewolf toward the holding pens. “I’m a human cop and you’re a Fae—”

“Art gallery assistant,” she told him.

“Exactly, a Fae art gallery assistant. We have literally nothing in common outside of this case. Thus, we are not friends, and when I have information, then I will fulfill my obligation to share it with you. Until then, our dynamic stays the same.”

He looked tense, she realized. Tense and tired. Illaria slid her fingers beneath her legs to keep from reaching out to smooth his hair away from his forehead. Lack of sleep coupled with crippling anxiety must be making her soft.

“Relationships based on intense experiences never work, I know. Not that I want a relationship. I’m trying to agree with you. I’m exhausted.” She let her head drop to the desk, hair obscuring her vision in a fall of silvery white.

“I’m surprised you actually chose to come here of your own free will. After the last time...”

She waved the remark away and a tiny spark of magic rose from her fingertips with the gesture. “Please don’t bring it up. I don’t want to remember.”

“You don’t want to remember the time you assaulted—”

She lunged across the desk to slap a hand over his mouth before he could finish the sentence. His skin was soft, clean-shaven. “Enough.”

In her bones, in her blood and breath, she was so, so ready to be done with everything.

He watched her sink back down, tracking her every movement. “Why don’t you tell me why you’re really here today,” he said.

“You don’t think I’m here to find out more about my sister?”

“I think there can be multiple reasons. Layers upon layers. Your sister is the surface layer, but I can see that there’s more.” He leaned back, legs crossed at the ankles and the toe of his sneaker scuffing against the side of the desk.

“I’m about the surface pleasures. What you see is what you get,” Illaria insisted.

Kieran tapped out a melody with his toes before shifting again, organizing the files on his desk for something to do. “You know, my older brother had a way of doing things. A way of being and acting to let everyone know he was the one in charge. And when he left for college right before...anyway, he left and I didn’t know what to do with myself. I’d gotten so used to standing in his shadow that without it, I had a difficult time adjusting.”

“Are you trying to say my sister was the one in charge? Get real, Shanahan. You have no clue.”

“I’m merely telling you a story. If it rings true with the relationship you had with your sister, then so be it.”

“Have,” Illaria spat out. “Present tense. And instead of reminding me again, you can focus on the case and finding her. Believe me, I can beat myself up well enough on my own. Just do your job because you know what? I’m tired. And you didn’t even bother to call me back to say you’d found something. You just...left me.” Breath escaped her at the words and a sharp rise of panic seized her when her throat closed. “You left me alone,” she managed. The black abyss inside of her was back, opening up wide to swallow her whole. “I have no one here.”

The sympathy written on his face should have brought answering anger, but instead Illaria realized how alone she truly was, and how much she needed someone to understand. To understand how she felt.

Kieran’s features shifted into impassive. “I can’t make you feel whole, Illaria. I don’t owe you an explanation for what I do on this case, either, and the sooner you understand and stop feeling self-pity, the sooner I can help you find Yelena.”

The ringing in her ears became a roar. “I don’t pity myself.”

“No? Tell me you don’t blame yourself for what happened to Yelena. Do you remind yourself over and over that it was your fault? That if you’d been home you could have helped her?” he persisted. “Let me explain something to you. The sister you knew and the person she showed to the world were completely different. What she did, where she went, it’s on her. Not on you. You need to let go of the blame because it isn’t going to help you. It’s only going to drag you down. Trust me, I understand.” He turned to his computer and clicked out of a box on the screen. “We have our demons.”

The roar ebbed and beneath it, Illaria recognized the too-familiar numbness. The lack of anything constructive. The why of it could go a million ways, but she knew Kieran was right. It would have been nice though to have one person who saw her for who she was without pitying her. She saw it on his face, the understanding and the damn pity she didn’t want.

It just would have been nice, that’s all.

His cell phone rang and Illaria stared at it. “Are you going to get that? I know how you are.”

The sarcasm felt better, more real than any of his layer-peeling had been. The numbness snapped back into the dull recesses of her mind where she could effectively ignore it until the next time it became too much to bear.

Kieran reached for the cell and pressed a button to answer the call. “Shanahan.”

“Detective?” The smoky voice echoed through the phone speaker loud enough for Illaria to hear.

Kieran broke eye contact with Illaria, holding up a finger to stop her from talking before she even said a word. Indeed, her mouth had been open in preparation but she snapped it closed. He turned away to keep the rest of the conversation from her.

She didn’t want to hurt his feelings and reveal that with her greater hearing, turning his back wouldn’t help. She still heard every word.

“I wasn’t entirely honest with you yesterday,” the woman on the other line told Kieran. “And I can’t talk on the phone. Is there somewhere we can meet?”

“Yes, of course. Name the time and place. Are you sure you want to do this?” he asked almost in a whisper.

“Absolutely. Yelena is out there and...yes. I’m sure.”

Yelena? Illaria worked hard to keep her expression neutral and her posture relaxed when everything inside of her rose to attention. The woman on the phone knew something about her sister? Apparently, she’d come to the precinct at the right time.

They agreed on a time and a place to meet—an address Illaria didn’t recognize—and Kieran ended the call with a click.

She leaned back in the chair and tried to pretend like she hadn’t been eavesdropping. “What was that about?”

“Nothing important. I’ve got to head out.” Kieran gripped his jacket and dragged it around his shoulders.

Illaria was on her feet in an instant. “So soon?”

“Yes, it’s important. And no, before you ask, you aren’t coming with me.”

“Why the hell not?” Fat load of good it did, telling her to stay put. She’d only follow behind or argue the point until he became sick of hearing her argue back.

“Because you aren’t exactly the easiest person to deal with. It’s not an insult!” he covered quickly. “It’s a fact.”

“You aren’t an easy person either, I’ll have you know.”

“No, I’m not. I’m following a lead and I’m certain she won’t talk if you’re there. If you want me to get to the bottom of this, then you have to trust me. Wow, déjà vu. I feel like I’ve said this already.”

True, she also knew that they’d had the conversation before. Illaria held her hands up in front of her in a classic whatever gesture. “Fine, be that way. I’m not going to fight with you.”

“That would be a first,” Kieran muttered. He grabbed his car keys from the desk drawer.

“If you think this woman won’t talk with me there, then you’re right. You have to go alone. Do your job,” she said, just to make perfectly clear he understood her.

She needed to act natural if she wanted to follow him without him knowing. The affected tone had to go.

He knew it, too, because he eyed her up and down as though wondering what had gotten into her. “Okay. Well, I’ll let you know if anything comes of it. Just take it easy until then. And try not to make a mess while I’m gone.”

“Make a mess of what?”

“There’s the attitude I love. Go home, Illaria. I’ll escort you out. To make sure you don’t snoop around my desk when I’m gone.”

She followed him out of the building, where Kieran left her at the front door. The sun blinded her when she walked outside. How much time had she let slip by? Kieran stalked toward his car. She waited until he slid into the front seat before moving. A moment to take off and she’d be able to follow him without him ever seeing her. Keeping her back against the station wall, she held her breath for one second, two, peeking around the corner when she didn’t hear a car engine.

Yup, he was parked in the shade, the last spot in the lot with a towering maple tree keeping it in permanent half-shadow.

But she didn’t—

“I see you.”

The bark came out of nowhere, a mouth right next to her ear. Illaria responded with a push of magic, a small tornado forming in her hands and promptly disintegrating when arms came around her midsection and drew her close. She would have screamed bloody murder if she didn’t recognize the scent. “What the hell! Get your hands off me, Shanahan.”

“I told you to stay at home. You shouldn’t be following me.”

“Yeah, well, I need to know what’s going on and I can’t figure it out from my couch, can I?” she snapped in retort.

Kieran groaned before releasing her. “Why are you so infuriating?”

“I can’t help it. This is who I am.”

“It really shows a lack of trust in me. I take offense. A real offense.”

“Take whatever offense you want. I’m sick of you trying to tell me what to do while alternately trying to get me to open up. Do you know how absolutely, disgustingly ridiculous it is? No wonder your coworkers talk shit about you, Shanahan, because you’re insane!”

His frown intensified before he grinned. “Do you need a sandwich? Maybe a granola bar? Because I keep one around for when I feel particularly testy. Having them tends to keep the beast under control, if you get my meaning.”

She raised her light eyes to his. “I just...I need something useful to do.”

The slight tremble in her words must have done something to him, although what came next was not exactly the reaction she expected. With a deep, inarticulate sound, Kieran, looking like a man pushed to the end of his rope, grabbed Illaria by the chin with one hand and the small of her back with the other. One violent jerk pulled her against him.

“What are you doing?” she said, tensing in response.

His slanted his mouth over hers, briefly. “It’s the only way I can get you to shut up.” His grip tightened on her chin and he planted his mouth atop hers. Firmly. Longer this time.

It wasn’t the kind of kiss she’d expected from him. Who was she kidding? She hadn’t expected him to make a move on her in the first place. And she’d been kissed pretty frequently up to this point in time, so she knew this was no sloppy experience. No, this was... Kieran kissed like an expert. With enthusiasm and warmth. Where had the experience come from?

Scratch that. She didn’t really want to know.

The kiss had started slowly enough. Gently enough. It lowered her defenses when his arms tightened around her. He needed to get closer.

A little murmur of frustration did the trick. The scant space between them disappeared when she leaned in toward him, and that’s when the kiss changed. It deepened and became rougher. Harder. More demanding. His tongue parted her lips with purpose. Illaria burned with the sheer heat of him.

She moaned low in her throat, and in a move she’d never anticipated, brought her arms around his neck and used the leverage to draw herself higher, pressing her chest against his. Oh yes, she could learn to love his taste: like one of those expensive chocolate treats you only got once a year, rich and dark. Unexpected for the sweetness.

What the hell was she doing?

Her heart stopped. Sputtered. Started again, but it wasn’t the same as before. Nothing was the same as before.
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Chapter 8
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Kieran

He’d kissed her. Damn it, he’d kissed her and he hadn’t meant to.

His own heart did strange, crazy things beneath his ribs, and he had no idea where his ankles had gone. Kieran took a deep breath and continued to kiss her like his life depended on it, determined to put some serious thought later into tracking down his ankles.

Illaria arched her back. It pleased him to see that her breath had gone uneven. Perfect. It meant he’d gotten to her the same way she’d gotten to him, even though he hadn’t regarded this as a likely occurrence. Hadn’t wanted anything like this, either, and would have been happy to push away the desire under the guise of dislike.

Who was he kidding?

He shoved her coat and shirt roughly away from her shoulders and started nibbling his way down her neck.

The logical part of his brain screamed at him to let her go. The two of them could never be together, not in any meaningful capacity. Yet he found he liked the idea of continuing, of giving her a bite. Or two. Her skin beckoned him and instead of giving in to the voice telling him to stop, he sank his teeth down. Illaria shook against him, her body stiffening, and before he knew it, she’d grabbed his head and brought her lips to his. She kissed him hungrily, rubbing herself against him.

His fingers dug into her skin when he dragged her closer.

Brain turned off, his baser instincts kicked into gear. He would have taken her right there against the wall if she hadn’t groaned, pushing against his chest. With some reluctance, he released her, easing away but still keeping his hands on her hips.

“That was...” She shook her head and he was pleased to see her cheeks turned a bright candy-apple red. “You were...”

His lips twisted in a smile, pulsing with energy. “Amazing? Brilliant?”

“Completely out of line.”

And there went the rest of his good mood. He released her quickly enough that he would have lost his balance had the wall not been at his back. “Um, not the answer I was expecting, I’ll be honest.”

It burned a hole through him in a very different way. He reached up to rub the sore spot in his chest, watching the way her eyes darted away to land on...well, anything but him.

“I’m sorry, it’s...it’s not a good time. It’s not that you were bad—”

“Well, thanks a lot for the compliment,” he said dryly.

“I need to focus on finding my sister. I don’t have time to get messed up in...in...whatever this could be.”

He latched onto her last two words. Could be. It was a possibility of hope in a way he knew she hadn’t meant intentionally. Which meant she’d said it in an unconscious manner. Even better, because now he had an in.

Kieran shook his head hard enough to have an ache echoing in his temples and pushed away from the building. He didn’t want an in, so what the hell was he doing?

Making a big mistake, that vicious voice in his head repeated for the millionth time. His life had been a series of big mistakes and tiny triumphs.

The illogical part of him wanted to believe this would be the latter instead of the former.

His gut told him a different story entirely. Still, he sparked with hope. Ugh, why couldn’t his gift work now. Here. With her.

He ran his hands through his hair and mussed the strands until they stood on end, stomach churning in a way that had nothing to do with hunger or normal lust and everything to do with magic.

“All distractions aside,” he told her on an exhale, “I need you to go home while I talk to my source. She won’t be cooperative if she sees you. If you want me to have a fighting chance of finding your sister, then you need to trust me. I shouldn’t have to keep telling you.”

Illaria had her hands deep in her pockets, gaze far away in thought. She dropped her chin to her chest. “What if I promise to stay out of sight? Please.”

The rest of his energy channeled toward his fists, in desperate need of release. Kieran turned to the wall and let his hands fall against the brick. Not hard enough to break his knuckles. Just enough to get the last of his lust-turned-aggression out of his body.

“Why is this hard for you to understand? You keep stepping in my way, refusing to do what I say. You have no respect for me. You have no respect for the process, the law.”

“You’re right on one count. I don’t have any respect for the law. Which is why I insist on being present each step of the way. Police lie. Men lie.”

“I see what you think of me.” He brought his throbbing hand to his waist and the comforting weight of his police badge.

He jerked when Illaria touched his shoulder. “It isn’t you, Kieran. Okay?”

“Maybe you need to let go of control a little bit. I’m not saying your uptight nature is a bad thing, or your need to preside over every little detail. But for God’s sake, Illaria, you’re making my job ten times harder with your presence.” He gave a quick thought to the rapidly retreating hardness imprisoned inside his pants.

“Have you ever thought about what help I could be instead of hindrance?” she asked, stepping closer. “I have magic. I won’t be a liability to you.”

“Let’s agree to disagree.”

“What a cop-out...”

“Will you actually stay in the car this time if I let you come with me?” Jesus, was he really giving in to her whims?

Her fingers tightened on his arm. “You know?”

About her sneaking around to eavesdrop on his conversation with Daniel? “Sure. I could smell you.” He shook his head on a chuckle although his frown intensified. “I promise to give you the full report once I’m done with this interview. But I know for a fact she won’t tell me anything if you’re there. Especially not if you’re threatening to decapitate everyone.”

Illaria dropped her head in acknowledgment to his claims. “Fine. But please say I can come with you. I can’t go home and sit in that empty house surrounded by memories. Not if...”

She didn’t have to finish the sentence for Kieran to know how it ended. Not if something had truly happened to Yelena. Then the memories would be all Illaria had left.

“What kind of magic do you have?” he asked. “The kind to, say, enchant an object into a tiny listening device? I know you can control the air to some extent, and I’ve seen your wings.”

Her ears perked up and a new light entered her stormy gray eyes. “I’ve never tried it before. That’s more of a witch’s thing than something a Fae would do.”

“It’s okay if you can’t. I know something better.”

Leaving her outside and trusting—hoping—she would stay put, Kieran made his way back into the station for the mics they used on undercover investigations. He taped one to his own chest and, when he made his way back outside, got Illaria set up with the listening device.

He looped the earphones around her head. “With this, you’ll be able to hear every word I say. Unless, of course, my source has some kind of supernatural sense that allows her to pick up on the frequencies.” She shouldn’t, he mused, being a fire elemental. Although she could very well clock him for deceit. “Then you might have to come to my rescue. Are you willing to save the rear of a thirty-year-old detective you despise if I get into trouble on your behalf?”

Her laughter skittered along his spine in a most pleasant way. The tingle stopped at the nape of his neck and Kieran was surprised to see the small hairs on his arms stood on end.

“I can kick a little ass if I’m pressed,” Illaria finally agreed.

“Oh, I know you can! I’ve read your file, remember?”

He’d meant the statement in jest. And hated the way the spark of hope in her eyes extinguished. “Yeah, of course.”

She kept her head ducked down in the backseat of his car as he approached Claw for the second time. It looked no better now than it had when he left. He hadn’t expected it to.

“Stay down,” he muttered from the corner of his mouth. “Don’t let her see you.”

“I know what to do” came the Fae’s hissed response. Along with the silent demand for him to do his share. To get the information they needed for the next step of the investigation.

He shouldn’t have given in to her demands. He should have stayed strong even when his lips still throbbed from their kiss and he remembered the way she tasted. Magic and moonlight. Sweetness and surrender. Ugh, he would give anything to have one more taste of her.

No, those thoughts would have to wait.

Showtime.

Kieran stepped out of the car and again wished he’d remembered to change his shoes. The laces of his sneakers pressed down on him and ached with each step.

Shula waited for him inside with, supposedly, new information for him. The tape from the microphone tugged at his chest hair. He hoped to find something new on this scouting mission because otherwise he’d have to deal with a pissed-off Fae currently crouched and hiding in his car, telling him what a colossal waste of time this had been.

He’d rather face a firing squad.

Kieran pulled at the door handle and stepped into the darkness. A small light drew him closer to the bar, where a familiar head stared at him. Her hair had been done in two side poufs just above her ears, golden chains weaving throughout to draw attention to her dusky features.

“I wasn’t sure you’d show up.” Her voice, low and rich, echoed off the bar rafters.

“Yeah, well, some things came up at work but I made it here as soon as possible.” He kept his hands behind his back to keep from fiddling with the rather itchy tape on his chest. Hopefully, Illaria would be able to hear the conversation without any of the static, so he could act naturally enough to not tip off the fire spirit in front of him.

Shula looked like she’d rather be anywhere else. Even stuck in a dentist’s chair. She compulsively scrubbed at a spot on the dirty countertop. A spot Kieran would bet money didn’t exist.

“I wasn’t entirely honest with you earlier,” she stated hesitantly.

“I had a feeling. Especially when you called me again saying you wanted to talk. I’m glad you reached out to me.”

“My conscience wouldn’t let me get away with the lies. Yelena was my friend.”

Kieran snagged the one word in her sentence that gave him pause. “Was?”

Shula finally raised her gaze to his and he noticed the red rims around her eyes. They didn’t stand out significantly against her cinnamon skin, but he noticed them nonetheless. Having never interacted with a fire elemental before, he didn’t want to assume they were a natural part of her anatomy. Especially since they were remarkably similar in appearance to when an old female friend from his childhood had broken up with her boyfriend and spent the entire night crying.

“Shula,” Kieran said cajolingly when he sensed she was holding back, “you need to tell me so we can find Yelena. You used past tense when describing her. Please explain to me why you switched. The last time we spoke, you said she’d gone off but you weren’t sure where.”

Her breath hitched. “I said that because I haven’t seen her. She never goes for more than a day without talking to me. She’s always on her damn phone.”

“But you have no concrete evidence that she is...” He swallowed his words and hoped Illaria didn’t freak out. “No longer among the living?”

He swore the microphone vibrated. Surely it wasn’t reacting to a certain fairy screaming her head off?

Shula rubbed at her eyes. “No, I have no evidence.”

“So please, tell me what happened.” Kieran sat down at the bar and crossed one leg over the opposite knee. Leaning his elbows on the scarred surface, he fumbled trying to get his notebook out of his pocket without moving too much. Every time he moved, the damn tape tore at his chest hair. “I can’t help her without you. She needs you. She has a family worried about her, and anything you tell me today will help me find Yelena that much faster. Please.”

Sensing the situation, Kieran reached over and took hold of Shula’s hand, stilling her manic movement. The touch brought sensations of her life. He felt them deep inside, the knowledge accompanied by a strange burning feeling. Not altogether uncomfortable. More like holding his hand too close to a candle. It started slow, a mild heat, until the longer he held, the more his nerves began to scream.

I should have stopped her.

The words were inside his head in soft dulcet tones. He got the distinct impression of guilt and a hint of frustration, more than a little regret, and he released his hold to break the contact.

It took work to keep his face unemotional and expressionless, to school it to something akin to mild curiosity. Nothing to give away his investment. Or his new knowledge.

“Yelena thought there was more to life than this,” Shula began. She worried her lip before sucking in a breath through her teeth. Her fingernails, still that electric red, beat out a tune on the bar top to release her nervous energy. “More than just her everyday routine. She wanted more for herself. She felt trapped.”

“Trapped by what?”

“By her job. Her routine. This place.”

“Hedgehill Marsh? It’s the one place where she can be herself in plain sight with no one the wiser.” Kieran would never understand. The Marsh was special, the only place of its kind on earth. A town outside of time, where monsters and creatures otherwise forced into the shadows could step forward into the light. To embrace their natures without risking exposure. The magic affected anyone who stepped over the town line, winding through veins and blood and sinew to impact their sight. Their knowing.

The magical became mundane in the eyes of the tourists. The abnormal, normal.

Why would a Fae be discontented in such a place?

“Yeah, but it wasn’t her home. She and Illaria, they’re trapped here. Not like the rest of us,” Shula insisted. “We choose to stay because it’s better here than hiding. Do you know where I came from before I found the Marsh?” Her eyes followed Kieran’s as he shook his head. “I burned down my apartment building in New York City. Before that, Chicago. I was working my way across the continent, hoping to get to Canada, hoping the temperatures there would somehow help me when I couldn’t control myself. Yelena, she has a real home out there. Parents on the other side that they can’t get to.”

He made a note on the pages. They had their issues, he knew. With Illaria he knew the abandonment made her angry, more prone to acting out. Yelena must have processed things differently, acted out in different ways. No one better than the other.

“How did they get trapped?”

“I’m not sure on the specifics. Yelena didn’t really talk about it much. I think it hurt her that the gate slammed closed on them. It would hurt me.” Shula gave a half shrug.

“Okay, that’s fine.” He was getting off topic anyway. “Tell me where Yelena went when she left here. You know, don’t you.” It wasn’t a question.

Slowly, Shula nodded. “I have a feeling. She never gave me specifics, and the more I think about it, the more I think she wanted to keep me from finding out. But I know she went underground. Some place that isn’t spoken about in polite society.”

The way she gestured around the room gave Kieran the distinct impression that wherever Yelena went it was way worse than Claw. Hard to imagine, surely. At once he recognized the risk Shula took in telling him. As an officer of the law, he had a good chance of making a bust that would get not only her but the rest of her clients in trouble. She must have really felt strongly about Yelena to give up the information now.

“Do you have the address?” he asked.

“I didn’t go with her,” Shula said, scribbling a note when he handed her the pen. “She didn’t ask me, probably because she knew I would say no. She went alone and...she never came back.”

Kieran grabbed the pad, stuffing it back in his pocket and thanking her for the information and her willingness to cooperate. Another lead, another building block in his case. Clearly, Shula had nothing else to say. The woman hadn’t seen her friend since the night she disappeared. He knew it to be true from the vibes rolling off of her. With nothing else forthcoming from her, he stood from the seat and winced when the tape pulled again.

“Thank you. I know it took a lot for you to come forward.”

Shula stared at him as he walked out. Kieran paused at the door, one arm outstretched. The question burned in his mind and he knew if he didn’t ask, he would think about it again and again. Wondering.

“Did she say why she went?” he finally asked, raising his voice to be heard.

“She said...” Shula began, then stopped. It took a moment of silence before she finally said, “She wanted to wake up.”
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Chapter 9
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Illaria

Illaria ripped the headphones off her ears and bolted out of the car. She heard the fire spirit’s voice echoing through her mind.

She wanted to wake up. She wanted to wake up.

Oh, Yelena.

Illaria would have been there with her sister, to listen to her concerns and try to find a way to act, if only she’d known.

She gulped down air and yet her lungs closed up.

Leaving the car door open behind her, she bolted down the street with her chest seizing. She needed to get away. To feel something when her insides were frozen. Her feet pounded the pavement. A burning sensation shot down her back to her hips and she realized only after a few moments of agony that her wings wouldn’t open.

They wouldn’t open!

She laughed, a wild and horrible sound, and ran until she came to the center square. People milled around her, stopping to stare when she burst around a park bench. Her feet ached and her legs cramped, words trapped and clogging her throat. The rage, the sorrow seeped out of her pores and she couldn’t get hold of her emotions.

Something. She needed something to bring her back to life. Her sister was gone. Disappeared underground.

She wanted to wake up.

Yelena wanted to wake up.

Illaria wanted the same thing, to feel something more than nothing and numbness and the loneliness creeping closer to her heart. What lengths had Yelena gone to in order to accomplish her goal?

Whatever determination, whatever rage, whatever anything Illaria had felt upon hearing about her sister ebbed away, devoured by the oblivion that plagued her from the inside out.

Illaria didn’t see, didn’t hear the world around her, only the voice in her head. A group of college students were clustered near the coffee shop and she strode forward. Not seeing. Grabbing the closest one with a push of her magic before drawing his head down to hers. Their lips met in a clash of heat but it wasn’t enough. It wasn’t enough to thaw her.

The young man’s arms came around her waist and drew her closer amidst catcalls from his companions. They became white noise in the distance. Untethered, she slipped her tongue into his mouth, her lips massaging his although she didn’t need to coax a response. It came readily.

She was decidedly confused when a large hand fell on her shoulder and roughly pulled the two of them apart. Eyes veiled, she gazed at the fellow she’d been kissing, not seeing him.

“Illaria, what the hell do you think you’re doing?”

Her vision blurred until the world became a swirl of colors and sensations. None of it enough to get her warm. Kieran did his best to separate them and space became tangible at last.

She swept out an arm, willed a wave of vicious and wounding wind to spin out of her in an attack intended to get him away from her.

Nothing came.

“Move along, gentlemen,” Kieran continued in his professional voice. “Sorry for any disturbance. She’s a little mentally unhinged. Sorry. Hell no you can’t have her number! What is the matter with you? Get lost!”

Illaria opened her mouth to protest but she was swept up into strong arms, her head pressed to a muscled chest. She inhaled the scent, the familiar combination of citrus and musk. Kieran had come for her. He’d found her.

Her eyes burned but she was no closer to feeling normal. Shivering, she burrowed closer, curling the soft edges of his corduroy jacket in her hands. She let the moisture seep from her eyes and slide down her cheeks.

Yelena had run off on a fool’s hope instead of talking to her about any concerns or anxieties. They could have worked through this together. Instead...

“Easy there, woman. You gave me quite the scare. You ran off and left my car keys in the ignition. Plus, I didn’t know where you were.”

Her teeth chattered. “How did you find me?”

“I followed the sounds of chaos. You ran pretty far. I had to get in the car and listen to police chatter. Did you really knock over a park bench?”

She had no idea, but tried to joke about it anyway. “You know me. I’m stronger than I look.”

Kieran had brought them back to the car and surprised Illaria by opening the back door. He deposited her on the seat then slid in beside her and shut the door.

“You still cold?”

She could only nod, shocked further when he drew the ends of his coat around her. His hand ran up and down her arm to try and instill a little of his warmth.

Waiting for the rest of his lecture to begin, Illaria blinked, staring at him. Surprised when she saw a rip in his shirt, the skin underneath covered in an angry welt.

Her wind. Had it come after all? She’d done that to him, tore through his shirt and hurt him. She was abashed in an instant, trying to decide how to begin to apologize to him. Apologize for what she’d done to him when she hadn’t been thinking.

It must have really hurt, and yet he’d taken her attack and gotten her out anyway, while she’d let her senses overwhelm her.

“I’m sorry, Kieran,” she began. “Kissing that guy—”

He held up a hand to stop her. “There’s no need to apologize to me. I understand why you did it and I know it wasn’t personal. You’re worried about your sister.”

At least she’d said the words, gotten them out, probably the best she could ever do. She nodded, and he took that as an invitation to continue.

“Tell me what happened with you and why you decided to run off,” he said gently.

There was too much to say. Too many emotions at war within her. She wanted to censor what she told Kieran but ended up pouring everything out.

“How could she do it? How could she run away like this? Trapped...she feels trapped? Does she not understand that I feel the same fucking way? Why didn’t she talk to me?”

The questions jumbled together, her tongue tying itself in knots, and instead of stopping under the swell of embarrassment, she went on, using her hands to gesture in the air and make her point.

“She isn’t the only one who feels like there is more to life than this. But she wasn’t alone. I was here, and I wasn’t enough...” Her voice broke.

“You can talk to me. I’m here to listen.”

She gave Kieran a sidelong look. “Don’t use your police voice on me,” she warned. “I’m not one of your civilians who needs to be talked off a ledge.”

“I’m not using a voice on you.” His eyes widened when she snorted. “I’m leaving the door open so you feel free to walk through it. Tell me how you feel. I’m listening.”

Illaria took a deep breath filled with citrus and musk, the combination unique to Kieran and one she knew she would never experience again once he left. Make no mistake, they left. All of them. Even Yelena.

“I feel...out of control,” she admitted, staring at her hands. “Like nothing in my life makes sense. When the gate slammed closed between Earth and Fairy, my sister and I were on the wrong side. And there was nothing we could do about it.”

“Kissing that man—?”

“Helped me feel something besides the damn anger I can’t get rid of!” She shifted away from him, pushing the heavy weight of hair away from her face. “I’m not sure why I’m talking to you about this. I don’t even like you.”

“Well, better to tell me than attack random strangers on the street.”

Clearing her throat, she maneuvered away until she sat next to the far door, both of them facing forward. “I’m sorry for dumping this on you.”

“I have a feeling we’ve barely scratched the tip of the iceberg,” Kieran admitted. She shot him a sideways glance and she could tell by his face he’d tried to inject a measure of levity into the remark.

Then she responded with a small grin, her lips still throbbing from her kiss with the stranger. Or was it from her earlier kiss with Kieran? Jeez, she really needed to learn to control her impulses. One of these days they were going to get her into trouble.

“What do we do now?” she asked.

Kieran inhaled through his teeth and leaned back in the seat, stretching his arms behind him until his fingers grazed the rear window. “Now, we follow through on this lead.”

She nudged him with her elbow. “You said we. You’ve stopped trying to exclude me because you finally realized my value?”

“Not at all. I simply can’t have you accosting tourists, and I’ve learned you can’t be trusted to be left alone. Which leaves me with two choices: one, I can lock you into a motel room with several armed guards who I’m sure you can incapacitate. Or sleep with, which is a risk I can’t take as an officer of the law. Or two, I go against protocol and whatever reservations I have and take you with me. Now, which one of these makes more sense?”

He’d finally come around. And it took kissing a stranger. She fought to keep the flush from showing and reached out her hand instead. “Partners. I like the sound of that.”

“Not partners. Cop and civilian. We do this by my rules because I refuse to let you get hurt. Do you understand?” he persisted.

“Perfectly. What is our next step?”
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Illaria stretched the material of her skirt lower, hating the way it flirted just inches below her crotch. Normally she enjoyed the process of getting ready and painting her face, doing her hair just right, and finding the perfect outfit to display her assets. Now, with the spandex hugging her and leaving nothing to the imagination...

“I look ridiculous.”

The mirror reflected a hussy. Or as close to a hussy as a Fae could get. Aided by stiletto heels that seemed taller than the Empire State Building, the red dress hugged her curves in a way that showed every curve, every crevice. Good thing she stayed on the petite side no matter what she ate, and Kieran had made sure to provide her with a good meal before their stakeout.

He’d brought them to a safe house close to the police station, one with nondescript beige carpet and rental furniture couch and bed. It gave them a place to prepare away from the prying eyes of the captain, who—Kieran assured her—would not take kindly to Illaria coming on this undercover operation. This was strictly off the books if anyone were to ask.

It didn’t matter what anyone else thought. She was glad to be of help. And she knew wherever they went, a couple would be less conspicuous than a single male who positively screamed law enforcement.

But she kept that opinion to herself.

He still hadn’t told her where they were going, besides warning her to keep her eyes open and be on guard. Then assuring her he would not let her out of his sight no matter the circumstances.

“Where did you get these clothes, anyway?” she wanted to know.

“Lost and found. It seemed the best option at the time.”

Ugh, gross. “I think you mean worst option.”

Kieran stepped up next to her, looking equally ridiculous. They could have graced a poster for a dance club from the eighties. His pants, electric-blue leather with laces up the sides, showed off a rounded posterior she tried desperately not to stare at, and the black mesh tank top gave her a front-row seat to chest muscles she must have missed during her initial assessment. He rounded off the look with a black jacket, faux fur around the neck and sleeves.

She tilted her head back and laughed. “You are going to freeze in that getup! Look, your nipples are already hard.”

Giving one a tweak, her laughter skyrocketed when he jumped away, staring at her like she’d just told him she had a lizard tail hidden under her dress.

It was a far cry from the button-up cop she’d seen until now.

“Yeah, well, the police station doesn’t exactly have the kind of undercover gear we need for this operation,” Kieran told her with a pained expression, rubbing his chest. “I did the best I could. If I have to freeze then I’ll handle it like a big boy.”

“I just can’t believe someone actually wore these clothes on purpose. No wonder they ended up in the lost and found. Dumped intentionally, I’m sure.”

Illaria turned her attention to the mirror again and couldn’t help tugging down her hem. Without a garter belt, she’d be doing it for the rest of the night.

“Since we didn’t have much time to put this together, we adapt. I can only hope we blend in.”

“You said underground club.” It was the only piece of info he’d let slip. “I’m sure it will be dark enough that no one will stare at you. Unless your nipples keep popping out.”

Kieran crossed his arms over his chest. “You leave them out of this.”

She could see the little bare spot where the microphone tape had torn off a patch of his chest hair. Luckily, the jacket he had squeezed himself into hid part of it from view.

The club didn’t have a name, he told her on their way out the door. Only an address for the entrance, one they couldn’t find on any map. When the time came to roll out, she was surprised at the butterflies winging their way through her lower intestines. She had no reason to be nervous, not with Kieran’s concealed weapon tucked into his pants. His hand, strong and steady, reached across the space to link with hers in solidarity. Out of his comfort zone, too.

They took Illaria’s car because one look at Kieran’s assured the waiting public of his profession. No one would suspect them in her beat-up dinger, one she rarely had occasion to use. It sat in the garage for cold days when she didn’t want to be out in the elements. Or when she needed something the town could not provide.

“Get ready for this,” Kieran warned. “We don’t know what to expect.”

“And if this place is the big bad, then why haven’t the cops stormed the place before?” Illaria pushed.

He adjusted the set of his jacket in an attempt to hide his nipples. “We haven’t had the actual location until now. For some reason, whenever we had a tip called in, we were unable to get an address.”

“Sounds like hoodoo to me.”

“Hoodoo or not, I want you to be careful. There could be a whole lot of shit going on and I’m not going to call in backup unless we’re absolutely screwed.”

“I can handle my own, don’t you worry. Just don’t give away our covers. Act natural.”

“I like that you’re worried about me.”

His voice held a smile. Worried about him? No. Worried about whatever might happen to her or her sister if he gave away their real intentions? Yes.

She followed the directions on his GPS until they drove straight into the woods surrounding the town and the little voice went haywire. The satellites must be crossing paths or something. They lost the signal with five minutes to spare and spent the rest of the time crawling along the road slower than a blue-haired retiree on a Florida highway.

Even talking became taxing. Which made Kieran a less than perfect companion. He refused to quiet down, insisting on conversation.

Twilight fell as the road brought them through a dense forest that spread into and over the mountains, the trees turning from cypress to oak, from narrow to tall and proud, full of thickets and scattered mossy boulders. Even in the growing dark, the forest seemed to be breathing. The warm air hummed, leaving a metallic taste coating her tongue. Far behind them, thunder grumbled.

“Are you sure we’re going in the right direction?” Her fingers gripped the steering wheel until a frigid breeze caressed her legs and she had to, for the umpteenth time, peel her dress lower to cover herself.

Kieran slapped at the screen of his cell phone and growled, “No, I have no idea where we are going. How many times do I need to tell you? You’re the magical one here! Can’t you snap your fingers and get us there faster? Give it a little push?”

“Do I look like I belong on the damn Starship Enterprise?” she responded. “I can’t snap my fingers and go anywhere, thank you very much. And my magic is a little iffy since my connection to the source got cut off. I can fly, I can do a little air magic, and I can look like a million bucks. That about covers the extent of my abilities. What can you do?”

“I can read people and know things about them.” Just as she opened her mouth to ask him about that, he pointed. “Turn left here.”

“How do you know?”

“Just turn!”

“Fine. Jackass.”

She jerked the wheel hard to the left and turned down a dirt road. The tires bounced along the gravel and over bumps and potholes. Around them, the woods were a never-ending sea of darkness, with yellow eyes staring out at them as they passed. “You better be right about this, Mr. I-See-and-Know-Things.”

Illaria wondered what he meant. He could read people? Could he read her?

The car bumped along. If this kept up, she’d need to take it straight to the auto shop for an alignment. In the distance, she could make out the bobbing of a light on a pole. It had gotten windy and the breeze pushed the car back and forth. Not her doing.

Either they were on the right road or they were about to get attacked by a maniac wearing a mask. She had a feeling the evening could go either way.

She pulled to a stop beside several other cars haphazardly parked in a clearing, dead grass crunching beneath the tires. Ahead of her stood an old building with bars over the windows. The door, marked by a sign warning the general public to keep out, looked like it hadn’t been opened in years. Where had the owners of the cars gone?

The building must have been a personal residence at some point. A little one-story ranch, the front porch sagged and the shutters were crumbling under the elements. Tall pines rose toward the cloudy sky overhead and shook in the stormy wind.

Illaria shut off the car, the howling of the wind through the trees filling the silence. Her dress left no room for the keys, and she’d left her purse at home. Kieran took the keys from her and pocketed them in his jacket without a second thought. Almost as though he’d read her mind?

No, impossible!

“You follow my lead,” he reminded her.

She glanced over, noting the intentional darkening beneath his eyes. Club denizen out of New York City—that must be what he’d gone for because she could swear he’d used eyeliner on himself. “What’s our story?” she asked.

“Excuse me?”

“Us, numbnuts. Tell me about our relationship.”

“We’ve been going out for a year,” he said, stowing his weapon near his lower back. Safety on. “Decided we wanted to spice it up because things just aren’t what they used to be. A mutual friend told us about this place.”

“Do we need to come up with a code name for said friend?”

“No, the fewer details we give, the better.”

They exited the car in unison and goose bumps immediately rose on her skin. She’d left her jacket, knowing it wouldn’t jibe with the rest of her outfit. A small push blocked the worst of the wind from her and cocooned her in warm air.

Kieran crossed around the front, taking her hand. “Come on, dear.”

She shot him a toothy smile and tried not to let her jaws chatter together. “Whatever you say, babe. Lead the way.”

She had to admit his hand felt good dwarfing hers, the roughness of his fingers sliding across the back of her hand. Kieran dragged her across the lot and she struggled to keep up with him, her heels somehow finding the little hidden dips and valleys in the ground.

“There has to be a back entrance somewhere...” He scanned the area, head twisting. The wind brought his hair across his face and Illaria’s mouth went dry.

“Maybe a basement?” she offered.

“Ooh! Good idea.”

He dragged her around the back of the shack, uncaring when she stumbled on loose gravel. She hesitated to call the place a house, although surely it had once been a beloved home. Remnants remained, decaying window boxes and a cracked front stoop.

In luck, they came across a storm cellar in the backyard, with new wooden hinges blocking the way. The gateway to the club. The gateway to Hell, more like, if the vast empty space she sensed below them was any indication.

“Are you sure you want to do this?”

She lifted her nose in the air and tossed her hair over her shoulder with her free hand. Ignoring the way her gut dipped and swirled like a surfer on a wave. “I’m not the one you need to convince, sugar lips. You’re human and you are going to stand out like a flying purple people-eater. Are you prepared for the attention?”

“I’ve been dealing with attention all my life. At this point, I’m used to it.” He linked his fingers through hers and couldn’t resist raising them to his lips for a brief kiss.

“Why are you looking at me like that? Like you want to—” —eat me.

“I think,” Kieran answered, locking eyes with hers, “and I might be completely wrong on this, but I think that you want me just as badly as I want you.”

She turned her head to the side, keeping her nose raised high in the perfect study of dismissal. “Then you’d be wrong. I have nothing more to say to you.”

Still, her lungs fought for air when Kieran stepped closer. Let his hand fall on her shoulder. “Are you sure?”

She whirled around and slapped his hand away, breaking the contact. Even if she weren’t sure, now was not the time.

Leaning forward, Kieran captured her gaze a second time, and Illaria tried to read him. To figure out what the hell he was thinking at that moment.

The only thing she read? Desire. Lust. Need.

And knew without a shadow of a doubt he wanted to kiss her again.

Would she stop him? No. Should she? Absolutely.

She thought about what she’d been taught, about why fairies and humans shouldn’t mix. But Kieran took his time in lowering his head, his gaze locked with hers. Watching her.

Her heart flipped before she had enough time to consider her visceral reaction to him, the heat pooling low in her abdomen and the throb between her legs.

Damn him.

His arms tightened around her and he crushed her to his chest and dropped his head, closing the distance between them and fastening his mouth on hers.

She remembered why humans and fairies should not mix. But she didn’t care.

His tongue swept inside her mouth and time stopped. The rest of the world, along with their fucked-up situation, dropped away until nothing remained except Kieran. He tasted of wild things, not altogether human.

His mouth was creating an addiction inside of her. Firm, certain lips teased her to new heights, had her craving more.

Then he broke off on an oath. “Don’t do anything stupid.”

Still, his eyes lingered on her. She chuckled. Illaria one, Kieran zero.

She nodded, absorbing his heat when he dropped his forehead briefly to hers, and then followed him when he opened the storm door and trotted down the cement steps. They passed through some sort of magic barrier, the ward woven between the walls of cement nipping at her skin as they passed through and causing a mild nausea to wash over her.

Smoke-scented darkness enveloped them as they continued down, down, down, until their feet hit smooth level rock. The air was dank and full of mold and mildew. Although she’d half expected the air to be cold, the atmosphere warmed the more they walked until the heat caressed her. Better, much better.

Dim light ahead signaled they’d finally arrived. Music boomed. Bodies shuffled. She cursed her lack of magic when she suddenly lost hold of Kieran’s hand and couldn’t spot him in the crowd. Feeling oddly empty, she moved toward the bar in the back of the space and held up a hand for a shot, dragging cash out of her cleavage to pay.

“Haven’t seen you around here before.”

“Underground supernatural bars aren’t exactly my thing. I’m trying something new.” She turned to face the stranger, noting the fangs slipping out from between his teeth. Some kind of shifter, perhaps. The smell of wet animal clung to him like a second skin.

“Can I buy you a drink?” the stranger asked, scouring her with his eyes. On any other night, she might have taken him up on his unspoken offer. He’d take her home, show her pleasure if she let him.

Not tonight.

Illaria sent a smile and some bills toward the bartender when he slid a shot her way. “I’m good, thank you,” she replied to the shifter. “I’ve got this.”

She kept her back to the bar, twisting around to survey the room and knowing the shifter remained at her side, staring.

She stood out, branded as a freak. Completely out of her element.

Why would her sister come to a place like this? It reeked of body odor and piss, and the patrons were dirtier. Monsters, more like. These were beasts who would stand out even with Hedgehill’s magic. Some lumbered around the perimeter of the room, hunched over in the shadows. Some surrendered to the wild beat of the blaring music, moving trance-like in the middle space.

She slugged back the shot, watered down and cheap.

Had she thought it a storm cellar? More like an underground bunker. One exterior brick wall had been half demolished, extending the space into the earth. Who knew how many miles of tunnels were out there, hiding every manner of sin.

No, Yelena’s friend was a liar. Must be. Her sister would never come here, no matter how stressed she felt. No matter how displeased with her life or in need of some kind of action or adventure.

Illaria racked up shots until a nice burn warmed her from the inside. She fended off several more attempts at flirting, refused multiple drinks when she didn’t know where they came from. Enough time passed for Kieran to search the room, to make the rounds and discretely ask multiple patrons if they’d seen her sister. She let him do his job, knowing he would get the answers they needed. Funny how things had shifted. In the span of a day she went from thinking him the scourge of the earth to an almost competent human being.

She glanced at her wrist and realized she hadn’t worn her watch. Her feet were killing her and Kieran had slipped out of sight. Time to go.

Illaria replaced her last shot glass, shooting the bartender a grateful smile before making her way to the exit. She’d wait in the car until Kieran came out.

A pale white hand shot out of the darkness and grabbed her wrist. Judging from the cool temperature, she’d guess vampire. Her suspicions were confirmed when she recognized the intensity of his magic thrall.

“Hey there, beautiful.”

“Sorry,” she said, giving him a scowl. “I’m not interested.”

“Do you want to wake up?”

Illaria froze. Unable to move even if she’d wanted to. Her feet had grown roots and her knees locked. Blood raced to her head. “What did you say?”

“I asked if you wanted to wake up, fairy. Your sister certainly did.” The vampire leaned in and took a deep inhale, his nose close to the nape of her neck. Drawing her scent into his body. He shuddered, icy blond hair brushing against her exposed shoulders.

Her gaze hardened. “How do you know my sister?”

The vampire took a step closer and brought his lips to her ear. “You smell almost identical. I never forget a scent. Now, I repeat. Do you want to wake up?”

“I have no idea what you mean. Explain it to me,” she demanded, warring against the urge to break his grip, to call her power and send him spiraling away in a tornado. The familiar urge stirred inside of her but when she reached for her magic, for the everlasting well inside of her, she found nothing.

Jesus, not again.

Her shoulders shook and the burn inside of her turned venomous and sour. If she’d had time, she might have thrown a temper tantrum, tossing bar stools against the panic of losing access to her magic, the questions arising in its wake, and the cold-blooded, double-fanged wonder boy telling her she smelled like her sister.

“How about I show you?” the vamp continued, light glinting off the tips of his fangs.

It was a bad idea, she knew. Then again, her heart gave a thud and she realized she would do whatever it took to find Yelena. Illaria found herself nodding, ignoring the way the vampire leered at her as he dragged her from the room. His grip chilled her to the bone and she tried not to stumble when he tugged at her.

This was different, so different from Kieran’s touch. Which instantly dropped the lower half of her face into an epic scowl.

Part of her prepared to dig her heels into the ground and refuse to go any farther. Her heart gave another thud, painfully this time, and she thought of her sister. The last time she’d seen Yelena’s smiling face. The dinner Illaria had been late for because she’d been too busy with whatever flavor of the night whose name she hadn’t bothered to get. Too busy dealing with her own fucked-up psyche to think about how her sister might be faring.

She needed to be strong for Yelena. Hell yes, she could do this.

Ignoring the raging typhoon of questions in the wake of her lack of magic, she forced one foot in front of the other, stepping over the two rows of stone left over from the hole in the wall where someone, or something, had burst through. They moved through the crowd together, past the throng of dancers and drinkers and partiers enjoying the dark.

“Over here.”

The vampire turned a corner, pressing his hand to the wall and willing the dirt aside. The wall rippled to reveal a small room with a single wooden chair in the center.

He pushed her inside, watching her stumble. “Sit. I need to strap you down.”

Illaria’s breath caught in her throat. Had her sister been here, strapped to the same chair? Had she been excited? Scared? “Why do you need to strap me down?”

“Sit!”

The command in his voice startled her. That little... “Your kind of manipulation isn’t going to work on me. I’m not one of those humans you can enthrall with your powers.” She puffed out her chest, eyebrows raised. “You might want to rethink how you talk to me.”

Instead of being intimidated, the creature laughed. He might have even been good-looking if she hadn’t seen past the pretense he showed to the rest of the world. The world saw a middle-aged silver fox with attractive streaks in his hair and a strong aquiline nose. She saw the rot and decay underneath, the centuries of feasting on the blood of others to survive.

He bent at the waist in a short bow. “Then please, my dear lady, have a seat. I won’t do anything to you that you don’t want me to do.”

“And you...need money for this?” she questioned, eyeing the chair.

“We’ll discuss payment after.”

Foreboding settled beneath her sternum. Illaria trusted her magic to take care of her in most situations—if she could access it, but in this instance, she couldn’t be sure it would come. She might look delicate, but she could kick ass if necessary, as evidenced by her police record and the assault and battery charge. However, strapped to a chair, she’d have a difficult time defending herself without magic.

She made herself sit, the cool chair hard on her back and tailbone. Lifting her gaze to the vampire, she gave a single nod. “I’m ready. Show me why my sister came to you.”

Straps came out of nowhere and looped around her wrists and ankles, binding and tightening right up to the point of pain. The vampire slowly stalked forward, keeping eye contact with her the entire time. Without breaking it, he pulled a single grape out of the pocket of his shirt.

“This is a Bual,” he told her. “If you’re ready to wake up, this will do it.”

Her mouth went dry. Her teeth clamped down and for a moment she thought her jaw would refuse to open. With agonizing slowness, she forced her lower jaw to drop, tongue pressed to the roof of her mouth.

He had the grape against her teeth when the sound of sirens cut through the music of the club. Had Kieran called in backup?

Her heart lurched.

The vampire blanched, as much as a vampire could blanch, and disappeared, whirling around and bolting out through the break in the wall, the dirt closing behind him into a seamless brown. The grape dropped to the floor and shriveled up into nothing.

Illaria watched the process. Gave a tug on her restraints. Found them still binding. Found her magic unwilling to come. And screamed.
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Chapter 10
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Kieran

Pembroke and Osgood stood in the doorway, like twin bowling pins with matching grimaces. Kieran hadn’t wanted to call in backup; it made his presence that much more conspicuous.

Still, the moment he noticed Illaria missing, he’d panicked. It hadn’t taken him long to realize he couldn’t find her anywhere. He checked outside to see if she’d made it out to the car and found no trace of her there.

Trepidation had set in, his heart thumping distressingly against his ribs and pulse echoing in his ears.

He made the call, using the pretense of drugs as cover, especially once he’d seen actual pills exchange hands. He’d made the call, knowing he couldn’t let it slide as an officer of the law, and then concealed the real reason for his concern.

Kieran hadn’t expected backup to take him seriously and storm the premises twenty minutes after he’d hung up.

They never would again, he knew, turning to face their scrutiny. Not when they saw him in this getup and nearly fell over in gales of laughter.

Still, the leather pants didn’t keep him from doing his job and doing it well. He processed the humans selling ecstasy and interviewed several other patrons who were unsurprisingly closed-lipped on a number of matters. He did it among the screeching hoots of his fellow cops and his rising terror when no one could find his fairy.

Finally, when he completed the last interview, he decided it was well past time to lose his shit.

“What’s the matter, Shanahan? You misplace your feather boa somewhere?” Pembroke snickered and he and a lower-ranking officer fist-bumped each other.

“No, something infinitely more precious,” Kieran muttered. “And it’s time to find her.”

She couldn’t have gotten far in those shoes.

He searched the room again before stepping over the slight barrier between two rooms, his sixth sense screaming at him that he’d missed something.

But what?

“Illaria!”

His call echoed in the cavernous room, bouncing back at him by way of the tunnel. It extended away from the main area of the underground club and Kieran stifled a swell of claustrophobia when it seemed like the dirt was closing in on him.

He heard nothing, smelled nothing to draw him in any particular direction, and had taken four steps toward the tunnel when something stopped him. A nebulous feeling urging him to turn around. Okay, he could work with that.

Closing his eyes, he placed his hands against cool earth. Searching for discrepancies when his gut told him to probe further.

“Illaria, where are you?”

He walked the length of the room, keeping his palm flat on the wall and stopping only when his fingers slid through the dirt. Okay, something definitely crazy going on here. His sixth sense stilled inside of him. A psychological bull’s-eye.

Calling for assistance, Kieran put his fist through the dirt, surprised when it slid through easily.

Two uniformed officers joined him and together they cleared enough space for him to see the small room on the other side. To see Illaria strapped to a chair and screaming her head off.

Sound returned to him in a snap and he knew something magical had kept him from hearing her before.

“Oh, thank God!”

Her sweat, the faint tang of fear, and the heavy dankness of something rotting drifted toward him.

Although her cheeks were red and her skin somewhat mottled, she appeared otherwise unharmed. Kieran pushed through the wall.

“What happened?” he yelled. Stumbling to a halt in front of her, he ran dirt-flecked hands over her arms, smearing brown in his wake. For some reason, he couldn’t help howling in her face. “How did you get in here? Why are you in here?”

Illaria jerked her wrists to bring his attention to the straps. Scrambling, Kieran fought to undo them until he’d freed her, then hauled her to him. She appeared too small against him, too petite to be in such a situation. A situation he’d allowed her to fall into.

“I know I shouldn’t have followed him alone,” she said, her voice muffled by his shirt. “It was totally stupid of me.”

Kieran reached out to take her hands and smoothly flattened their palms against each other, interlocking his fingers with hers. His hands were callused but sturdy, hers soft and dainty. Their entwined hands rested between them. “Then why did you?” he asked.

“Because the vampire—”

His eyes bulged. They pinned her down, showing concern. “You came alone and let a vampire strap you down?” He couldn’t resist a little shake. Maybe it would knock some sense into her. “You must be insane, woman. Utterly insane. You have to know better than to go anywhere with a vampire.”

“Look, I can handle myself.” There was something she held back, something causing her gaze to flitter across the room and land on anything but him. “He said something about wanting to wake up. And mentioned my sister.”

Kieran eased her back to stare at her, to search her face for any indication of what she thought or felt in the moment. Any probe to give him insight on what she chose to hide from him. His senses reached out for something familiar, a little hint to give him an edge. And found nothing.

“You need to tell me everything,” he said slowly.

Her face and voice didn’t change, but she replied, “I will. But not here. Not now.” A shadow darted across his harsh face.

She shivered, and only then did he notice the frigid air in the little room. Although chilled himself, Kieran shrugged out of his jacket and wrapped it around her shoulders. “Stay here,” he demanded. “I’m going to get someone to sweep the room for clues. If that vampire really did have your sister, we’ll find evidence.”

Before he had a chance to leave, Illaria bent down and pointed to a small scrap nearly indistinguishable from the rest of the rubble. “Here. Have your men test this.”

Kieran called out for assistance and a young detective came in wearing blue latex gloves. The man bagged the evidence to avoid further contamination. “Are you going to tell me what that is?” Kieran asked Illaria.

“It was a grape. Some kind of Bual, I think he said.”

“You want me to believe a vampire can distinguish different varieties of grape by sight alone?”

“The color was different. Gold and green. I wouldn’t have known if he hadn’t said anything, but it gives us something to go on.”

“That looked more like a scrap of garbage than a grape,” he grumbled.

“Yes, when he dropped it, something happened. I’m telling you, Kieran, I was close to figuring out what happened to Yelena.”

He didn’t want to let her go. Not after he’d nearly lost her in this place. “Then let’s hope the evidence isn’t contaminated beyond use.” He sighed, a spasm of pain ricocheting between his shoulder blades and down to his hips. Another long day for the log book and only getting longer. He’d need to file his report tonight while the details remained fresh in his memory.

“Don’t do that, Kieran.”

He blinked. “Don’t do what? I’m just standing here.”

“Don’t look at me like you wish I hadn’t come. Like it’s your fault a vampire had me. I’m fine, okay?” Illaria tugged the hem of her dress lower and Kieran’s attention fell on the bruises on her wrists from where she’d been strapped down.

Red obscured his vision. Whoever had hurt her would pay dearly.

With his hand on the small of her back, he led her out of the room, ignoring the curious glances of his coworkers.

“What’s this, Shanahan? You find a prostitute and keep her for yourself? Of all the luck!”

Pembroke still laughed as Illaria marched forward, crossing the distance in three steps, and punched him right in the nose. Blood spurted instantly and the other man stumbled, with both hands reaching up to cover his face.

“Let’s go,” Kieran said hurriedly, hustling Illaria toward the door.

“Holy shit! The bitch broke my nose!”

“Go. Go!”

Illaria fumed as she clomped up the stairs. She drew the sides of Kieran’s coat closer around her. “You were going to let him talk to me like that.”

“No, I was going to break his nose myself. You never gave me the opportunity. Just hope he doesn’t decide to press charges for assaulting a police officer.”

“It would be worth it,” she admitted.

Kieran stuffed her in the car, slamming the door behind her and taking a moment to breathe in the pine and cool freshness of the forest pressing close. To breathe and to simply stand, allowing the full weight of exhaustion to fall on his shoulders.

What a fucking night.

He’d lost sight of Illaria within minutes of arriving at the underground club. Trusting her to take care of herself—as she’d positively assured him she could—he had circled the room to survey for suspicious activity. Which, with patrons such as a cyclops, a gorgon, werewolves, and other shapeshifters, meant he had to be on his game more than usual.

He remembered how his senses flared out in anticipation, giving him valuable information on a number of creatures surrounding him. Nothing useful. Most of the club patrons were there seeking to lose themselves, to escape from the reality of their lives and capture something they felt was lacking. In much the same way Shula had described Yelena.

He understood then why the Fae had come to the club with no name.

Kieran had flashed her picture to multiple people he thought might have seen her, although none remembered her from the night in question. Those who had been there did not recognize her face, and others had been elsewhere. Some ran the opposite direction because despite his appearance, something about him gave them the impression he could not be trusted.

The instant he saw drugs and money exchange hands, he alerted his team, brain switching from working a missing person case to narcotics in a flash.

It changed when he noticed Illaria missing.

He should have kept his attention on her. What had he been thinking?

With his nipples painfully tight in the chill of the night air, Kieran got in the car and strapped the seatbelt across his chest with care, then checked hers as well, determined not to let her out of his sight again. “What did you find out?”

Illaria turned to him with a small smile. “Is this our debriefing, detective?”

He hated the bruise-like dark circles beneath her eyes. The glow she maintained, her magic, had dimmed slightly. Hell, more than slightly. If he didn’t know any better, he’d say she was nothing more than human, the same as him.

Was he the cause?

“We can call this a friendly debrief if it makes you feel better. Two pals sharing information in an attempt to find a third. Sound better?”

She spoke as he drove, resting her head against the window. “The vampire found me standing at the bar. He approached me and grabbed me. Never gave me a name.” She raised her arm to show Kieran the small circles marring her bicep. Fingerprint marks, fading even as he watched. “I was ready to kick his ass until he asked me if I wanted to wake up.”

“The same thing Yelena had spoken about.”

“Exactly. It piqued my interest and I had to follow him. He led me out of the room, performed some kind of hoodoo on the wall—he must have just fed because he tried to throw the full weight of his thrall on me—and suddenly I was strapped down to the chair.”

Kieran indulged in a punch to his steering wheel, the car horn honking accidentally. Illaria jerked at the sound. “I’m sorry. Reflex,” he said lightly. “Please, tell me more.”

“He said he needed to strap me down otherwise it wouldn’t work.” Though her voice trembled, she continued. “At least I think that’s what he said. I asked him about payment and he told me we’d discuss that afterward. Then he took the grape out of his pocket.”

“If I weren’t so fascinated by this whole thing, I would write him off as a sexual predator.”

“Yes, and I get the feeling he’s no stranger to that area either. But he mentioned knowing about my sister. I think he met her. I think he had her in that same chair, and if your people don’t find anything there, I am going to go back myself and unleash whatever holy hell I am capable of unleashing.”

“Are you sure he isn’t a follower of Bacchus? Those guys are crazy for their grapes, and I think there are quite a few in town.”

“No. I have a few maenads who work with me. They aren’t like this, and none of them care for vampires.”

Illaria shivered and drew the coat tighter around her. Kieran kicked the heat up a notch for her benefit, wondering why she didn’t do her little magic trick and draw the warm air around her in a cocoon the way she had before.

“This guy knew something. He knew right away Yelena was my sister. He said we smelled the same.”

Kieran’s gaze hardened on the road in front of him. Sure, they had a lead, but he felt no closer to finding this missing woman than he had when the case first slid across his desk. There was a piece of the puzzle still missing and despite how hard he tried, he couldn’t seem to locate it.

“You know what we need to do next,” he told her slowly.

“Please don’t tell me I need to make a blanket apology to your friend for punching him. He said something nasty about me. If anything, he is the one who should apologize.”

Kieran waved her comment away like smoke. “No, no apologies to Pembroke. Who is most decidedly not my friend. We need to find that vampire and get him to tell us what happened to Yelena. By any means necessary.”

He recognized Illaria’s wicked smile even in the dark.

“Any means?”

He found himself nodding to her. “Free rein.”

**
[image: image]


Kieran was prepared to drop Illaria off at her house but found the place too big for his liking. The empty windows stared at him like soulless eyes in a long-dead face. He couldn’t get over the feeling of being watched. Of creatures out there in the darkness staring, noting their movements.

Nope. It wouldn’t do at all.

Illaria had her palm on the car door handle and her seatbelt unbuckled when Kieran peeled out of her driveway with a screech of tires.

“Hey, man, what the hell?” she yelled at him, limbs flying in an attempt to steady herself. “What are you doing?”

“I don’t feel comfortable leaving you alone in that big house. You’re coming home with me.”

She flopped back in her seat as though too exhausted to argue. “Of all the lousy pickup lines...”

“It’s not a pickup line. It’s my senses. They’re tingling. We have a few hours until dawn and if that vampire really does recognize your scent, he’ll never forget it, and he could follow it to find you.”

“What would he want with me?”

“We don’t know, which is why we need to be cautious. He could know what happened to your sister and want the same for you. You’re on his radar. I’m not taking any chances.”

“Big macho caveman detective beating his fists against his chest?” She reached over to tweak his nipples again, surprised when he caught her hand.

“Don’t do that,” he admonished. “Look, I know you’re not happy with this. And I didn’t give you a chance to pack a bag, but trust me. This is for the best.”

“And you’re sure it’s not a pickup line?” she clarified. “You were awfully upset when I kissed that guy in the street today.”

His brows drew together, mouth forming a thin line as he struggled to push down the snarling jealousy snapping at him to claim her. Hell no, he didn’t want to claim her. They didn’t even like each other. It was the dregs of adrenaline talking.

“It has nothing to do with that.”

He could have sworn she grinned again, catching a glimpse of it in the window reflection when she turned her head away. “Good. As long as we’re on the same page. And you feed me the second we get through the door.”

“It’s a deal. You spend the night with me and we wake up fresh and bright-eyed in the morning. Ready to bag a vampire.”

He lived beside the clock tower in an apartment complex regarded as occupied by humans in the know. Humans with those extra senses or abilities that allowed them to distinguish the monsters for what they really were. A handful of those not bothered by the supernatural and who had made Hedgehill Marsh their permanent residence had rented apartments next to the noisy clock tower. Some helpful mage fixed it so that the rocking booms didn’t shatter their eardrums from the proximity.

Kieran had learned to appreciate the consistency of those chimes. Always on time, never lagging.

He pulled into a parking space marked with his apartment number and turned the key in the ignition, killing the engine. “Stay here and let me check things out before you come inside.”

Illaria stared after him with impossibly large eyes. “Are you going to clean up your dirty underwear or check for bad guys in your own home?”

“A little bit of both. Wait here.”

Jogging up the stairs, he fished his key out of his rear pocket and slowly unlocked the door. He made the act a nightly ritual, scanning the premises with his gift to see if anything stood out as extraordinary. Nothing had, yet, but he always used the ritual as extra practice. A way to hone and fine-tune his skill and potentially make him a better detective. With the space checked, and the last of his fast food wrappers and dirty laundry pushed into the least-full closet, he returned to the car to motion the all clear.

He walked a couple of steps behind Illaria in case she tottered off those skyscrapers she called shoes. “How long have you lived here?” she asked him.

“For the better part of three years. I rent because it’s hard to afford mortgages around here on my salary.”

She reached out to grab the metal railing and hissed from the cold. “Ask for a raise, Kieran. You deserve one.”

“Yeah right, and my superiors laughed me out of the office the last time I brought it up. Believe it or not, I’m not well liked at the precinct.”

“I’ve heard.”

Kieran held the door open for her, stepping aside to let her breeze past him. He caught a whiff of her scent, something dark and smoky. Moonlight and jasmine, perhaps. It stood out strong and clear despite the dirty smoke-and-mold-filled stench from the club.

Grimacing in remembrance, he closed the door behind her to lock them both inside.

Illaria stood in the living room taking in the details of his life. The plain gray couch was strewn with blankets from too many nights falling asleep with his paperwork on the coffee table. A large-screen television with a crack in the corner stood between the front windows.

“You need to tell your superiors to shove their prejudices up their asses,” she commented, turning to face him. “You’re a good cop.”

Kieran kicked off his shoes, breathing a sigh of relief and wiggling his toes. The second he could, he wanted out of the plastic wrap someone had called a pair of pants and into a good flannel bathrobe and his fuzzy slippers. “I thought you disliked me with the fiery passion of a thousand suns?”

“Did I say that?”

He half shrugged. “Maybe not in so many words.”

“Well, even my dislike can’t disguise your inherent goodness. You have a kind heart and an open, honest nature. You care about people and what happens to them.”

“If you’re trying to butter me up so I’ll feed you, please stop. Make yourself comfortable on the couch. I’ll find some leftovers to heat up and grab some sweats so you can get out of that dress.”

She inclined her head in thanks, sinking down onto the cushions.

He didn’t want to think about her changing clothes as he rifled through his belongings for something small enough to fit her. He settled on sweatpants and a baggy t-shirt left over from his academy days. Worn but comfortable.

He also didn’t want to think about the sweet perkiness of her breasts pressed against the inside his t-shirt. Something he knew he would wear again at a later date and he’d have no choice but to remember her.

Boy, his head went straight where he didn’t want it to go.

Kieran fought to control his baser urges, handing over the clothes and sequestering himself in the kitchen, still clad in his leather and mesh.

The landlord had painted the cabinets a cheery buttery yellow to offset the beige of the countertop and plain linoleum flooring. Feeling like someone stuck him in the middle of a cupcake, Kieran moved to the fridge and grabbed a couple of boxes of leftover Chinese food. Both boxes were given the perfunctory sniff test before being tossed in the microwave.

Minutes later, he was still staring out his kitchen window, teeth gritted as he calmed the roaring in his veins that was steadily shredding his self-control. That damned dress she’d worn to the club— He was in such deep shit.

“Whatever you’re making smells great.”

He turned at the sound of her voice. A wry smile tugged at her lips, and she had her arms crossed over her chest. She’d ditched the shoes, he was glad to see, but lost inches of height as a result. His clothing dwarfed her, a child wearing a man’s big-and-tall special. 

“Mandarin orange chicken and broccoli with rice,” he said, dragging his attention from her painted toes to the miles of hair cascading past her shoulders. His mouth went dry. “Got them from the frozen food section.”

She pursed her lips and made a small sound of approval. Watching him, she settled at the bistro table he had pushed into the corner of the kitchen to save space. The one he rarely used in favor of watching television while eating.

“You have a cute little place here, Shanahan.” And like that, she’d gone back to calling him by his last name. “Real cute.”

“Say what you really mean,” he said, staring at the microwave. “It’s small and dated.”

“I’ve been in worse places. Trust me.”

The machine dinged to get his attention. He grabbed the newly warmed boxes off the rotating glass and managed to find two clean plates still left inside his cabinets. The rest, he was sorry to admit, sat in the sink crusted and dirty, waiting for his attention. He hadn’t been home a lot, he reasoned. And ignored the mess.

“How long have you known you wanted to be on the police force?” Illaria asked him suddenly.

Kieran set a plate down in front of her. “I didn’t realize we were playing twenty questions tonight.”

“It helps me stay awake. I want to enjoy this and fill my belly before heading off to whatever dungeon you plan on throwing me in tonight.”

His stomach chose that moment to voice its urgency, a loud grumble echoing across the room. Damn thing didn’t know how to keep its opinions to itself. “I’ve got the red room of torment set up for you,” he teased. “I’ve been plotting this for weeks. Before I even met you.”

“Sure you have.” Illaria accepted the fork with a smile and dug into the steaming rice. “Talk to me. Unless you’re ashamed. Or don’t want me knowing something. I know I haven’t always been the most forthcoming with you.”

He hesitated to say he expected it from her, her kind being tricksters. “We’ll do it in rounds. I answer a question, then you. That way makes it fair.” Then he stopped to consider. “I guess I wanted to be on the force since I was sixteen.”

“An awfully young age for someone to make a life-altering decision.”

He avoided her gaze. “I was sixteen when my mother died.”
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Chapter 11
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Illaria

Her stomach twisted in a knot at his words. His mother had died?

Brows drawing together, she swallowed and asked, “What happened?”

She didn’t care if the question was too personal. Kieran was the type of person who would either share or shut down completely. He did nothing halfway, and she knew him well enough to recognize this.

Illaria waited patiently to see which of the two he’d choose.

He stared at his food, pushing rice around with his fork in no distinguishable pattern. “It was a breaking and entering gone wrong. A gunshot wound severed her femoral artery. She bled out on the floor before my father could reach her. Midnight snack. Wrong place at the wrong time.”

Oh, poor boy. Her heart went out to him, bleeding a little on the edges. She knew what it was like to not have a mom in the picture. She’d lost hers at a young age, too.

“And you wanted to catch the guy responsible,” Illaria finished for him.

“Catch him or kill him.” Kieran’s fist clenched, knuckles turning white. “It didn’t seem to matter which came first. It cemented my decision to join the police academy. My father wanted me to go to college first, to see what I loved doing instead of blindly following the path set out for me that night. He was wrong. I belong on the force. I knew too many things to be able to just stand by when there were people who needed my help. Needed what only I could provide.”

Mid-chew, Illaria tore her gaze from her food to focus on Kieran. The room had gone silent around them, the normal paper-thin walls between apartments suddenly turning to stone and sealing them inside together. “What do you mean, you knew too many things? You are going to have to clarify for me. This is the second time you’ve mentioned being able to know things other people don’t.”

“It’s, ah, a gift,” Kieran admitted. “Something my grandmother had and everyone laughed off as impossible. A sort of knowing.” He shrugged. “It probably comes from being Irish. Everyone always says the Irish have the sight. In my case, it happens to be true. Your turn.”

He shut down the topic effectively, unwilling to discuss it further. Fine, Illaria mused. They’d return to it at a later date. She might be Fae but Yelena always said she more resembled a dog on a bone. Stubborn became an understatement.

Illaria shoveled another bite into her mouth and spoke after chewing and swallowing. “All right. What do you want to know? It’s only fair.” But they were far from finished discussing his knowing. And what it meant for her. For the citizens of the Marsh.

“Are you sure you’re feeling all right?” he hedged. “Well enough to continue or do you need to sleep?”

He was definitely fussing, and though it warmed her miserable heart to the core, it could quickly become irritating.

“I’m fine, Shanahan.”

Kieran appeared to consider the vast array of questions in front of him before narrowing it down to a single topic. “You and the guy in the street.”

She let her palm slam down on the table in a victorious thud. “I knew you were jealous. You aren’t the only one who gets a gut feeling.”

“I’m not jealous. I want to know why you act the way you do.” His scowl told her she’d hit the nail on the head despite his denial. “Why you feel like you need to run to others for physical affection instead of dealing with your demons.”

Oh. Way too deep right on the first try. The infuriating man managed to hit home with his first strike.

The day before, even hours earlier, Illaria would have told him to shove his question up his ass. Maybe flipped the table over for good measure before vacating the premises in a most undignified manner.

Now, she forced herself to sit still under his scrutiny and search for an honest answer. He’d given her the same, hadn’t he? Which meant she owed him. If she appreciated anything in this mundane world, it was maintaining the balance of fairness.

She munched on a bit of broccoli as she studied him, still wearing the unusual mesh tank, dulled and dirt-streaked hair soaking up light from the overhead lamp amidst the pale yellows of the kitchen.

No, she had no interest in him like that, or like the man whose company she’d left the night her sister disappeared. And Illaria was absolutely certain Kieran felt the same way about her. He had no inclination to bed her, either, despite their rather public embrace outside of the station house.

Maybe the strange curling sensation near her ribs came from spending so much time with him over the last few days. She’d become...territorial. Maybe even a little mean.

“Sometimes,” Illaria began slowly, “I’m not sure why I go after men the way I do. What you saw yesterday wasn’t the first time I’ve thrown myself at a man. The night my sister disappeared...I was late because I had met a man at a bar and followed him back to his hotel room.”

She hated the way his gaze hardened. How his mouth turned thin and the color fled from his cheeks.

She struggled to explain. “I need to feel something. Something I don’t know how to give myself. I need to feel alive, to get rid of this terrible emptiness inside of me.”

“An emptiness you’ve felt since the barrier closed with your parents trapped on the other side.”

“Yeah, I guess so. Because they did nothing to stop it,” she fumed. Letting the full force of her anger show through when she was too tired to keep up pretenses. “They knew Yelena and I were here, exploring. They knew that once the Fae lords followed through on their decision to close the gate, we would be alone. And they didn’t care. Don’t you understand? They left us, knowing we could never go back. They preferred to stay in Fairy rather than come for us.”

It had happened in an instant. Illaria had thrown her air magic at the gate, attempting to keep it open long enough for Yelena at least to rush through. They hadn’t meant to explore so far away from their only door home. They’d lost track of time, marveling in the wonders of Earth, so different from anything they knew. Different but exciting. Not something to fear. Not something they would be forced to get used to. To accept.

Kieran grabbed her hand, pressing it against his heart, struggling to hold her there when she would pull away. “The emptiness inside of you is something no one can fix. No amount of food or drugs or sex is going to fill the hole. Only you can do that. I know because I have the same damn thing and I tried to lose myself in work. In school. The police academy. Nothing came close to making me feel the way I did before my mother died.”

“Look at us, just walking sacks of mommy issues,” Illaria said, curling her fingers into the mesh of his shirt.

“Or abandonment issues. However you want to look at it, there are some old wounds that will never heal until you do the work on them. And trust me, it’s hard work.”

She grinned at him and batted her eyelashes. “I feel so much better now that you’ve identified my problem. Thanks ever so much, Detective Shanahan.”

“It’s my pleasure.” He purposely ignored the dripping sarcasm and turned back to his meal, dropping his hold on her.

“Why is it so important?” she asked him at last. “To heal those wounds completely?” Wouldn’t a glossing over do the same thing? Like a bandage until one was ready to deal with it all? And hadn’t that been her modus operandi?

“Unhealed wounds still inflict pain. There’s no getting around that. But there’s more. Your emptiness needs healing—or filling, if you prefer—because it scares you to death. You must learn to control your fear because it’s the first step toward real happiness. Toward self-control so you don’t fry yourself and everyone around you with your magic.”

“I’m not sure what you mean.”

He ignored her stormy look. “When you give in to one of your rages, or when you’re with a man, how does it make you feel?”

She considered the question, rubbing her thumb and forefinger against the persistent headache between her eyebrows. “Okay, I’ll play. It feels like I’m swimming in the ocean and getting beaten down, pushed underneath the waves again and again and again until I want to give up. But there’s no breaking point.”

Illaria stared at him for a moment, torn by desire. Desire to walk out the door and let it slam behind her so she didn’t have to immerse herself in the pain again. Desire to cry because she knew he was right. Desire to grab him and kiss him, to feel the fire she knew the embrace would bring.

And she had no clue which desire scared her more.

Instead, she stood and stared at her feet, her body filled with energy that had no outlet. Then she sank back down into her chair.

“I’m sorry my question upset you,” Kieran murmured, grabbing a piece of chicken and bringing it to his lips. “You know I didn’t do it intentionally.”

“It’s old wounds, like you said. You’d think I’d be over it by now.”

“I think your sister’s disappearance shed light on a whole lot of issues you didn’t want to think about. Healing is a process. It’s not a snap-your-fingers-and-done kind of deal. Whatever is coming up now has been there for a long time and it will take a lot of dedication to deal with it so you can move forward.”

Spoken like someone who’d dealt with his own tragedies. “I know one good way to deal with it,” Illaria cooed, channeling her emotions into a familiar avenue. She slid her hand across the tabletop until it rested on top of Kieran’s, feeling his heat.

She felt no shock when he stood and hugged her close, her chest colliding with his hardness. Kieran bent his head down, inches away from claiming her lips. Yes, yes. This was good. This was what she needed.

Then he stopped.

“When I take you to bed—and make no mistake, we’re going to end up there—it will be because you want me. Not because you’re reacting.” He punctuated the statement with a rough kiss that seared her down to the marrow of her bones.

Sitting back down as though nothing had happened, Kieran returned his focus to the last few bites on his plate. “You can take my bed. I’ll sleep on the couch tonight.” With a steamy look at her from under his brows, he stood and took his plate to the sink, pausing on his way past her. “Good night.”

She forced herself to stay in the chair for a long minute, not trusting herself to look after Kieran.

Oh, she was in so much damn trouble.
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Illaria didn’t sleep that night. At all. Not that Kieran’s bed wasn’t comfortable. It was. The sheets, clean and crisp, still retained the scent of brightly floral laundry detergent.

Nevertheless, as a result of this lack of sleep, she rose in the morning in a piss-poor mood. She showered, lowering her head under the constant spray and letting the hot water drip along her skin.

Three days since she’d come home to find Yelena gone. In that time, her own life had changed inexplicably. She had abandonment issues, yes, just as Kieran pointed out. She recognized them, although she’d never wanted to confront them before. It made going on with her life much harder by acknowledging her flaws while alternately vowing to work on them.

Stepping out of the shower and with no other option except the stupid red dress she’d worn to the club, she put on the same clothes Kieran had loaned her the night before. The softness of the material slid across her skin and Illaria indulged her senses, burying her nose in the fabric and drawing in the scent.

An hour later, they sat in his car in front of the police station. Kieran had stopped by her house and given her enough time to pack a bag and change. She would stay with him until they found the vampire from the night before, he insisted, whether she liked the arrangement or not.

She had no argument with that. None that she voiced beyond a slight grumble of inconvenience, anyway. Not that she would ever let him know, but Illaria had actually enjoyed spending time with him.

Funny how things shifted.

She couldn’t forget his rebuff. The way he’d told her, while alternately making her heart race, that they would end up in bed. On his terms, not hers. The idea intrigued her. And Illaria had to admit the more time they spent together, the more she liked him. Liked him for his spunk and tenacity. The way he didn’t want to deal with her crap and instead faced her head on.

Had she been hasty in her initial opinion of him?

Illaria followed close behind him, dressed in her own clothes and ignoring the eyes of his fellow officers when they stepped into the room. She remembered that smell, the damn burned coffee smell. Did no one in the place know how to make a decent pot without boiling it to hell? Probably not, considering they operated like a bunch of toddlers hyped up on sugar.

Kieran gestured for her to bring a chair over to his desk and have a seat.

“We have most of the vampires in town registered through the last census,” he told her in low tones, making sure she was comfortable before he sat next to her. “I’ll add my notes about the vampire’s ability to smell Fae bloodlines as well. Honestly, the police department got lucky with the registry.”

“I bet you did.” Illaria curled her lip, ignoring the stares from the rest of the squad. “Especially with the slow influx of new members.”

Everyone knew how difficult it had become to create vamps. In recent years, with more and more tainted blood showing up in human populations due to the use of GMOs, vampire nests had tightened their ranks and put the kibosh on any new bloodlines.

Aside from the current two covens, the town hadn’t seen an influx of vampires for the last decade. As far as she knew, officials wanted to keep it that way, the low population numbers part of what kept the supernatural set safe from the public outcry in surrounding areas.

“Everyone is looking at me,” she grumbled, drawing her sweater tighter around her, noticing the hush in the room. She’d certainly captured their attention. Attention she’d rather do without. Oh God, would she have to deal with the bozo whose nose she’d broken the night before? Hopefully not.

“Yes, and they will continue to stare. Ignore them. If the vampire who talked to you last night is one of our own, we will have him on file.”

“What about the rogues?”

Kieran shrugged. “This is the best we can do for a first step. If he is a rogue, then we won’t have him on file and we’ll take to the streets, ask around.”

Illaria pointed toward the window. “A little hard when the sun is high in the sky, champ.”

“Leave the worries to me. I want you to go through photos of the vamps we have in the database.” Kieran clicked on a desktop icon to access the files.

“I’m not sure how I feel about your invasion of privacy, here. Keeping the supernaturals on file.”

“It wasn’t my idea. Wasn’t even my superior’s idea. You can thank your mayor for this.”

A female Nephilim had run for office two years before and won. Since taking office, she’d made many changes that some of her constituents were still iffy on, including the census. By doing it for every resident of the town, creatures and humans alike, she thought to smooth over any hard feelings, wanting a record of every man, woman, and Griffin who fell within her territory.

“Besides, you were already in the system,” Kieran continued. “Are you ever going to tell me what really happened?”

The Fae’s arms came around her midsection, her right leg crossed over left, silvery eyes glinting. “It’s something I prefer not to think about, thank you very much.”

Maybe she’d tell him. One day.

Kieran returned his focus to the screen, giving her free rein to take her attention elsewhere.

Ugh, she hated thinking about this place. Hated being here. She’d lost control one time, one time when she’d decided to give in to those dark urges inside of her and broke a chair over some guy’s head when he got grabby with her. She’d resisted arrest, the offending policeman said when they brought her in, the poor human sporting a gash across his chin along with his bruised pride.

They were lucky she hadn’t gotten her hands on a second chair. Or used her magic for evil intent.

She had it in her, of course, and had she still retained the access to Fairy she could have brought down the entire town with a thought. Handicapped was a good way to describe her situation. Lately, with her spotty access to her magic, Illaria was worse than useless. She was practically human, right along with the slob balls and their ant-ridden desks scattered across the bullpen.

And how they spoke about Kieran...it turned her blood into lava. She heard them now, muttering under their breath. Wondering how someone like him could have a woman like her interested. Not that she was interested, but the colorful and nasty language didn’t sit well with her. Nor did the thinly veiled insults and the outright statements claiming him to be incompetent. Claiming she was using him for more than just finding her sister.

Why did men with low self-esteem always shoot straight to prostitution?

“I said ignore them,” Kieran interrupted, his eyes on the screen. A small smile played at the corner of his lips. “And I know you don’t like waiting around. It takes a little bit for the system to load.”

Her booted foot tapped on the floor. “You’re damn right I don’t like waiting. I feel like there is so much we should be doing. We could be out there—”

“Not until we find this vampire. With him on the loose, who knows how many other people might disappear in their attempt to ‘wake up’.”

That got her attention. “You think...other people are disappearing?”

“I haven’t had any other missing persons come across my desk, but that doesn’t mean they aren’t out there. It just means their families might not care as much as you do. Or something prevents them from coming to the police. Ah, here we go.” Kieran swiveled the screen around to give Illaria a better view. “Can you see?”

She nodded. “Yes. I can see you have thumbprints all over your monitor. You are gross.” She didn’t want to consider what else he could do with those thumbs, although the thought crossed her mind.

His scathing look did nothing to faze her. “I need you to go through the registry and see if anyone looks familiar.”

“Stop treating me the way you do everyone else.” She rolled her eyes. “I think we’re past that by now.”

The first few vampires favored each other in looks. They had the same dark hair slicked away from their foreheads, skin the color of milk, and long straight noses. Vamp nests, she’d noticed, tended to stick to certain types of people, whether male or female, to perpetuate the appearance of family lines.

They did nothing for her on any level. Something to do with their lack of a pulse, probably.

Kieran watched her anyway, scrutinizing her face for any signs of attraction. Or recognition. She hoped for the first and nibbled her lip at the second.

“None of them. Go on,” she demanded, tap-tap-tapping her boot. “Next.”

The covens in Hedgehill Marsh stayed small. Tight knit groups where the members kept to themselves. Like tiny isolated nations. As such, and with vampires being territorial beings, it didn’t take long for her to get through the list.

“This isn’t going to help us,” she insisted and winced at the knot of anxiety beneath her sternum. “He isn’t going to be on the registry.” It was a gut feeling.

“Give it time,” Kieran insisted, scrolling to the next coven on the registry.

“Time my sister doesn’t have, Shanahan. Come on. We both know he’s a rogue.” It was the only explanation. A rogue, an unregistered vamp who just swung into town without anyone the wiser. Why else would he frequent somewhere like the pit they’d been in the night before?

“Maybe not. But keep looking. We have ten covens left.”

“Ten who are going to look exactly the same as the first fifteen. And you!” Illaria raised her voice to be heard above the noise level in the room, her eyes pinning the young detective with rambunctious auburn hair. “Whatever comments you have on my breasts, come over here and say them to my face.”

“Will you stop?” Kieran shook his head, but the element of scolding she expected never came. If anything, his gaze warmed. “I can’t take you anywhere. Do I need to feed you again? Focus!”

With effort, she brought her attention back around, leashing her anger. “Maybe I am hungry. But I didn’t ask for you to take care of me.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.”

She could have sworn he swallowed his laughter, and shot him a warning glare, her eyes darting back to the monitor as he clicked through.

“No. No. No, yuck. N...wait.” She paused, leaning closer to the screen. “Can you enhance this one a little bit?”

Kieran clicked the mouse a few times and made the image larger. The vampire looked similar. Not exactly the same, but very, very close. Different hair, a lip ring, and some dark kohl underneath the eyes and he might...

“Is this the guy?” Kieran pressed, leaning forward.

Illaria hesitated to agree outright. Not when a wrong decision might lead them away from finding Yelena. “I’m not sure. His eyes are familiar, but his face looks a little different in the picture than I remember.”

“It’s possible the darkness in the club could cast shadows...”

“Now you’re reaching.”

“Possibly. But it bears further scrutiny, for sure.” Kieran broke off at a snicker from across the room, shaking his head.

Illaria shot them a nasty side-eye glare. “What is their problem with you?”

“It’s nothing, forget about it. I found out that Pembroke likes to paint his toenails. I said it out loud one day and I’ve been public enemy number one since then.”

“He likes to what?” She sat back in her seat. “Oh, I see, this is part of your power. You know things about people.”

Kieran shrugged his shoulders high. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

His awkwardness caused a strange heat to warm in her abdomen. “But it’s so intriguing. I mean, you’re human but you know things. Maybe you could give old Caryss a run for her money telling street fortunes.”

“No, I’m not that good. I just get a read on certain people. Little things stand out to me. It’s helped me in a few cases.”

Illaria shifted to balance her elbows on her knees. “What about me?”

He purposely kept from staring at her. “What about you?”

“What do you get when you look at me?” she pressed. “When you read me.”

“I don’t see anything.”

“Aw, come on. Now you aren’t being fair.”

“I’m serious.” He turned the full power of his gaze on her, her heart skipping a beat. “You’re a blank canvas, Illaria. I can use regular old intuition and gut reactions to figure out a few things, but otherwise I don’t read anything when it comes to you.”

Oh. How odd. Was she the only one his power didn’t work on? “I can’t tell if that’s a good thing or a bad thing.”

He shrugged again. “Neither can I.” His gaze flicked to her lips, and she found herself drawn forward, a different type of desire bringing her closer to him.

A shrill beep sounded through the computer speakers, effectively shattering the moment. Illaria jerked back as though burned, staring at the screen but not comprehending what she saw.

Kieran’s eyes widened. “And ta-da, we have an address!”
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Chapter 12
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Kieran

Kieran’s hips ached like he’d spent more than half of his life behind the wheel of his car. The same car he found himself in currently. And he’d gotten quite used to the sight of Illaria sitting in the passenger seat. He might as well make her an honorary deputy. She looked like she belonged there, a light to his darkness, her moon-colored hair catching the midmorning sun.

He liked it a lot, Kieran realized with a start. He’d gotten used to turning and seeing her, seeing the way the sunlight caressed the delicate planes of her jaw. Of the way she folded her hands on her lap or absently toyed with the ends of her hair.

Yes, he would be pretty upset if something happened to her. Which meant even though she didn’t want to listen to him, in this case he’d be pretty adamant about her safety. Especially considering she was not a part of the official investigation, and he could get in a good bit of trouble for bringing her along.

“When we get there, I want you to follow my lead. I want you to hang back,” he warned, splitting his attention between her and the road.

She swiveled around to stare at him with narrowed eyes. Kieran wasn’t fazed by the look. He recognized it now. Knew to anticipate it whenever he challenged her.

“I don’t like being told what to do,” she said.

“Well, he knows your scent. He knew your relationship to Yelena. Which means we need to be careful dealing with the daytime caretaker if we want information without the whole nest becoming involved. Besides, vamps can get a little testy if you wake them up in the middle of the day. They tend to go for the jugular. Quite literally. I’ve seen it done before and it’s never pretty. I don’t want him going for yours, my dear.”

She settled on the seat with a tiny smile. One she didn’t want him to see but didn’t exactly hide, either. “I like knowing you’re worried about me.”

“There’s a lot of extra paperwork if you get killed on the job,” he told her with a wink. “I’m not a fan of paperwork. I have more important things to do with my time.”

She laughed at the joke, as he intended, despite whatever nerves she felt.

He wouldn’t dream of leaving her alone. She’d do something stupid, like try to sneak into the vamp nest without his knowledge. Better to keep her where he could see her, especially considering the dangers present. Dangers, sure, but better to engage during the day instead of when the moon rose high and the vampires were at the height of their powers. He wanted information without the threat of death, if possible.

“Is there something you can do?” he asked absently. “To change your scent, I mean. I don’t want any of his cronies getting a whiff of you once we step over the threshold. Vampires are hive creatures. Once one wakes, the rest probably will as well.”

“Not really, no. It’s not my kind of magic. And we know I can do so little.” She fiddled with her hair, uneasy discussing the way her magic had begun to fizzle out. “How many will we be dealing with?”

Kieran tried to remember what he’d read, thinking himself prepared. His mind had been elsewhere. Distracted. “In this coven? There are ten, although not all of them may be present. Is coven the right word for a gathering of vampires? Murder, maybe...no, those are crows. I’m confused.”

“You’ve got a lot of research to do, Shanahan.”

That was the crazy thing. He’d done his research. But nothing seemed to stick in his head. Not when he caught sight of her. When she touched him, he lost whatever sense he had.

They pulled up in front of a lodge-type cabin with large wooden planks forming a porch out front. The perfect sort of place to list on a rental site, rather than house a bunch of bloodthirsty monsters. He knew from past experiences outer appearances could be deceiving.

“Listen—”

But as usual, Illaria refused. She was already out of the car and heading toward the front door before he had a chance to finish.

Shit.

Kieran struggled to catch up, then circled back to pop the trunk and grab the standard vamp bag detectives were required to carry. Garlic, stakes, holy water, the usual. Standard procedure. He’d be a fool not to have it close. He hoped he wouldn’t need it, but he hadn’t lied to Illaria. They played it safe—or at least safer—by going for interrogation in the middle of the day. High noon. Still, he refused to put her safety on the line.

He threw the pack over his shoulder and struggled to catch her before she made an entrance without him. She’d already gotten halfway to the door.

“You stay behind me,” he told her, bending to speak next to her ear and slowing his steps. “Do you understand? Whatever happens, you stay behind me and let me do the talking. The daylight caretakers will be the ones at the door and you and I have to keep our cover.”

She finished looping her hair in an intricate braid over her shoulder. Tucking loose strands behind her ears. “How do you want to play this? You’re not going to flash your cop badge and muscle your way inside?”

“Just follow my lead.”

He came up with the plan on the spot, not wanting to go inside with guns blazing. They needed to be discrete.

Catching his breath, Kieran reached out and pounded his fist against the front door, but not before dropping his pack in the bushes and out of eyesight. A precaution. He didn’t want to play his cards too soon.

The woman who answered the door looked like she could be the wife of the local priest. Her button-up shirt reached directly below her chin, tucked into the waistband of her slacks, and her graying hair was swept away from a peach-shaped face, with two butterfly pins securing the strands.

“May I help you?” she asked, peering around the door with a caution born from habit.

Something Kieran understood. Although he’d never quite gotten the concept of willingly becoming a blood slave. It made his skin prickle just thinking about it.

“Hi there, ma’am.” Although he wasn't the best at accents, Kieran adopted the one that came naturally. Think Minnesota. Cheese curds. Flying by the seat of his pants with something familiar. “The wife and I are in the market for a house and we sure do like the look of this one. Thinking about moving to Hedgehill Marsh permanently.”

He didn’t need to glance at Illaria to feel her amusement. God, please let her keep a straight face on this one.

She linked her hand through his and slid into a similar persona. His girl. “We sure do. This place is just perfect. Absolutely perfect.”

The woman at the door blinked at them, her thin smile still in place. “I’m not sure I understand...”

Kieran and Illaria shared a look. “Sorry, honey, I guess we didn’t think how rude this might be.” He returned his attention to the stranger guarding the front entrance. A matronly Cerberus. “We just wanted to talk to you to see what the taxes were like here. And schools, and property values. Maybe even to see if you might consider selling this place. The wife sure does like this house. Loves the little flower boxes underneath the windows.”

The woman fluffed like a little roosting hen. “I planted those myself.”

“Of course you did!” Illaria exclaimed. “They have a real personal touch. Anyway, we know this is short notice and an awful imposition, but do you think we could come inside and have a chat? About the neighborhood and the schools and all? Gosh, I just love everything about this house. And those flower boxes are just a dream...”

She trailed off on a sigh, but the ruse worked.

“Only for a moment. You two look sweet. Newly married, you said?” The woman stared at their fingers for rings. Kieran made sure to stick his opposite hand out for an introduction.

“Hal Smith, lovely to meet you. My wife, Martha. We left our wedding rings at home because, you know.” He leaned in closer. “Thieves.”

The woman at the door seemed to understand. She gave a curt not and not a hair moved out of place. “Come in, we can speak in the parlor. My...the homeowners are not to be disturbed but I think it’s safe to have a spot of tea.”

“The homeowners?” Kieran asked lightly. He took in everything, every detail of the opening foyer leading into a large living room. The power of observation, he knew, was an essential tool in his arsenal.

“Yes. I tend the house. The owners work during the evening so they are asleep for most of the daylight hours. Mrs. Macy, a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

She did not hold out a hand for an introduction.

The door closed and darkness immediately enveloped them. The silence of the house became deafening. Kieran heard his pulse echo in his ears.

“They work nights,” Mrs. Macy continued, “and trust me to care for the house during the day. Please, have a seat. I'll put some tea on. Are you two fans of Earl Grey?”

Kieran clapped his hands together. “Is there any other kind of tea?”

He and Illaria did as advised, heading toward a large sectional couch and sitting. The moment Mrs. Macy walked out of earshot, Illaria hissed, “Does anything strike you as odd?”

“You mean besides how incredibly crazy-good you are at a Midwestern accent? I mean crazy-good.”

She shushed him. “We just got invited into a hive house because we complimented her flower boxes. It shouldn’t be that easy. Isn’t she supposed to be guarding them?”

“The daylight caretakers do their best to maintain an air of normalcy,” Kieran whispered, unsure how good Mrs. Macy’s hearing was. “To act as though there aren’t immortal beings sleeping in coffins the next room over. As far as she knows, we’re just passing tourists. We can’t see anything out of the ordinary anyway. And she’s only human.”

“So you say. I’m getting an itchy feeling between my shoulder blades. Is your power telling you anything weird?”

“Not yet, but I haven’t had time to get a read on her. I’ll do better when she comes back. Sometimes touch is required.”

Mrs. Macy returned moments later with a quaint teapot and three cups, carried on a tray. “Here you go, dears. Enjoy.”

Every instinct was screaming at him to run, despite the fact that Mrs. Macy had been nothing but polite. Unfortunately, they hadn’t yet gotten what they came for. Information. Kieran refused to leave until he had a better handle on the situation.

Illaria accepted her tea with grace and an appreciative smile. “This neighborhood is so cute,” she said with a grin, slipping into the accent with ease. “Tell me more about the neighbors themselves. The kind who wouldn’t mind getting a carpool together?” She used her free hand to reach out and take hold of Kieran’s. “For the little ones we hope to have one day. I need to know about school districts if you have any kind of information on that.”

Against his will, a fire lit in his chest. He knew she said it to make a point, to play along with the story he’d begun to weave, but he actually liked the sound of children. Ones they would make together.

Oh man. Damn, not good.

He hung back in the conversation to let Illaria pepper the older woman with questions. Wear down her defenses.

It gave him the opportunity he needed to reach out. Closing his eyes briefly under the ruse of inhaling his tea, Kieran let his senses spread through the room.

Illaria, as usual, was a blank spot. Instead of being afraid of it, the way he had been the first time he met her, he appreciated the emptiness. Then he reached beyond her for the signature Mrs. Macy gave off. He made contact easily, the sensation like slipping his finger into a warm apple pie. He sensed sweetness and more than a little spice. No blood bond to any of the vampires thus far, though most daylight caretakers chose to become blood slaves to their masters in the end, but she had the thought.

Her age held her back. She didn’t want to take the chance of turning because she was already in her late fifties. The poor woman didn’t consider herself beautiful. What a shame.

He also sensed her worry for one of her wards. The one in the last room down the hall, who had gotten back seconds before the sun rose. He’d stank of cigarette smoke and spoke of a police raid.

Yet something seemed off about Mrs. Macy. He knew what she had for breakfast. He knew how she still felt guilt at never having children before her husband passed away.

But he couldn’t for the life of him figure out what gave him a sense of wrongness. Like a tiny current of cold air in an otherwise toasty room, he couldn’t find the source.

Recognizing the lull in the conversation, and the fact that he’d been silent for too long, Kieran blinked and returned his attention to Illaria.

“Sorry, just thinking about those kids,” he replied, pretending to choke up. “My mother is going to be so happy to be a grandmother. She always regretted not giving me more siblings.”

Mrs. Macy cocked her head, brows knitting together in sympathy. “Poor dear. I understand. Please, let me know about any other questions you might have.” She glanced over her shoulder.

“I’m sure we’ve taken up too much of your time. Gosh, this tea is delicious. But I need to use the restroom, if that’s okay? We’ve been on the road too long and...” Kieran feigned embarrassment.

“Funny, I was about to say the same thing!” Illaria commented, giving his hand a hard squeeze.

“The wife and I, we have tiny bladders. One of the many things we’ve bonded over.” He gritted his teeth. “Sorry, honey, but I’m the one who needs to go first here. I’m about to explode.”

He set the cup down on the table and stood. Mrs. Macy, with no other option, pointed down the hallway before wringing her hands. “There’s a powder room. First door on the right. Please, don’t go any further down. The homeowners—”

“Gosh, of course,” Kieran interrupted. “A Smith never overstays his—or her—welcome. A quick bathroom trip and then we’ll be out of your hair.”

He set off in the right direction, drawing the door open and closing it with a soft snick while still standing in the hallway. The last door at the end of the hall, eh? That’s where Mrs. Macy’s mind went, and he’d picked up on the thought a split second before she pushed it aside.

He needed to get a good look at the vampire. Get him alone before Mrs. Macy could alert anyone to their presence. It was a risk, sure, but if the vamp woke and caught Illaria’s scent before Kieran could be there to intervene... No. He could risk his own safety but not hers.

Keeping his footfalls to a minimum, he crept down, counting the doors.

He reached out with his senses, although he didn’t expect to feel anything. Vampires gave off a notoriously soft energy even while awake. Sleeping like the dead—for the most part—during the day, he expected to find nothing, but it didn’t hurt to try.

“Hey, Detective Shanahan!”

The cheery voice came from his left and Kieran swiveled around to see Yelena’s ex-boyfriend Daniel staring at him.

Oh, shit!

“What are you doing here?” Daniel continued with a goofy grin, his Frosty King hat askew on his forehead.

Kieran scrambled for an excuse, his brain throwing a million ideas at him and none of them sticking. “I, um—”

He never had a chance to finish. Illaria came around the corner with a gun pointed at her head.
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Illaria

Cold steel pressed into her temple. A healthy dose of fear swirled in her belly—self-preservation—along with anger and frustration and a weighty sense of time. Wasted time. The more they wasted, the less likely the chance of finding Yelena alive.

Even though technically immortal, Illaria knew a gunshot to the brain would be the final end for her. Even Fae could die with the right kind of bullet.

And here was this human who’d thought she could get the jump on them with a concealed weapon. It pained Illaria to admit it but Mrs. Macy had done just that. What had they been thinking, worming their way inside without a good old wooden stake hidden in a boot?

“You made a big mistake, lady,” Illaria hissed through her teeth, losing the phony accent. It had been nothing, anyway. Seen through instantly. If she’d been able to access her power, this wouldn’t be an issue. A tiny tornado would bring the roof down and let the sunshine in.

“Oh, did I?” Mrs. Macy tightened her grip, giving Illaria a little shake. “Tell me why, Fae bitch!” She drew in a deep breath. Inhuman enough to know Illaria for herself and not the persona she tried to wear.

“Because I’m going to shove your head through the coffee table, blood whore. And you.” She tried to raise her free arm to point at Daniel but found the gun pressed even closer to her head. “I have tortures planned for you.”

“Don’t worry,” Kieran interjected, his hands at either side of his head when Daniel proved to be less incompetent than he looked and drew a similar weapon from the waistband of his pants. “I’ll take care of him.”

“No, you need to leave him for me.” She’d been dreaming of this moment since she’d wrangled news of the relationship out of Yelena months ago. Time for payback.

Curious and more than a little ticked off, she saw the planning, the calculation in Kieran’s gaze as she watched the interplay between him and Daniel, recognized the body language. Predator and prey, although the stupid man who’d been dating her sister had no clue what danger he stood beside.

She wondered how she’d missed it in the first place.

“You are going to pay for this.” Illaria directed her comment toward Daniel. Wanting her hands around his neck.

He shrugged obliviously. “I refuse to let you shame me. This is my choice, Illaria.”

“And was it your choice to cheat on my sister?”

“Hey, I resent that! It’s not cheating if you don’t go all the way.” Pained, Daniel raised a hand to his heart. “Yelena was very special to me.”

She also wanted to slap that stupid hat off his head and make him eat it, but instead clamped down on her disgust so hard that she nearly choked. “You can’t be serious.”

The moment thick with tension, the four parties poised to attack, Illaria chose to make her move before the rest of them. With Mrs. Macy’s eyes focused on Kieran, Illaria dug her elbow into the older woman’s side. The pointy bone bit into soft tissue.

She ducked, moving preternaturally fast seconds before the gun went off, bullet embedding harmlessly into the stone of the fireplace. Swinging out with her leg, the heel of her boot raked against Mrs. Macy’s ankle in an attempt to take her down.

A fighter Illaria never claimed to be, although she’d had her fair share of scrapes. She did the best she could with raw animal instincts and a fierce desire to make good on her promise to decapitate Daniel. He had it coming.

Mrs. Macy had surprisingly good balance, though. She jumped out of the way in time to avoid the boot and launched down with her own leg. It caught Illaria in the shoulder, sending her to the floor and the breath from her lungs.

Black spots did the rumba in front of her eyes. Mrs. Macy, with her shoe firmly planted in the middle of Illaria’s back, bellowed some kind of banshee-like warning to the rest of the household. Waking the occupants with her volume.

Which brought on the vampires.

Illaria would have never guessed Kieran to be right on that count, the grumpy mid-morning fangers who were in worse moods than a teenager woken up for school. They poured from their rooms like a horde of ants toward a juicy morsel of food. Except angry. Getting-vengeance-for-your-murdered-family-in-a-movie angry.

Eyes glowed red in the gloom and Illaria opened her mouth to warn Kieran of their approach. No need. Daniel had his hands around the detective’s neck, pressing him back against the wall. An opportunist to the core.

Illaria shifted enough to grab Mrs. Macy’s ankle and twist. It gave her enough wiggle room to jump up.

Mrs. Macy charged her with a growl, knocking Illaria off her feet and sending her stumbling into the coffee table. Down again. She landed on her haunches, knocking her shoulder against the glass and causing the mugs of tea to crash down to the floor.

“You came here and threatened my family,” the old woman taunted. “Get up.”

Illaria didn’t have the time to taunt back, which part of her desperately wanted to do. Instead, she gathered her energy, surging up, ignoring the twinge of pain in her shoulder. She’d heal.

“What about my family, you old hag?” Illaria grabbed the tray used to bring out the tea and swung it at Mrs. Macy’s head.

She ducked, but not quickly enough to avoid a blow.

The vampires swarmed. Illaria jumped, her attention riveted on them, giving Mrs. Macy the opportunity she needed to fight back.

Her arms came around Illaria’s midsection, locking her hands at the wrists and squeezing. Stronger than she looked for a human.

The breath left Illaria in a groan. Struggling to move, she called to her magic, the burn beginning low in her belly. It sputtered and threatened to go out, which was at least better than the last time she’d tried to draw on her magic and found nothing. Better, yes, but not nearly enough to help.

She drew from there and clapped her hands together with whatever force she could muster. The mini tornado whipped out of her, drawing its energy from her core. It broke Mrs. Macy’s hold on her and gave Illaria enough time to surge to her feet, winded but unharmed.

She sprinted across the room toward Kieran, determined to break Daniel’s arms. One of the vampires came at her and knocked her off her feet. Before she could hit the floor, steel bands in the guise of arms came around her waist to drag her away. T where, she didn’t know.

And pretty sure she didn’t want to find out.

Illaria screeched and fought. Lashing out with her feet, she kicked at the vampire’s kneecaps without conscious thought. The creature still had her suspended in the air, carrying her squirming toward the darkness of the cave-like rooms.

Mrs. Macy ordered the rest of the vampires to hold them down. “Take care of the threat, quickly,” she called out, her cheeks flaming.

Two more vamps rushed into the hallway, their attention focused on Illaria. Maybe it would give Kieran some kind of advantage.

Some time to get out of the chokehold and help her.

Illaria’s attention zipped down to the vampire holding her the instant his fangs scraped across her neck. Oh hell no. She sent another blast of air magic out—nearly the last of what she had—this time behind her. As soon as the vampire was two steps away, she lashed out with a fist accompanied by more magic. It sent him flying into the side of the fireplace. The stone crumbled with a resounding thud.

A set of claw-like fingernails slashed at her face. Illaria saw them coming from the corner of her eye and ducked on instinct. The vampire near the fireplace seized the advantage, his arm snaking out and landing a blow close to her shoulder.

“I’m going to suck you dry,” he said, fangs distending.

“No. You. Won’t,” Illaria told him in a tense, clipped voice that brooked no disagreement. “Asshole.”

Unfortunately, the creature didn’t care much what her tone brooked. It lunged for her. Illaria spun out of the way and came face to face with the vamp from the photos. From the club. She would recognize those eyes anywhere, the chill in them.

His breath hissed out. “Bad move. Now you’re never going to wake up.”

Kieran chose that moment to embrace his inner football jock. He slammed into the vampire and Illaria watched the creature flip in midair, slung toward the ground.

With an out in front of her, she tried to force her frozen muscles to move. When the closest vamp flung out a leg to restrain her, she slipped underneath on her way to the door. The bag. She needed the bag Kieran had dropped just outside the bag with stakes and holy water. Anything to get these creatures to stop.

She made it ten feet.

The vampire from the club grabbed her from behind and drew her down. He easily outweighed her by a good fifty pounds or more. He landed and bounced on her back, forcing her into the ground like a doll in the hands of a petulant child.

She slashed with her elbow—only to be grabbed by two massive hands. Her wrists sang in agony as the fingers squeezed hard enough that she cried out. She twisted, bringing up a foot to smash into her assailant, and caught a flash of fangs before— Not fangs. Teeth. Sharp, curving teeth designed to slip beneath her skin and rend.

Illaria cried out when those damn teeth pierced the spot between her neck and shoulder, a primal act of aggression. This went beyond a drive for blood, for food, the bite strong and claiming. It stunned her into stillness.

The vampire had her pinned against the side of the fireplace. Once she came to, struggling to free herself, he clamped down harder. His teeth slid deep into her and each subsequent movement had blood spilling onto her shirt.

Pinned like some weakling instead of the great Fae she was. What had happened to her? What had caused her to lose her magic like a useless and pathetic piece of garbage? No better than Daniel, except even he had gotten the jump on her.

Illaria growled, shoving at the vamp with whatever strength she had left. Teeth ripped from her skin when she struck him in his chest.

The pain had gone, too much for her overwrought nerves to handle perhaps, and she didn’t care about the blood. She didn’t care why she couldn’t seem to access her magic anymore. No, now she wanted to fight. She wanted to rip his throat out in retaliation.

Together they moved until the vamp lunged, throwing a punch so swift most humans would have had their heads spun around on their necks. But Illaria managed to dodge him and catch his wrist in her hands. She spun around to lock it into a hold, prepared to break his bones.

His face twisted in pain and she took the moment to drive her knee up to whatever piece of him she could reach.

They moved together brutally fast, two supernatural beings with one having the edge only in that he knew how to fight. Illaria relied on rage alone. Especially when the vampire laughed. She went on the offensive and moved like a virago, punch for punch, block for block.

She hit the ground bloodied more times than she could count, and then pushed to her feet just as the vampire attacked again and again. It would have been over real quick if she’d had access to her magic. Which, unfortunately, had decided to make itself scarce, forcing her to utilize her body strength.

The vampire landed a kick to her chest that sent her flying backwards, slamming into the rock of the fireplace. She slumped, gasping to draw air into her lungs. Kieran called her name, the syllables echoing in her brain.

“Your sister would have put up a better fight,” the vamp taunted, moving closer to nudge Illaria with his foot.

Wrong thing to say. He’d known his words would register like a slap to the face. He’d had the upper hand—until then.

She retaliated, hungry to bring him down, fighting with wild wrath no one would have expected from a creature of her size. She hurtled after him and the vampire whirled in time to catch her. Twisting at the last moment, Illaria locked his arms and neck into a hold, her legs coming around his waist and bringing them both to the floor.

Mrs. Macy glanced at them wide-eyed before letting out a low whistle. Whatever had kept the rest of the vampires occupied—namely Kieran—became obsolete at that moment, and the pack moved as one toward Illaria.

She had a moment of pure panic where her stomach churned before they were on her, using their might to pry her off her prize. She shrieked in pain, in terror, as they came at her with teeth and claws. Blood slipped down her skin and she caught sight of red eyes before heads lowered.

They bit her.

Awareness flickered as she tried to struggle, tried to dislodge the fangs meant to dig deep and cling, hooked at the ends. The vampire from the club raised his head long enough to lick his lips, bloody grin growing the weaker she became.

“It was worth it. You’re delicious.”

Illaria opened her mouth to scream and found her body unwilling to cooperate. Her arms twitched, blood seeping from a dozen bites, a dozen cuts. The last flickering thought in her deprived brain was for her sister.

Then the vampire at her neck exploded into dust.

Two more glanced up with a hiss seconds before they too exploded with the sound of a shotgun. Blinking, Illaria struggled to move, to crane her neck to see what had happened.

Kieran’s smile was a thing of savage, dark beauty. He’d managed to get the bag from outside, stake in one hand and a gun in the other, already prepped with a clip of silver bullets. After making short work of the vampires sucking her dry, he bent down and tried to maneuver her into a sitting position.

“Illaria, breathe. Are you okay?”

His hands slipped through the blood coating her exposed skin. Coughing, she tried to do as he requested, black dots swimming in front of her eyes.

“They—”

The word cost her more energy than it should have. She made no protest when Kieran lurched to his feet and took her with him. “We need to get you out of here. Now. Damn paperwork is going to be a mile long.”

Her head lolled on her neck as though weighted, too heavy to carry.

“Can you walk on your own? I only left one of them alive. And yes, I’m sorry, I know you wanted him for yourself but I took Daniel down too. I’m never going to hear the end of this.”

Her mind couldn’t grasp what he said. Her skin, normally pale, glowed in the sunlight when they made it to the front door. Kieran slowly let go of her and she stumbled into the door frame.

Exhaustion tugged relentlessly on her and she clutched at the wall, peering outside until Kieran returned behind her.

“Try to make it to the car. Then we’ll figure this mess out.”

The human detective and the exiled fairy departed the vampire coven’s cabin into the bright afternoon, one carrying the body of a half-dead vampire, the other a bewildered expression.
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Chapter 14
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Kieran

“You don’t look good. What can I do?” Kieran asked when Illaria staggered toward the car.

She’d lost a lot of blood. Too much, if the mercurial-like pool beneath her when he’d managed to break her free was any indication. He’d pushed the immediate and painful concern for her aside to do what had to be done.

Once Daniel had been taken care of—broken neck in self-defense because the guy decided to use the knife in his boot once the gun was knocked away—Kieran went for the duffel bag and made quick work of the rest of the nest. They hadn’t been expecting him, their attention completely focused on Illaria through the bloodlust.

They’d chewed her like a dog toy.

Kieran had to keep it together. Had to focus on getting her out of there, on getting the one vampire he’d left alive back to the car under the cover of the strange black storm clouds suddenly blocking the sun. He couldn’t look at her for fear of losing it entirely. His insides were knotted worse than old frayed shoelaces.

“Illaria, answer me. What do you need from me?” he asked.

She’d heal, he tried to tell himself. She’d heal and be better within moments. Wouldn’t she?

The Fae tried to wave, to assure him all was well. Then crumpled down to her knees, the pavement of the front walkway scraping her already damaged skin.

Fuck this. Kieran dropped the vampire like a sack of flour, reaching toward his woman. “Careful!” The command popped out of his mouth without censure. Without hesitation.

Her eyes drifted shut, dark bruises standing out against the lightness of her skin and hair. “Kieran...”

“Whoa, there.” He bent to scoop her up, heedless of the amount of blood on his hands. They both looked like sole survivors of an apocalypse. “Illaria? Answer me.”

His deep voice broke when he whispered her name. Despite his training, his time at the academy that taught him to be prepared for anything, he felt his face go pale and the rest of him go hot.

What would he do if anything happened to her? He hadn’t even liked her at first. Now he couldn’t stomach the thought of losing her.

Steeling himself, he rose on shaky legs, drawing Illaria’s slight body to him. He had a nest of dead vampires to deal with, the one on the lawn bound and ready for interrogation. His squad needed to be informed of the mess and the chain of command must be followed.

Man, this wasn’t looking good for him or his career.

He’d lost his cool back there, attempting to contain his temper in order to get the job done without casualties. And he’d ended up choking on it when he saw the vampires dive on Illaria. He’d caught the scent of her fear like electricity before a thunderstorm, dread for the end. A real end. Not something she could bounce back from. Honest to goodness dead.

And the thought of a world without her in it shook Kieran to his core.

He’d let the rage loose, let it take over him with a murderous calm which turned out to be exactly that. Murderous. He’d lost his mother to something beyond his control. He refused to lose anyone else the same way.

The scene had slowed and spread around him until Kieran saw the room with sharp clarity. The old woman stood in the corner with her eyes closed and hands in front of her. The turned dead had blood lust in their eyes, fangs fully extended.

Kieran knew what to do. He grabbed his weapons from just outside the door and charged, a dim part of him aware that if he had any magic, he would have exploded the vampires from the inside with a thought.

If he’d had magic, Ilaria would never have been hurt on his watch. Her eyes had met his once he’d come to her rescue, and he saw genuine fear there. She’d been compromised and instead of telling him, leaning on him, she’d attempted the impossible on her own.

Impossible because for some reason, her access to her magic was blocked. She didn’t need to tell him. Just as he didn’t need the sight to know that something had happened to her.

With dread clutching his heart, he settled Illaria in the back seat of the car and addressed the body on the lawn. Kieran had made sure to keep the vamp from the club alive, but only just. He stuffed the creature in the trunk after checking that his weapons were stashed out of reach.

He’d deal with the vamp later. As soon as he knew for a fact that Illaria would live.

She’d lost a lot of blood. His mind circled around this fact repeatedly. Kieran hadn’t known the lure of her, never having heard the rumor before. It didn’t matter now. He’d fucked up. He should have left her at home.

He shoved the key into the ignition, stepping his foot down on the pedal with the echo of the sun making its last descent in his rearview mirror.

Speeding through the darkened streets, he had no care for the traffic laws. The light turned red overhead and he drove underneath with a roar of his engine, the red and blue lights on top of his unmarked police vehicle bright and obvious.

Illaria’s breath caught in her throat and he spared a glance in the rearview mirror. Paler than before, her skin appeared translucent beneath the glow of streetlights. Damn, he was losing time, something he didn’t have.

Why wasn’t she healing? Did this have something to do with her loss of magic?

“Hold on, baby, hold on,” he told her, tensing. Kieran reached over the seat and rested his hand against her arm. Needing to touch her, to feel her, even when her pulse jumped erratically beneath his fingertips. “I’m hurrying.”

A screech of tires brought him into his parking spot in the apartment complex. Leaving the vampire in the trunk, his thoughts circling in his head, he strode toward the back for his wild Fae woman.

“Hold on,” he told her again.

Illaria groaned when he marched up the steps toward the second floor. Kieran nearly resorted to kicking down his own door before he remembered that he had the key in hand. He pushed inside, knocking the door with his heel to close it.

Propping Illaria on the couch, he bolted for the bathroom and the first aid kit he kept there.

Not fast enough, he thought, rifling through the vanity. He wasn’t fast enough. His sneakers skidded along the linoleum.

“Here you go.” Kieran ripped open the front of her shirt without a second of hesitation. Bite marks peppered her skin and breasts, her clothing torn in the vamps’ zeal to get to her.

The fang punctures went deep, and silvery tinted blood looked like quicksilver as it flowed.

He did what he could to stem the flow, running his hands through his hair when the bandages soaked in moments.

“It’s not stopping.” Why the hell wasn’t it stopping?

Nothing prepared him for the terror. For the absolute and soul-breaking fear for her survival. Somewhere during their investigation, he’d crossed a line with her, and now he couldn’t keep his head on his shoulders.

Kieran stood for a moment, stretching his back and fighting to be rational against the panic. What should he do now? What the hell was his next step? None of the books or the training had prepared him for this. For the fear and the unrelenting well of anger that caused him to put his fist through the wall, straight through the sheetrock.

Illaria was on the verge of bleeding out and because he hadn’t stood his ground and told her to stay home. He’d allowed her to come with him, turning her into chum in the water for bloodthirsty vampires.

She could die. Perhaps Kieran should feel remorse for having killed the vampires who did this to her—his only leads on the grape, which might be connected to Yelena—but he didn’t experience much in the way of triumph either. He was too full of worry about Illaria to register anything more than fear.

He crouched next to her, wrapping another layer of gauze around the wounds on her wrists. “Tell me what to do,” he whispered. His gaze searched her face. “You always know. Or at least you pretend to know. You’re so self-assured. I can’t lose you, Illaria. Please tell me what to do.”

He waited to see if she heard him, watching the way her eyes flickered beneath her closed lids. Breath hissed from between her lips. At least she was still breathing. That had to count for something.

Kieran jumped a mile when the phone he’d stuffed in his pocket began to vibrate. Fumbling, his fingers numb and clumsy, he managed to answer the call.

“Shanahan, what in the blue blazes of fuck is this text message I get about a dead vampire nest?” Osgood’s voice reverberated out from the speakers. “I send a pair of officers over to the address you sent and I find a massacre! What did you do?”

Kieran sighed and pinched both sides of his nose. “I’m sorry, sir, I don’t have time to talk about this right now.”

“You left the scene of a crime—”

“I really can’t talk about this, sir. I have more pressing issues. I’ll explain everything to you in my report in the morning.”

He could practically see Osgood’s eyes popping out of his skull. “Get your ass down to the station now, Shanahan! Whatever leniency I’ve granted you from your bust the other night has officially come to an end. Do you understand me? You have a lot of explaining to—”

Kieran hung up the phone, seeing no other choice. Days ago, his response would have been different. He would have hung his head, done what it took to get the promotion he knew would launch his career and help his standing with the other officers. Would help get his life in the direction he truly wanted.

Until Illaria got hurt. On his watch. Because he’d been distracted by the gun to her head instead of doing his job.

Just like his mother, trying to prepare a midnight snack when no one else was awake.

Fae or not, immortal or not, she looked too close to the edge for his liking. The Fae could die, he knew. Not easily, but it was possible. If her wounds refused to heal...

Then he remembered a tiny nugget of conversation from earlier.

Maybe you could give old Caryss a run for her money telling street fortunes.

Caryss, the witch who lived near the town square above an abandoned video store. The police department kept a close watch on her because she hadn’t filled out the mayor’s census. Which meant they had little information to go on besides word of mouth, none of which had been solid.

She didn’t step a toe out of line. But something about her drew attention from multiple sources.

Could he trust her to know what to do?

Do I have any choice?

Kieran fumbled for his cell phone, then realized he wouldn’t have the number. But Illaria...she would have the witch’s number.

He checked her pockets, finding nothing. It had to be there. She never went anywhere without the blasted thing. He eventually found her cell phone tucked into her left boot once he pulled down the zipper.

With ten percent battery life left, his shaking fingers took him through the list of options down to the one he searched for. There was no mistaking it for someone else.

The entry in the address book read Hateful Bitch of the West. Thank God for modern technology.

He pressed the icon of a phone handset and waited while it rang. Over and over.

The witch eventually picked up on the eighth ring.

“This better be good. You don’t call without a reason, fairy girl.”

The gravelly voice grated in his ears and Kieran felt a rush of physical pain in reaction. “Actually,” he began, “this is Detective Kieran Shanahan of the Hedgehill Marsh PD.”

Silence reigned. Then the croaking tone sounded again, this time colored with amusement. “What does Detective Kieran Shanahan of the Hedgehill Marsh PD want with me?”

“Illaria...said you might be able to help.” She hadn’t exactly said that, but it wouldn’t hurt to throw it in. Kieran paced the room, wearing a hole in the carpet, his eyes locked on the trembling body on his couch. Blood seeped into the cushions and her normally pale skin had taken on the slight green tone of a fish’s underbelly.

Caryss laughed. “I highly doubt she lauded me for my abilities. What did she really say?”

No way he could get around this now. Truth time. “She said you peddled on the streets for children,” he said through gritted teeth.

“Ah, yes. More like her. What can I do for you?”

“I wouldn’t be calling if it weren’t urgent. I need you. Illaria is hurt and in trouble.”

“Her bad attitude doesn’t constitute trouble, honey, I’m sorry to tell you.”

Kieran bent beside her, taking her hand in his. Illaria was unresponsive. He didn’t have time to waste on this old fool and her opinions. He didn’t have time to waste alienating her, either. “We went into a vampire nest. She got bitten up pretty badly. I can’t stop the bleeding.”

“What is in it for me?” the witch asked.

“Whatever you want,” he answered immediately. “I’ll pay any price.”

Caryss remained quiet although he heard her breathing. “You know, it never bodes well to jump right to any price. There should at least be negotiation involved, don’t you think? Too late now, I suppose. Any price, you say...” She trailed off. Then: “Fine.”

She ended the call with a finite click.

Kieran threw the cell down on the table and turned his full attention back to the woman on his couch. He’d likely just made the biggest mistake of his life by agreeing to this deal, but...it was strange, the steadying feeling knowing he’d made the choice for her.

He felt for a pulse and found it weak and thready. Blood still seeped out of the bandages and down the side of his couch. “Help is on the way,” he told her. Hoping she could hear him. “It’s going to be all right.”

The clock tower ticked out the time and in the distant part of his mind, he registered the boom of the hour striking six. How long had it been since they’d stepped into the vampire coven’s house?

He kept a firm hand on Illaria until the knocking on his door resembled the final throes of the clock.

One, two, three.

Breaking contact, he strode toward the door and flung it open hard enough to rip the hinges from the wall. How Caryss found him without him giving an address he would never know.

The old crone stared at him through rheumy eyes, the left one twitching spasmodically. Her hair swooped behind her like bird wings, secured behind her head with two golden clips. The waves were thick and shiny, braided here and there with beads and other ornamentation that might have looked ostentatious on anyone else.

Kieran sagged against the door. “You came. She’s in here.”

Caryss flashed him a smile and metal teeth caught the shine of the outside light. “Did you think I wouldn’t come? You lost a few years off your life, did you, boy?”

“She could have died waiting for you.”

Caryss pushed past him, his nostrils catching the scent of musk, decay, and lavender. An odd combination. “But she didn’t. She’s still here with us.” The crone raised her chin to the sky and drew in a breath. “Yes, still here. And you are going to owe me a huge favor for this, Detective.”

“It doesn’t matter. I told you I’m willing to pay whatever you want.”

“And if the favor I want isn’t money?”

He swallowed over the lump in his throat. “I’ll do anything to save her.”

“Your prerogative.” Caryss shrugged, her robes hugging her figure and hiding her feet from view. They flowed with her as she walked, and in each step, Kieran saw an echo of the woman she must have been years ago. The beauty with immense power at her fingertips. A power that didn’t belong to this world.

She made no sound as she moved across the room, stopping to stare at the broken fairy slowly bleeding out. Illaria’s chest hitched once, then went still.

Kieran nearly died on the spot.

“Poor thing,” Caryss crooned with a cluck of her tongue. “Vampires. Am I right? They attack like animals, showing their true natures in the presence of the Fae. Our blood, it’s better than the most intoxicating food to them. Infinitely powerful but still digestible. It’s why I stay the hell out of their way, use amulets to keep them from scenting me, tracking me. And I lock my doors at sunset.”

Kieran started. “You’re Fae?”

“One of the last of my kind.” Metal teeth flashed at her slow, wicked grin. “Never would have thought it from looking at me, eh? Not listed on your precious census, is it? Now step aside, boy. Let me work. If you’re sure on the price—”

“I’m sure,” he interrupted before he had a chance to question himself.

“Then this should help.” The witch drew a vial from her robes, uncorking the top as a faintly brackish smell permeated his apartment.

Kieran stood near the door to allow Caryss room to work. It was better than rushing forward and questioning everything or inserting himself where he would hinder instead of help. But it took everything in his goddamn power to hold back.

“Do you care to let me in on what you’re doing?” he asked.

“No.”

She stooped low enough to take Illaria’s arm, smearing a hefty glob of mucus-yellow salve on the bite marks there. The rest went on the fairy’s chest and other arm. With those areas covered, Caryss moved on to shoulders and legs before removing Illaria’s ruined clothing and focusing on her neck and back.

Kieran surged forward to help her, uncomfortable with the way the older woman treated her unconscious charge like a CPR dummy. No care, no finesse.

“Will you be careful?” he barked. “She’s not dead.” Yet, his subconscious provided, but he forced that thought down.

Caryss chuckled, her gnarled fingers tracing a pattern along the other woman’s spine. The goo spread over the skin easily, caked over the rest of the bites. “What’s this?” The crone pointed to a spot on Illaria’s lower back.

A birthmark of sorts, looking like a tangle of vines in a small circle. He’d never noticed it before.

“I don’t know. It looks like oak leaves.”

Caryss laughed, slapping his hand away when he reached out to touch. “I didn’t notice it about her, either. But yes, I guess it does.” The second sentence she murmured under her breath. Kieran nearly didn’t catch it.

“You have something you want to share with me?” he wanted to know, face hardening.

“That was a mistake. You not noticing, I mean.”

Kieran frowned. He seemed confused when he looked back at Illaria, at her white face and erratic breathing. Then even more confused when he turned back to Caryss. The witch suddenly wore a mask of misgiving. Suspicion. He began wondering about a lot of things, not the least of which was why Caryss had suddenly lost her eye twitch.

Finished with her work, the witch sat back on the coffee table with a sigh. “There you are, Detective. Real magic. The ingredients in my poultice will draw out the last of the vampire venom which is keeping her wounds from healing.”

“I didn’t realize vampires had venom.”

“There are a lot of things in this world you don’t know about. And if Illaria wakes up from this, then she’ll survive. But be warned. Sometimes people don’t come back from the light.”

Her enigmatic words sent a shiver down his spine. It settled in his bones, creeping like ice along his marrow.

“Thank you,” he said, shoulders drooping. “For everything you’ve done.”

“Don’t thank me yet, boy. Please, don’t thank me yet. If she is meant to pass and I stop it from happening...there is always a steep price to pay. We shall have to wait and see.”

But Kieran had focused his attention on Illaria. On the way her breathing smoothed out and her pulse became stronger. He grabbed a chair and drew it close to keep vigil.

Caryss saw herself out, and he heard the faint strains of her laughter echoing down the stairwell.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 15
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Illaria

In her dream, Yelena sat next to her, the two sisters sharing a seat on the limb of an old oak. The gnarled bark of the towering tree rubbed their legs and they kicked the open air, tiny developing wings beating against their backs.

I bet I can fly across the forest in one go without getting tired.

She heard Yelena’s sweet voice inside her head. Her gaze shifted to her sister. Yelena was formidable in her perfection, utterly joyous. Eternally radiating inner happiness.

Green stretched on for miles below them, sunlight shining down on the emerald canopy. Each leaf glittered like a gemstone. The air tasted delicious. Tasted of crisp apples or cool fruit on a warm summer day.

Illaria took it into her lungs until they filled. Home. She remembered the smell, imprinted in her memory for eternity. Colors shone brighter, food tasted richer, even the sun felt warmer. Each piece of this world was magic.

Before the royalty decided to close the door for good.

She missed those times. Simpler by half, more magical than anything on Earth. Times when she and Yelena were free to be themselves without anyone or anything else putting constraints on them.

They’d sat in the big tree often, each limb larger than a car, stretching out into the infinite spans of atmosphere. She remembered the magic coursing through her, her lifeblood strong and sure. There’d been no anger and no missing pieces. No need to fill herself with meaningless affection to take away the frustration and pain.

Come on!

Yelena took off suddenly, and in the dream Illaria struggled to follow. Her own wings were weak and useless in comparison, her magic slow to come, sputtering. On the verge of dying.

She followed the sounds of laughter and caught sight of her sister’s ebony hair before losing her again. Illaria pumped her wings harder, urged them faster. She was older by thirty years. It was her job to lead the way and to protect her family. Not the other way around.

Yelena flew out of the forest and straight toward the ravine separating the realms. Leaves shook in an unnatural breeze and tumbled over the ledge into the darkness of the chasm. Unrelenting empty blackness reached up to claim them the closer they came.

Illaria stopped, a sharp pain between her shoulders. She called out for Yelena but the wind tore her voice away. The darkness below her had no beginning or end. It seemed to have a life of its own, pulsating. Filled with whispers of sound and memories. Faces lost to history.

With Yelena gone, Illaria stared at the ravine and something in the shadowy haze stared back at her.

Another sharp tug between her shoulders and Illaria turned around to see the mangled, shriveled husks of her wings She didn’t have time to scream. With her wings gone, she plummeted into the abyss. Terror caused a thin layer of sweat to break out over her skin.

She didn’t remember hitting the ground. Didn’t remember anything once the dream shifted. Now she stood in a fog.

A robed figure in white stepped through the mist, an extended hand beckoning her forward. Illaria smiled, forgetting her wings and taking a step forward. A tug pulled at her from the solar plexus region.

But a hand on her shoulder stopped her. For a split second, Illaria thought she’d see Kieran when she turned around.

Instead, a figure in black greeted her, a hood obscuring his face. The hand on her shoulder became hard. Heavy. One finger crooked in a silent bid to follow.

Caught between them, she didn’t know where to go. Where to follow. The darkness of the second figure comforted her. A welcome change to the heat and flash of pain from her fall. On the other side stood the person in white. When she looked at him, she recognized warmth. Light. An instant salve for her problems.

She tried to yell, to tell them she wanted her sister, to protest having to make such a choice at all.

The mist swirled around them until she lost all sense of direction. The two figures stood on either side of her like twin towers. Pulling. Waiting. Her hands went to cover her ears to fight off their voices, and suddenly she felt the bottom drop out from underneath her feet.

Wake up, wake up.

For God’s sake, Illaria, wake up!

Her lungs seized as she sat up, her heart nearly stopping. A keening sound slipped from her lips, echoing off the walls.

Jesus, where was she?

An apartment.

Where was Yelena?

“It’s okay, I’m here. I’m here. Breathe, Illaria, please. You’re scaring me.”

Her chest ached and a millennium seemed to pass before she finally drew air into her starving body. Sweat turned cold on her skin, the air filled with an oily, camphoric scent.

She fumbled until she came into contact with Kieran’s callused hand. He sat next to her on the bed. His bed.

“What. The actual. Hell...?” she managed.

Her arms felt dry and cracked, and when she glanced down, she saw some kind of dried ointment caked on her skin.

“You’re going to be okay. Thank God you’re all right.”

The relief in Kieran’s eyes kept her from speaking. She took a breath as he fell silent, mastering the sadness and the rage and the shock. It took three full seconds before she could think of what to say to him.

She squeezed his hand until her nails bit into his skin. “You’re not going to be okay unless you tell me what is happening, Shanahan.”

“I liked it better when you called me Kieran.”

Her confusion or tears would do no good although both pushed at her. “Why am I covered in dried snot? What...” She trailed off and blinked.

“It’s a magic poultice,” Kieran told her, turning away, his expression unreadable. “I couldn’t stop your bleeding. I didn’t know what to do so I called Caryss.”

The pieces clicked into place. “Excuse me? You had Caryss in this apartment slobbering over me? Please tell me you’re joking.” Illaria tried to shift her position and this time the pain registered. The dull ache across her back, her shoulders, down her arms and legs.

It would disappear in time, once her natural healing abilities kicked into high gear. Then she startled. Her magic. Remembering her dream, she tried to call her power, terrified that she’d reach for her wings and find them gone. Chopped off or burned. Those dark husks haunted her. She suddenly remembered how she’d tried to use her gifts to fend off the vampires but found nothing but a yawning emptiness inside of her.

Kieran calmed her with a soothing hand across her forehead. “Hey, stop. Don’t force it.”

“My wings.” Illaria swallowed. “Are they...are they still there?”

“Of course they are. Why wouldn’t they be?”

She must have sounded as miserable and small as she felt because Kieran crept closer and kept his hands on her. “We got out of the house. Okay? I staked the last of the vampires except for one. I should probably get him before the sun comes up. He’s still tied up in the trunk of my car.”

“What happened to me?”

“Apparently, Fae are a vampire’s favorite food group. I had no idea. I am so sorry, honey.” The bed shifted as he gave a shuddering sigh and raked a hand down his face. The raw emotion there made her ache for him. Never—never did he let the tough cop persona drop. Or let her see what he tried to hide. “I failed. I swore to protect you, and I failed today.”

She leaned into his touch, resting her head on his shoulder. “Kieran, I’m okay—”

“Now you’re okay,” he interrupted. “But this was not a good situation.” His arm came around her and drew her close. She let him, shifting to take in his face, the panic lingering in his eyes. “I let you walk in there sensing something was wrong with you, that there was something you weren’t telling me. You got hurt. I would have done anything to keep you from being in that situation. I took out the rest of the nest.” Kieran sucked in a breath, his muscled chest expanding as he bowed his head. “I’m sorry.”

“You have nothing to apologize for. I should have told you I’d been having blackouts.”

His gaze darted to her eyes, dropped briefly to her mouth. “What do you mean, blackouts?”

“My magic has been sputtering in and out for the last few days. Since Yelena disappeared, it hasn’t been strong enough for me to depend on.”

“You could have told me. I would have done things differently for you.”

“I didn’t trust myself enough to tell you. And I didn’t trust you. Maybe I’m the one who should apologize. Maybe I should start by thanking you.” She blinked back the burning in her eyes as he reached down between them to grab her hand despite the gunk and bringing it up to lay against his cheek.

At once it became an effort to force her lungs to breathe, to focus on anything other than his tanned, smooth skin.

Kieran refused to tear his eyes away from hers as she swept her index finger along his cheekbone. Savoring each stroke, she caressed his face, never breaking his gaze even as it stripped her raw.

“You couldn’t have known how they would react to me. Even I didn’t know.”

“Yes, but Caryss did.”

Illaria bolted upright at the name. Caryss had been in the apartment.

Her heart lurched. Each of the bites on her body throbbed. She went cold and hot at once.

It explained the goo for sure. She flaked off a piece, trying to ignore the frisson of anxiety inside of her. She didn’t like knowing the old witch had been in Kieran’s house.

Liked it less considering she’d been passed out at the time. It shifted the balance between them.

“What did she say?” Illaria asked slowly.

“Not much. Made some remark about the birthmark on your back.”

She shook her head. “I don’t have a birthmark on my back. She’s mistaken.” Kieran touched her chin, his chestnut eyes filled with some emotion she didn’t yet understand.

There was strength in his face that she found intoxicating, soothing. “Don’t think about it,” he whispered. “I did what I had to do. How about we get you in the shower? It looks like the salve did its job.”

“It itches like a bitch,” Illaria complained when he scooped her into his arms.

“I’m sure it does! You were knocking on death’s door, baby.”

“Please don’t call me baby. It’s weird.”

“Not sure why it’s weirder than you about to be naked in my shower again,” he responded.

She warmed at the thought, dismissing her desire to snuggle closer as a reaction to the goo. “Will you be joining me?”

His face hardened. “Now isn’t the right time. You’re hurt.”

“Not hurt enough to be unappreciative of the thought of you under that warm spray.”

“Look at that. You even got your sense of humor back.” Kieran paused in the bathroom threshold. “I’m glad you’re okay. I was really worried.”

“You shouldn’t have worried about me. You had it handled.” Illaria nuzzled closer, enjoying the closeness. The feel of his shoulders beneath her hands.

“Stop trying to butter me up because it isn’t working.”

“How about you reach out with your all-seeing eye and tell me what I’m doing?”

“You know damn well I can’t do that with you.” He deposited her—gently—inside the tub and reached toward the faucet, switching on the hot water. “And it’s a good thing I can’t. If I’d been there with you, feeling what you felt when those vampires attacked, I would never have been able to push the fear aside and get the job done.”

Illaria started at the change in his voice. How it had dropped low. She felt the sudden urge to snap her eyes shut tight and think about porridge or something equally bland. Funny how her interest in Kieran had shifted into something...significant.

Kieran kept hold of her hand, warm water creeping up toward her feet as the tub began to fill.

“It’s a good thing when a man doesn’t know everything about a woman,” she said. “You can’t read me and I admit I like that.”

“I know the important things,” Kieran insisted. “I know your strength and your determination. I know you care about the people closest to you, and you are as stubborn as hell.”

“Yes, those sound about right,” she agreed.

They stood there with the porcelain tub separating them and she recognized the familiar stirrings of desire creeping up in her. Her aches and pains would disappear under the water, she was sure, and a few bites of food would bring her nearer to normal.

“I’m going to get you a snack,” he said, as if he’d read her mind, “then change the sheets on the bed. You need something to eat to get your strength back. After the shower, you get some sleep. I’ll take the couch again.”

She wanted to tell him how she’d feel better knowing he was next to her in bed. It would be nice to feel the heat, to be able to reach out to touch him in reassurance.

In the end, she said nothing.

Kieran yanked the shower curtain closed, then stomped out of the bathroom and closed the door behind him. Illaria stood for a long moment with the hot water swirling around her ankles.

With the shower switched on, she let the water course over her sore muscles, washing Caryss’s poultice down the drain. Beneath it, her skin had returned to normal, with no hint of the bites or scarring to show the world she’d been through torture.

She was like brand new.

The familiar emptiness lingered, though now accompanied by a new kind. Physical emptiness. She’d been drained to the point where she could have died if another vamp had joined the party. Or if Kieran had used the stake another second later.

That sort of reminder of mortality did strange things to a girl. Like make her rethink her priorities and the direction of her life. The things she used to consider important now seemed paltry.

Finding her sister remained in the number one spot. Although with the vamps dead and no solid lead on the “wake up grape,” she had no idea where to go from here.

Illaria stepped out of the shower minutes later feeling like a new woman. The salve had stopped the bleeding and allowed her natural healing abilities to take over. Most of the bites had healed entirely.

She couldn’t help staring at herself in the mirror as she looped her hair into a wet braid over her shoulder. She looked reasonably well for a woman who might have been turned into beef jerky. A hand smoothed over the skin of her neck and she shuddered, remembering how easily those fangs had slid into her.

Kieran had told her he would control when they came together, right?

Wrong.

She wanted him. And not to fill the empty spaces inside of her. Not to feel something for once, or to get the blood pumping. She’d had enough excitement over the last few days.

She wanted Kieran for himself. For his smile, his charisma. The uniqueness of his gift and that vulnerability he showed when he admitted that he couldn’t get a read off of her.

There was no turning back. Not once she made up her mind. Their time together, as delightfully disjointed as it had been until now, was limited. She knew where she wanted to go just as she knew how to go there.

She stepped out of the bathroom feeling much better and wearing nothing but a towel knotted above her breasts.

Kieran heard her from where he stood in the kitchen, taking care of the dishes in the sink. “I needed something to do with myself,” he said over his shoulder by way of greeting. “To keep busy while you were unconscious. I decided that cleaning the house was a good alternative to filing paperwork. The boss wanted me to come in but I...did not.”

“What about interrogating the vampire in the trunk of your car?” she asked, memorizing the planes of his back and the way the muscles moved beneath his t-shirt.

“I keep forgetting about that guy...” Kieran turned, trailing off when he saw her. His eyes went wide, darkened. “What do you think you’re doing?”

Her hands moved to the knot keeping the towel in place. “I’d think it was obvious. Or has it been so long that you’ve forgotten?”

He took his time drying his hands on a dish towel and never once breaking eye contact. “You need to rest. This isn’t a good time.”

Was he blushing? No, impossible.

He stared at her from under his lids. God, no one had ever looked at her like that, let alone someone this absurdly handsome.

Another line he’d crossed, from good-looking and vaguely annoying to something else. Deeper, richer.

“I can’t think of a better time, to be honest,” she murmured. She moved to him and her fingertips trailed over his face and up to his hair. “I want you, Kieran. Not for the reasons you think. You make me feel safe, and I want to wake up in the morning next to you. I want us to enjoy the time we have together because you never know when it might end. Even for someone like me.”

An immortal. Even when Kieran would grow old, begin to decay, she would still look young.

He couldn’t stop himself from reaching for her, touching her, his hands on her waist. “You need your rest,” he repeated.

“And I’ll get my rest. After we’re done.” Her heart began to pound and she bit her lower lip, his dark eyes searching hers and holding her gaze. “This isn’t a game for me.”

He seemed so quiet on the surface, yet she saw a different story in his body. The tranquil façade held an intensity, a simmering fire beneath the surface.

What would she unleash once they started down this path?

In his eyes she saw the same terrible hunger mirrored. Alive and raw. A desperate need that had nothing to do with their shared emotional issues and everything to do with how far they’d come together.

“I don’t want you to end up with regrets afterward,” he told her on an exhale, his fingers tightening. “Because once we start, I’m not sure I’ll be able to let you go. And it will be too late for you to back out. Do you understand me?”

How odd that he questioned her when she was the one who should have reservations.

Illaria knew she should say something before she succumbed to the desire. But it was too late for her. Had been, she realized, since the first day she met him. The feelings had been simmering for longer than she cared to admit, longer than she wanted to examine within herself.

Her arms were crawling their way toward his neck, her face tilted up toward his mouth.

“I understand,” she said, drawing him toward her. “I don’t want to go back. I don’t want to let you go.”

Her resolve hardened then. She would never walk away from him. He would be there for her, there to save her life. In return, she gave him her heart. Her soul. Quite a steep price to pay for a being like her.

His lips brushed against hers in a soft touch that singed Illaria to her core.

“If you’re sure,” he whispered. Then reached an arm over her shoulder to brace against the wall, to dominate her, to physically show her his control.

Perfect.

His powerful body pressed against hers as he shifted to place his other hand against the wall, completing the cage around her, her spine to the wall. When he touched her, when his mouth pressed to hers and his fingertips skimmed her skin, nothing else mattered. His kisses had her stomach tightening, her legs shaking, and she sucked in a rough breath.

The man knew what he did to her. She briefly wondered how many other women he’d seduced in the same manner. Then pushed that aside with a violent mental swat. Those thoughts had no business here. Not tonight.

Tonight was for them. No outside world existed when the two of them were together.

Because who knew what would happen tomorrow?
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Chapter 16
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Kieran

Kieran couldn’t believe how the evening had changed from one end of the spectrum to the complete opposite end, although he wasn’t one to complain and would enjoy every second.

He reared his head back to break their kiss, staring at her.

Illaria was breathtaking, literally stealing his breath until an ache formed in his chest. Part of him fractured out of control, with his heart racing faster than a Thoroughbred in the final stretch of the Derby.

Hers did the same, he noted, brushing the towel with his fingers and watching her pulse leap. He loved the way her skin burned, and he leaned closer to the fire, ready to be consumed.

His hands were on her. Soft and perfect. Magical. Exploring every inch of her. Her mouth scorched a trail along his neck when he bent low to take her in, inhaling her, with his world narrowing until it became just the two of them.

He didn’t want to take her here. She deserved better. He could hardly bring himself to wait, lifting her easily with his mouth pressed against hers once again. He carried her down the hallway toward the bedroom.

When he walked through the door, he broke the kiss again. Her large eyes were on him. Seeing everything he tried to hide. His world narrowed even further. His woman. Now he saw her for what she was: his true mate. He didn’t need the Sight to tell him.

How had he not noticed it before?

The difference in their ages didn’t matter. Neither did the differences in their social status. They were two lost and displaced souls who had managed to find one another. The emptiness inside of him, which he’d first attributed to his mother’s passing, Kieran now knew was due to something else. In his searching, he’d been looking for Illaria.

He set her down on her feet. Deliberately, he bent his head to find her mouth again. To taste her like an addict and sweep his tongue against the seam of her lips until she opened for him.

There was no going back from this. After tonight she would be his, and the reality of how his life would change became more than he could comprehend at the moment. More than he wanted to waste time and energy on attempting to comprehend.

“Where do you want me?” Illaria whispered, nipping at his upper lip. She arched her back to press her breasts closer.

Dear Heaven...

Slowly, Kieran reached for the towel and let it drop. It pooled in a blue-and-white-striped pile on the carpet. Then he stepped back to take her in, the shape of her curves and the sleek lines of her body. The woman was flawless from the top of her head to her toes. His erection hardened painfully.

“You don’t understand what you do to me,” he began in an attempt to make her understand.

Then he pushed her down onto the bed before admonishing himself to be careful. One look at her, at the swell of her breasts and her indulgent gasp at his scrutiny, and he knew the task to be near impossible.

Kieran ripped his own shirt over his head and went to her, his hands on either side of her body. Loving how she trusted him to care for her.

Finally, he indulged himself, lost himself, lips moving down to her breasts and the tiny triangle of her waist. He knew she was a fairy and made to be beautiful. To capture the attention of men. But she’d been perfectly designed for him.

The triangle of moonlight-colored curls at the apex of her legs drew him. God help him. A soft sound escaped his own throat as he began his exploration. He nipped his way down past her breasts toward her stomach. Past the indent of her belly button. Lower still, heading for her inner thighs.

Without hesitation, Kieran eased her legs apart and brought his hand against her moist heat. Her thighs quivered as he went to work. Illaria groaned when his thumb coaxed pleasure from her.

Determined to take his time, he moved against her, wanting to please her. He sensed her need in the way she twisted her body. The way her knees came around either side of his shoulders to keep him in place.

“Yes,” she whispered, her hands seeking him.

A painful ache brought attention to the jeans keeping his erection confined. Soon. He kept his attention focused on her, on the way her body responded to him. He kept his fingers on her core as Kieran shifted to bring his lips to her breasts. His tongue swirled around her rosebud nipples. Her breathing hitched, her hips rising in tandem with his motion.

He heard her release, sensed it moments before her body reacted, erupting for him with the muscles of her core contracting around his finger. The muscles of her legs became taut as she fell over the edge.

Her orgasm came quick, causing her hips to jerk and the rest of her to pause on an inhale. He’d wanted to take his time with her, Kieran thought, rearing back to toss his jeans aside. The boxers followed until he unleashed himself, bobbing in the dim twilight of the room for her perusal.

“Already?” he heard her murmur. As though anticipating the final show.

“No. There’s more.”

Though he’d used his hands on her, Kieran wanted to taste. He gently nudged her knees farther apart to settle himself between them.

“What do you think you’re doing?” she asked him, a smile evident in her voice.

“Once wasn’t enough. I can make you come again.”

“Again!”

She didn’t need to sound so surprised.

He placed his lips between her legs, tongue lapping at her. He enjoyed the way she twitched and fidgeted under his ministrations, her body highly sensitized. He reached out to grasp one breast with his free hand, using the other to keep himself steady. To give her the attention she deserved.

She slid her fingers through his hair and tugged. Still he continued, swirling his tongue in circles until he coaxed a second release from her. He felt it in the way her whole body shuddered and clenched, then went limp with satisfaction.

After a long moment Illaria leaned up on her elbows, staring at him.

“Do you like what you see?” he wanted to know. He loomed over her, his shoulders wide, the muscles of his arms defined with his effort to hold himself back.

“How could I not?” Her lips crooked in a satisfied smile. “I like that you took the time to care for me first. It’s appreciated.”

“It’s necessary. What kind of man would I be if I thought only of myself?”

“The same as the rest of them.”

Kieran slid closer, covering her body and easing her legs apart again. Giving her time to adjust to the idea of him on top. “I’m not like the rest.”

She tilted her chin, silencing him with a kiss. “I know. Now if you’re done playing games, I want you right here.” She pointed between her legs. “Right now.”

It was his turn to stare, though he thought of a better position and tugged her toward the edge of the bed, noting the way she smiled at him. The chuckle.

“You want to rush to the finish?” he asked.

Illaria slowly nodded. Her cheeks had flushed, a pretty contrast to the rest of her pale skin. “You can worship me more later. That looks like it needs a release too.” She indicated his erection and the purple tint to the head of his dick.

Kieran shrugged. “There’s time for me.”

“Yes, right now, as I said,” Illaria argued, the tease in her words beckoning him forward.

How could he tell her no? “If you insist...”

He’d wanted to show her his ability and eagerness to please her? That meant doing whatever the lady said.

And thank God, because he would not have been able to contain himself for much longer.

Without further thought, he eased into her, slowly, inch by inch. Her tightness took him by surprise and he nearly went up in flames with the effort of holding himself in check.

Illaria exhaled roughly when his hands grasped her hips, holding her in place. “You won’t hurt me,” she said.

“It’s not you that I’m worried about.”

Holy shit.

Sensation swamped him. His body urged him to rush, to bury himself within her with a deep and primal roar, before remembering to grab a condom from his nightstand.

His mind became a haze of lust and desire. It had been too long for him. Too long since he’d enjoyed the touch of a woman he wanted this badly. Illaria he not only wanted, but he cherished. He also recognized how fragile she was as she squirmed beneath him.

“Kieran.”

His name spurred him into action. A soft gasp rewarded him when he slid home. That first exquisite melding of their bodies threw him into a tailspin.

“Relax.” Illaria settled as she accepted him. Then moaned when he buried his head at the hollow of her neck, biting down softly.

He waited for her body to adjust to his size. Her pulse raced beneath his lips. Then Kieran lifted one of her legs toward his shoulders, making sure she relaxed completely before pushing inside of her again. He buried himself until his hips met hers and then withdrew. Buried himself again, repeatedly, building the heat between them with each powerful thrust.

And with each stroke, he stoked the fire inside of him, the magic, until it filled him as completely as he did her. His erection fit within her to perfection. The friction undeniable, it devoured him, swelled inside, coaxed him closer to orgasm.

He reared back to see her watching him with narrowed eyes, although her expression had become soft. It held joy, care. Longing. And something more, an emotion he hadn’t seen in another’s eyes for a long time. Since his life changed at sixteen.

Kieran saw love. Genuine, unadulterated love.

Illaria’s nails dug into his forearms as his hips surged forward. Her body moved against his in rhythm with each strong, sure stroke, each deeper than the last. The friction and heat they created forged them into a single being. A single flame. He stroked his tongue along her skin with his need building.

The urgency in him should have been surprising. Instead, he held her closer, wanting and not wanting to lose control.

All those empty nights alone, all the times he threw himself into work in an attempt to prove himself...something had been missing. Illaria had been missing. She put him back together and filled the gaps.

The delicate ecstasy of her body had him moving faster and harder. Her muscles clenched around him, and his body spiraled higher until his own explosion ripped through him.

She became a haven in the storm as sensation rocked his body. His hips pumped a final time before Kieran collapsed, lying above her, careful to keep his full weight from crushing her. His body locked within hers.

He loved the way she clutched at him. As though she’d been moved in the same way. She completed him.

Later, with the moon high in the sky and peeking around the edges of the closed drapes of his windows, he lay with her in his arms, her braid twined around his wrist and his fingers stroking a rhythm along her arm.

“What do we do now?” she murmured, snuggling closer.

“Now I guess I should get that vampire out of my trunk and see what he knows.”

Kieran hated bringing business into the bedroom. However, he knew Illaria appreciated his honesty. His forthrightness. He refused to pull any punches with her.

“We wouldn’t want him to burn to a crisp when the sun rises.” She shifted enough to catch a glimpse of the clock. “We still have a few hours.”

“You should get some sleep.” He pressed a kiss to her forehead. “Let me do this alone. We’re going to have a big day ahead of us. We have a vampire to interrogate. And more than a dozen forms to fill out for the slaughter of the hive.”

“You killed them all?”

“Every one of them.”

She snuggled closer. “Tell me more, hot stuff.”

She slept fitfully until minutes before dawn when Kieran brought in the vampire from his trunk and situated the prisoner in his living room. The creature didn’t have much to say, knowing for a fact he wasn’t on the Hedgehill Marsh census.

He wasn’t known in any town. A rogue. A transplant. Or newly made. He was surprisingly closed-lipped about it.

“This isn’t the one from the club,” Illaria noted the second Kieran secured him to one of the metal chairs, making sure to keep the silver and stakes nearby.

“I made a mistake, okay? I was in a killing haze.”

“Then he had better start talking if he wants to live.” At once, Illaria had one pale hand wrapped around the vampire’s even paler neck before Kieran had a chance to stop her. “Tell me about my sister.”

The vamp glared at her, his face pristine. Whatever injuries he’d endured had healed during his stint in the trunk. Lucky bastard. Or maybe unlucky, considering the creature didn’t understand what kind of pure, primal power Illaria wielded, even without her magic. “Who?”

“My sister, Yelena. She wanted to wake up. I know you know what I’m talking about.”  Then her voice dropped soft and low, her expression bland, yet it held a kind of cool anger that was predator. “Don’t think you can get one over on me, asshole. Your little friend showed me the grape.”

Impartial and deadly.

He knew one of those to be a lie, but the vampire didn’t, and the glint in his eyes told Kieran that the vamp knew something, hid something. And no amount of force would be able to shake it out of him.

Dark hollows around her eyes spoke to her own disturbed rest, and Kieran made a resigned noise in his throat, knowing the responsibility sat on his shoulders once more.

Kieran crossed the room to the shades he kept drawn. “I know you’ve been through a lot,” he said to the vampire. “You want to rest, and you spent an uneventful night trapped in my silver-lined car trunk. It couldn’t have been comfortable. Tell us what we want to know and you’re free to go.”

“You think I trust you?” The vamp spat and a spot of blood landed on the carpet. “Death is better than what happens if I talk. All I can tell you,” he said, gaze flicking over to Illaria, “is that wherever your sister went, you can’t find her. She doesn’t want to be found.”

“You son of a—”

Kieran had to lunge forward to grab Illaria before she ripped off the poor man’s head, knowing she was itching for a good decapitation and he had robbed her of one when he killed Daniel. “You’re going to have to do a lot better than that,” he told the vampire.

“Or what? Open the blinds and let the sun in. I’m done.” The man shook his head. “You can’t find her when she doesn’t want to be found. You don’t have the power.”

Illaria slapped at Kieran’s arms to get him to release her. Instead of doing so, he carried her into the bedroom and let the door slam behind them.

“Why aren’t you letting me tear him a new one?” she growled, whirling to face him. “He confessed. He knows where Yelena went and he isn’t telling us.”

“You have to follow my lead, remember? He said you don’t have the power.”

She clenched her fists. “Then let me show him how wrong he is.”

“Maybe later. Right now, we need to find someone who does have the power,” Kieran mused, tapping his foot as an idea formed in his head. “And I know one person in town—”

“No.” Her answer came immediately. “We are not going to Caryss.”

“She obviously knows what she’s doing.”

Illaria whipped around and speared him with a look. “And you already owe her too much. No.” She shook her head. “I won’t let you dive even further into her pocket for me.”

Kieran grabbed her shoulders to still her frantic movements. “Do you want to find your sister?”

“You know I do.”

“Then you let me worry about the price to be paid. I’m a detective. I know not to get into too much trouble. Let me do my job. Which in this case means following a lead. The vamp says we need someone with power? Then we find someone.”

“Yeah, but only because you killed them off,” Illaria griped.

She looked small, too small and delicate although he knew she hid a world of strength in her tiny body. Despite her confession about blackouts, she was one of the most magical people he knew.

“That vampire knows more than he’s saying. I didn’t kill off our only lead. I just narrowed down the options.” Kieran released her, pursing his lips in consternation. “Do I need to do this on my own?”

She would hate it, he knew. The goad worked.

“I think you’re making a big mistake.”

“And I think we don’t have any other trail to follow. We go to Caryss and we use the big magic at her disposal.”

“Doesn’t the police department have some kind of warlock on retainer for these kinds of things?”

Kieran shrugged. “On vacation.”

“Sure, make a joke about this,” Illaria snapped.

Except he wasn’t joking in the least. “I’m serious as a heart attack. Make your choice. You come with me, or you stay here and I go, either way.”

She clearly felt uncomfortable with the choices. A rock and a hard place, Kieran mused, because once he made up his mind, he did not go backwards.

He spent the next twenty minutes doing whatever it took to gather information from the rogue vampire. When none was forthcoming, Kieran brought him back down to the car wrapped in a tarp from the closet. Then delivered the creature on the doorstep of the police department on his way past.

**
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He and Illaria stood in the witch’s living room, with Caryss looking disgruntled and put-upon. Not a far stretch for her, as she seemed to be in the same mindset each time he saw her. This time her ire felt next-level.

Iron teeth snapped together. “Didn’t I just get rid of you?”

“You did. I realize I’m compounding my debt,” Kieran explained, clasping his hands together behind his back.

Caryss shook her head slowly. Then came the laughter. Slow and low. Undulating. “You don’t know when to quit, Detective Kieran Shanahan of the Hedgehill Marsh PD. You don’t know the price you have already agreed to pay. Now you want more. Always more.”

Illaria paced the tiny space with her hands in her pockets, clearly restless. “Do you think I like this any more than you do? I wouldn’t be here if he didn’t think you were our best chance.”

“I already told you once, fairy girl. I can’t help you. There are some paths meant for certain people and not for others. When will you learn? You should not have survived the night and wouldn’t have if I hadn’t cheated death for you. Count your blessings.”

“Count my blessings,” Illaria repeated with a scoff. “You’re a riot, you are. Passing yourself off as a big powerhouse in this town. The crazy thing is, the other little monsters with only half a brain believe you! They sent us here because they said you had the oomph to find my sister.”

Caryss focused her attention on Illaria, taking a step closer. “And I already told you no. I’m not sure what more you want from me.”

“Scrying,” Kieran interjected in an attempt to play mediator. He wasn’t sure how it happened, but he and Illaria had seamlessly slipped into the roles of good cop, bad cop. They each had their part to play and knew it well.

He only hoped Caryss didn’t see through their posturing.

“I know you can do it,” he continued. “I’m told you do it for tourists on the street.”

“And what if I do?” Caryss turned her attention toward a fluttering of movement from her bottles. A butterfly trapped in a glass container. She tapped a fingernail against the side and sighed. “A girl has to eat.”

“The blood of children, sure,” Illaria replied.

“Look, I know you said you can’t, but I also know what you did for me last night. Or this morning, rather,” Kieran said placatingly. He glanced between the women again. So alike and yet different in a thousand different ways. “You have the power. We’re asking for a spell. And if you really believe you can’t do it, then point us in the direction of someone who can, because we aren’t playing games.”

“There is a price for my magic,” Caryss insisted. She grabbed the jar with the butterfly and crossed to a scarred wooden workbench.

“I’ll double what you get on the street.”

“I’d rather have a favor.”

“Always with the favors,” Illaria growled, stalking the room and staring at different displays.

“Whatever it takes,” Kieran insisted. “Name your price.”

Caryss jerked her nose toward Illaria, then opened the jar. The butterfly fluttered toward the opening before she caught it between two withered fingers. “Send that one home to grab something of her sister’s. We will talk in her absence.”

“Are you serious?”

Let the fireworks begin. “Illaria...” he began.

She threw her hands in the air. “Fine. Whatever. Yelena is the most important thing to think about right now.”

“I’m so—”

She didn’t want to listen to him. With a backwards glance toward the witch and a warning scowl at Kieran, Illaria hustled back down the stairs after he tossed his car keys at her. Not wanting the older Fae witch to know Illaria couldn’t fly on her own.

He waited until the door slammed, reverberating, and silence reigned before opening his mouth to speak again.

“What do you want from me, Caryss?” he finally asked. “Be truthful. I give you the same consideration.”

The old woman stared at him, the butterfly trying frantically to free itself from her grasp. She dropped it down into a bowl with a sigh. Then ground it into a fine powder with a marble pestle. “Answer me, first. Why are you doing this for her?”

Kieran wanted to tell the truth, that he’d started to fall head over heels in love with the girl, but he didn’t think Caryss was entitled to the information. “Because she is worth it,” he told her at last.

Caryss shook her head before returning her attention back to her work. “Fae are flighty. They are not from here. They don’t belong here. Are you sure she is someone you can trust?”
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Chapter 17
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Illaria

These days, it seemed, Illaria lived in a perpetual state of anger. Her rage at dealing with Caryss moved to a simmering boil as she pulled Kieran’s cruiser up her driveway and stopped in front of the porch. At least the drive gave her a little time to think. A little time to ponder why Caryss had been hell-bent on not helping to find Yelena...until now.

Illaria sat in the car for a moment, knowing she had to get going but finding her legs turned into iron rods and her body uncooperative. It figured.

She didn’t trust the old witch. Not even a little bit, despite the fact that Caryss had saved her life. Call it instinct but there was something strange going on.

Even worse, she hated knowing Kieran now owed the Fae witch a favor. No, not one favor. Two. Two because of Illaria herself. Did he not understand the depth of the hole he’d dug?

Probably not. He was a man.

She should have taken the time to warn him about Caryss, beyond her surface level suspicions.

Fae were notoriously shifty.

They had nothing but their own interests at heart and were immaculate chess players. They saw the end game fifty moves ahead and could change course whenever they damn well desired.

Whatever Caryss wanted from Kieran, as evidenced by her willingness to trade favors, it meant she had a goal in mind.

Make no mistake, Illaria was grateful for her life. Whatever salve the witch had used on her had worked magic. A different kind of magic than Illaria herself possessed.

She just wondered at everything. That’s all.

Her sister’s disappearance. Kieran being put on the case. Caryss saving her life...

What did it add up to?

Nothing she could substantiate, not without more answers.

What she wouldn’t give for her magic right now. That fickle beast that had deserted her when she needed it most.

Finding her legs cooperative again, Illaria raced into the house, up the stairs as fast as her feet could carry her and around the corner into Yelena’s room. Her breath caught in her lungs. Everything was still in place. Still the way she’d left it just days ago. Had it only been days?

How had her world changed so drastically in less than a week?

Favor after favor, yet Yelena still hadn’t been found. They were no closer than when they started.

And who knew what would happen when Illaria got back to the abandoned video store. Or what she would find.

The carpet absorbed her footsteps as she crossed the room to grab one of Yelena’s favorite shirts from the laundry pile on the floor.

She brushed the fabric against her face, inhaling the familiar scents.

Please. Please let this work.

**
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“Here’s your damn piece of clothing.” Illaria tossed the shirt at Caryss. “Do what you can with it.”

She noted the way Kieran and Caryss glanced at each other upon her return, a quick flit of emotion on both their faces before disappearing, never to return.

What the hell had they agreed to?

A sinking feeling swirled in the pit of her stomach.

Nothing good.

“There is no guarantee that this will work.” Caryss addressed her worktop and the assortment of items she had laid out in preparation. “Your sister doesn’t want to be found. I’ve already made that clear to you.”

“Bullshit,” Illaria countered. She laced her hands behind her back so as not to be tempted with any more strangling. She’d had enough violence to last her to the end of her days.

“I’m going to scry for her. See if I can push through whatever has been blocking her from sight,” Caryss continued as though Illaria hadn’t spoken.

Illaria crossed to Kieran. “I don’t like this,” she murmured.

“Are you angry at me for agreeing?”

“I don’t think I could be angry at you for wanting to find Yelena,” she replied thoughtfully. “I’m worried about you, and I hate the feeling. I’ve never been scared for a human before.”

His hand reached out to stroke her braid, his fingers rising up to massage the nape of her neck. “Let me protect you this once. I’ll pay the price again and again if you can sleep better at night.”

“You are a very different creature than what I first thought.”

“Focus, people,” Caryss snapped. “Be loving on your own time.”

Illaria lifted her head. Okay, fine. Whatever she had to do to make the next move, she would do. She hated feeling like she lagged behind. She might be a Fae, but with Yelena gone, her head had spiraled off into the clouds and she had a hard time grounding herself. Which might account for the block in her magic.

“What do you need me to do?” she asked the old witch.

“Maintain the image of your sister in your mind,” Caryss said, sprinkling dried rosemary and powdered butterfly over a map of the town. This was followed by beeswax and moss. “Focus on your feelings for her and the last time you saw her. Those will guide the spell toward Yelena. With a push of my own power, I might be able to crack the block.”

Illaria recognized the moment Caryss unleashed her magic. It filled the room with a warm glow. Familiar and gratifying. Grounding, yes. The sensation helped her fit back into her skin from where she’d been too airy, too wrapped up in her own head.

This was power Illaria hadn’t felt since leaving Fairy.

She took an involuntary step forward, then glanced down when Kieran slipped his fingers through hers, locking their hands together. He sensed it too, she realized. The way raw magic filled the room. It was through his touch she remained standing when she wanted to step forward. To embrace the swirling energies and draw them into herself as a reminder of what she lost when the doors to her world closed.

She missed it desperately.

Yelena. She had to focus on Yelena instead of getting wrapped up in all she missed.

“Easy,” Caryss whispered.

Her fingertips drew a pattern in the smoke rising from the map.

The power swelled, a bright green glow emanating from Yelena’s shirt, set down adjacent to the workstation. A snap of sound followed before the air was sucked out of the room.

Sound returned with a pop and when Illaria blinked, Caryss smiled, her iron teeth terrifying in the shadows. “We have a winner, kids.”

“I thought you said this wouldn’t work?” Illaria found herself saying. She stuck a finger in her ear and wiggled it when her voice sounded distorted.

“Yes, well, sometimes the elements surprise even me.” Caryss paused to wave a hand and dispel the smoke, the tendrils twining around her palm before dissipating. “I’ve got a lead on your sister. You see the crystal?”

Every crystal in the room had risen into the air, points directed toward the map.

“Yeah, which one?”

“Doesn’t matter. They point to the same place. The park.”

Illaria started, a chill shooting down her spine. “Crow Point?”

“You got it.”

“Right over there? In town?”

“Did I stutter, girl? Yes, Crow Point. Right over there,” Caryss mocked. “That’s where the magic leads. Strange how it chose this time to respond... Listen to me or not, but what I’m telling you is the truth. Now, let’s talk about the very strange birthmark on your lower back.”

The weight of gravity pressed down on Illaria. “Sorry. We have to go. Kieran?”

He stood blinking, as though he couldn't believe what he had seen, shaking his head. “Yes, of course. I’m coming with you.”

Her heart contracted with grief. She could feel her lungs fight for air in the narrow confines of the staircase, the sting of tears behind her eyes at the thought of seeing Yelena. So close. How could she be so close?

And how could Illaria live with herself if Caryss was wrong?

Her insides in turmoil, she couldn’t be sure which emotion to trust. Happiness? Desperation? Neither of them felt safe.

Caryss’s deep-throated chuckle followed them down the stairs as they raced toward the park. Whatever parting words she had for the pair were kept to herself. Illaria didn’t have the patience to hear them.

“Try not to get your hopes up,” Kieran warned, jogging after her, his arms pumping at his sides.

“I’m trying—and failing.”

He grabbed her elbow to keep her from getting too far ahead. “Slow down. What are you going to do when you see her?”

“If she really is there, you mean?” Illaria drew in a deep breath. “Hug her. Strangle her. I’m not sure.”

She couldn’t stop her feet from trying to sprint. Pump faster and faster like she was in the last leg of a marathon. Her wings would have come in handy if she’d been able to call them. Whatever blockages kept her from accessing her magic, she hoped they hit the road fast.

“We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it, I guess,” she finished.

“Try to slow your heart. No one is going to benefit from you hyperventilating and passing out.”

“Sure. I love the way you’re always so reasonable. Are you going to tell me what price you paid for this? What you said to Caryss to get her to cooperate after she refused the first time I went to her for help?”

Kieran stopped walking, forcing Illaria to turn to face him. His face became a blank mask, inscrutable and impossible to read even with her innate intuition. “You don’t want to know.”

They stared at each other in silence for longer than she felt comfortable with. The rest of the town continued living life around them. Birds still flew across the pristine blue expanse of sky. The shops were open for business, with tourists window shopping and monsters hiding in plain sight.

But to Illaria, there was only Kieran. Kieran and his reluctance to tell her his price.

“I don’t like the way you’re lying to me,” she said slowly.

He ducked his head to break eye contact. “Just because I’m not telling you everything doesn’t make it a lie.”

“It’s a lie by omission.”

A tickling sensation along her spine urged Illaria to move. To reach Crow Point, a green patch of land in the center of town with towering pines and meandering paths. Nowhere for her sister to hide. Yet that’s where the crystals pointed.

The crystals paid for with Kieran’s mysterious favor.

The sun shone high overhead and blinded her. She raised a hand to shield her face from it, urging her feet onward. “Come on. Let’s go.”

Yet her legs didn’t want to cooperate, but she lengthened her strides to match Kieran’s.

“If we find her?” he repeated. His shoulders were tight.

“I don’t want to think about if. I want to think about when.” Still, Illaria held out her hand for Kieran. Loath as she was to admit it, she had a soft spot for him. More than a soft spot.

“When, then. We will find her. I’m optimistic.”

She noticed the way his fingers clenched around hers. Through the sunlight they walked, the cop and his Fae love, until the park unfolded in front of them.

A large green space in the center of Hedgehill Marsh, it served as a play area and exercise spot for rowdy children. Illaria saw them ahead, those not yet old enough to be in school, but under the watchful eyes of their parents.

Kieran tugged her toward the opposite end of the park and the copse of trees rising into the sky.

Crow Point.

Except today, there were no crows dotting the branches. Once they stepped foot in the park confines, the atmosphere fell curiously silent.

“We head this way. I highly doubt your sister would bother herself with a jungle gym.”

“Do you...have your weapon on you?”

Kieran gave a curt nod. At least he was prepared.

No matter where Illaria looked, she saw no sign of Yelena. Strangers walked the dark mulched paths and not one looked familiar to her.

Her disappointment manifested in a predictable flash of anger. Except this one was cold. Like a boulder of ice forming beneath her ribs and growing with each footstep.

It was almost...yes. It was almost fear. Fear of what she might find.

Illaria craned her neck left and right, searching. Her footsteps quickened, breath rushing in and out in panicked fashion. Had they been led on a wild chase for nothing?

“I should have known better than to trust that old witch. She has no clue what she’s talking about,” Illaria grumbled, her hands fisting at her sides. “And here you are balls deep in favors to her with nothing to show for it.”

Kieran’s shoulders were tight. “Please, try to calm down, baby.”

At once she stopped, not surprised when she wanted to lash out. To beat her tiny fists against Kieran’s barrel chest and scream at him. Loudly. Until his ears bled.

“I can’t calm down. I can’t breathe. What if she’s here and she tells me she doesn’t want to be with me anymore? Or what if she’s not here and this is just another dead end? I’m not sure which one is worse.”

“Either way, you and I are going to get through this,” he told her. “I promise.” He flashed a smile at a couple jogging past them, their arms pumping at their sides.

“I don’t know how you can be so calm about this. How are you calm?” she griped. “How are you not going out of your mind?”

“I’m a seasoned officer of the law. It’s in my job description to stay cool under pressure.” He moved her closer to a tree, hiding her from the prying eyes of the general public when her voice rose again. “And if you keep getting hysterical then you are going to give away our presence.”

“You’re not vocal enough,” she stated, her eyes wide. Then she went on, needing to dump the contents of her mind in case the pieces somehow assembled by speaking them aloud. “What do you mean, give away our presence?”

Kieran refused to give in to her temper tantrum, which when she thought about it later would be one of the things she appreciated most about him. His cool head, his keen eye, and his decisive and logical mind. But right now, with panic riding her hard and anxiety she couldn’t quite control, she hated all of the above.

Kieran’s gaze searched the trees. “Something doesn’t feel right.”

“It’s probably because you are now indebted to a witch.”

Yet she’d had the same feeling earlier.

The silence stretched between them, long enough for her to feel uncomfortable. When she couldn’t take it anymore, she turned to leave but stopped in her tracks when Kieran reached out to grab her arm. He kept his touch gentle, but the contact shook Illaria to her core.

“I need you to stop for a minute,” he said calmly. “Stop being angry and look at me.”

“We don’t have time for a heart to heart.”

“We don’t have time for an argument, either. Stop.” He grabbed her shoulders, closing his eyes.

Illaria stilled. “What’s the matter?”

“I’ve been trying to tell you. Something doesn’t feel right here.”

“Your senses are tingling, aren’t they?” She wasn’t sure whether to jump for joy or run in the opposite direction. Her own senses were going haywire. She couldn’t seem to make her body and her magic cooperate, which lent itself to the sense of dire foreboding.

“It’s just...” He struggled to find the right words. “It’s like something isn’t what it seems to be. I can’t put my finger on it.”

At last he opened his eyes and broke contact with her, then ran his hand over the bark of the nearest tree. He swiveled in a circle, narrowing his eyes against the dappled sunlight.

Everything inside of her rose to attention when he strode purposefully away. Her hair stood on end and Illaria struggled to keep up with him. She couldn’t have stood still if she tried.

She also knew better than to interrupt Kieran once he gave in to his intuition.

He stopped short and she slammed into his back. “What?”

“Illaria? Is that you?”

Her breath froze in her throat at the sound of the very familiar voice. When she peeked around Kieran’s shoulders, she saw a woman standing in front of him. Beautiful. Elegant. Not of this world.

Her throat went dry.

“Mom?”
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Chapter 18
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Kieran

It wasn’t often Kieran found himself at a loss for words. In fact, if push came to shove, he actually considered himself a fairly outgoing guy with a knack for conversation. It helped him during interrogations, and although he usually wasn’t invited to social mixers, the few he’d gone to had been decent in terms of his approach.

So he told himself.

But when the Fae woman stepped out in front of him like she’d appeared out of nowhere, the tone of her voice causing his bones to splinter, he swallowed his tongue. This was no ordinary fairy. No, this was a different creature entirely. One wholly not of this world—to the point where he felt his entire viewpoint skew and shift.

A cold flash of fear took him at Illaria’s greeting.

“Mom?”

Was this...? Oh boy.

His gaze held on Illaria when she moved around him, trembling. He found it hard not to watch her on a good day—to watch the way she moved, the way she carried herself, the way her face lit up when she smiled and laughed. But today...today he was riveted.

She was clearly not happy to see her mother. Not in the least. In fact, if he had to describe the emotion, he’d put her solidly in frightened.

The realization caused a further disconnect within him. Illaria didn’t get frightened. No, she got things done.

It pained him to say that his initial sense of the situation had been right on the money. Something wasn’t right, and this proved his hunch.

He reached out with his Sight to get a read on the woman, but came up against a wall. Not the same kind of blank spot he recognized with Illaria. This was a purposeful emptiness constructed to look natural.

“How are you here, Oona? Why?” Illaria asked the questions with a kind of calm that made Kieran wonder whether he should start running.

He stared at them with his lips zipped together, though he saw little resemblance between the two women. The mother stood a good head taller than her oldest daughter, with hair the color of ebony streaming down her shoulders and past her rear in long waving curls. She more resembled her missing child, dark beauty and olive skin where Illaria had been steeped in silvery moonlight.

Cold to some, he knew, especially those who preferred the warmth of exotic and rich tones. In this case, the opposite couldn’t be truer.

“My darling.” Oona held out her arms, lips trembling. “It’s been so long. Come here to me. Let me hug you.”

Before Illaria could move, Kieran stepped in front of her to block her path. Though he said nothing, he used his body as a shield, the sickly warm feeling of wrongness permeating every cell of his body.

“I don’t think so,” he murmured.

“Kieran, what are you doing? It’s my mother.”

At least Illaria didn’t seem to be jumping headfirst into trouble as he’d seen her do in the past. The longer she allowed him to hold her back, the more time he had to properly assess the situation, using whatever senses he could.

Because something was seriously off. And he needed to figure it out. Quickly.

Why had Caryss’s crystals sent them here when the fairy in front of them was not Yelena? Had it mistaken their identities because of their bloodline?

Oona’s face darkened like a cloud passing over the sun, then the emotion dissipated. Kieran wasn’t sure which scared him more: the thunderous rage or the blank apathy. His arms tensed, held out in front of Illaria to keep her at bay.

“You have nothing to say to your mother?” Oona urged. The light shifted and bent around her until shadows obscured half of her face. “Illaria, come here. It’s been ages since we’ve seen each other. You expect me to believe this mortal has some kind of hold on you?” She clucked her tongue. “For shame.”

“I have plenty to say to you,” Illaria replied easily, “but I notice you aren’t answering any of my goddamn questions.”

Oona took a step forward, gossamer threads from her dress trailing behind. “Watch your mouth, young lady.”

Illaria indulged in a laugh before stepping up to stand at Kieran’s side. “Oh, acting like a real parental figure, that’s rich. Where were you when the gate closed and locked Yelena and me here, in this wasteland, without access to the source of our magic? I’m dying to hear the answer. It better be a good one.”

Her body shook with something. Anger or terror, Kieran couldn’t tell. He watched Oona stride forward and crane her neck downward to face her daughter. This was the true alien, he realized. Not the creatures who made Hedgehill Marsh their home. The monsters from legend and myth.

No, the door to Fairy had been closed for a reason.

To keep creatures like Oona inside.

The woman exhaled slowly, composing herself. “Because we’ve been imprisoned in purgatory. Acushla, please. Let me explain.”

He didn’t need the Sight to interpret what the word meant. Some kind of term of endearment that clearly didn’t sit well with Illaria, if her bristling was any indication.

Good. He’d rather her be on her toes. Ready to fight back rather than cave in.

Illaria held out her hand, finger pointing. Judgment. “You don’t get to talk to me. Not after a hundred years of me being stuck here. Fat load of good any of this does, anyway. You know your daughter is missing, right?”

Then Oona did something to make Kieran’s blood freeze. She smiled. “No, acushla. No. She woke up. And you’ve been here long enough, gallivanting around pretending like you’re normal. None of this is normal. Yelena had to be awakened. The power she provided became the stepping stone for me to get through the door.”

“Get through what door?” Illaria asked. “You do realize you aren’t making any sense.”

Kieran stood with his hair on end and every instinct in him tingling. Not in a good way. He hated breaking his gaze away from Oona. When he did, he noticed that the rest of the park had gone still. There were no more joggers enjoying the lovely day. The sounds of children playing near the gym equipment faded into nothing.

They were secluded here. In their own little bubble.

“This world isn’t what you think it is,” Oona continued. Her dress billowed around her lithe form, a cloud given shape and woven through with threads of silver.

Kieran hated it. He hated everything about the Fae and the situation. Reaching behind him, he kept his left hand poised above his weapon, ready to fire if need be.

“This place isn’t what you think it is. Yelena had to wake up, and now that she is—”

“If you know where my sister is, then you better start telling me, fast,” Illaria interrupted. “Because I’m not going to waste any more time standing here talking to you.”

“I needed power. I couldn’t get to you without it. Yelena is fine. I promise you,” Oona assured.

“Fine and dead are not synonymous, Mother.”

Kieran wished he had more than his gun. Even though bullets might do nothing against someone like Oona, a couple of extra firearms would sure make him feel better.

Something still didn’t sit right with him. Not only were his police senses screaming at him to connect the dots, but his intuition went into overdrive. It almost felt like he was peeing on an electric wire, the current shooting through him and sparking in his cells.

“Not dead, Illaria. No.”

“Then where is she?” Illaria begged. “Take me to see her right now.”

Oona shook her head, the picture of motherly indulgence. “You know I can’t do that. Not until you agree to wake up.”

Kieran shot his arm out to keep Illaria in place when she would have stepped forward to further the debate. “Don’t,” he urged.

To his surprise, she spared him a glance. “You can’t keep me from my mother.”

It wasn’t said with condemnation. A start, at least.

He leaned closer to keep the conversation between the two of them. “She’s in on it.”

“You don’t know anything.” Illaria scoffed but allowed him to move her back another step. Taking his lead when she could have easily batted him out of the way like a gnat in a tornado.

Maybe she had the same impression that he did, he suddenly realized. Maybe her senses too were on hyper alert. Aware of the turbulent chaos going on inside while the outside world remained lush and green.

“What do you mean, in on it?” she whispered.

“I mean, your mother is here. She might be the one controlling the vampires. There’s a connection I can’t place.”

Illaria stopped, stock-still as if made of cement.

“I know you’re not feeling confident with your powers gone,” Kieran continued for her ears only, “but trust me on this. I wouldn’t steer you wrong.”

“You wouldn’t, I know, but this is my mother we’re talking about. I haven’t seen her in so long...”

Oona held up her hands before looping them behind her head. Her shoulders dropped and, along with them, her act of selfless mother. She’d heard his every word. Damn Fae. “Okay, yes. Yes, there is something going on. I’m so sorry to tell you, but I didn’t want our first meeting after many years to be sullied with negativity.”

Illaria bared her teeth. “Tell me what?”

“Yelena is the one controlling the vampires.” Oona let her chin drop toward her chest, dark hair like a flowing river around her. She actually looked contrite. And if Kieran didn’t know any better, he’d even say remorseful. “She’s...changed.”

What the hell?

Until that moment, Kieran had considered Yelena the victim. A casualty of an old Fae woman’s bid for power. Oona just blew his theory out of the water. “Yelena?” he questioned.

“Yes. She needed to wake up. I showed her the way, and she did the rest. I’m worried about her, and I know that the only way to stop her is together. I’m here now, Illaria. Come. Daughter, this is embarrassing.” Oona held out a hand for Illaria to take. “Come here. Your fun times are over. It’s your turn.”

“To wake up?” Illaria shook her head. “I don’t think so.”

“You need to return to your people. Your real people, not these mortal shells, their lifespan brief and dying by the second,” Oona responded, her tone chill.

The sky darkened overhead and Kieran spared a glance at the roiling clouds. They’d exploded into being out of nowhere, crackles of lightning illuminating them from the inside. A storm? Out of nowhere?

“Illaria...” he began haltingly.

“What did you do to Yelena, to wake her up?” Illaria snapped at her mother. “Huh? Tell me that and maybe I can begin to trust you. Not likely, but it will be a start.”

The wind whipped at Oona’s dress, turning the voluminous layers into something deadly, wrapping them tighter around her thin frame until she looked made of stone. “What makes you think I did anything to her? Yelena has always had a mind of her own. Never one to step back or bow to anyone. Least of all me.”

A laugh exploded out of Illaria’s chest. “Are you seriously trying to tell me that my sister is the one who sent the vamp to find me in the club? She’s the one who told them to attack us in the nest? I’m calling bullshit here,” she spat. Then tossed her hair over her shoulder, looking more confident than Kieran knew she felt. “You’re trying to cover your ass by placing the blame on someone who isn’t here to defend herself. Like you always have. Instead of taking responsibility. Just like you wouldn’t take responsibility for your part in locking us out of Fairy.”

Oona’s grin turned poisonous. Yet she didn’t deny her eldest daughter’s allegations. “There’s no need to place the blame this time. There’s no need to defend myself. Illaria, stand with me or stand against me. I’m here to take you home. Your sister has done her part. She’s found the raw power needed to open a side door. Where will your loyalties lie?”

Illaria opened her mouth to answer, thunder howling closer with each passing second. Kieran raised his head to the sky. Electricity crackled around them and brought each fine hair on the nape of his neck to attention.

“Too late.”

Her fingers snapping together, Oona’s call raced out across the park with a clap of power to rival the sky. Black hair stood out in a halo around her and within seconds, the place was crawling with vampires.
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Illaria

Kieran maintained an arm across her chest as though the flesh and bone would keep her in place. Keep her safe from the fangs and claws determined to gut them both.

Not likely on either account. Not when she had eons in front of her and he did not.

A sliver of fear speared through her heart and stuck there, refusing to dislodge.

Not another vampire. Not again.

The healed bites across her body burned in unison, as though her limbs remembered the feeling of those teeth slipping through her skin. If her body didn’t, then her mind certainly did, conjuring memories of total helplessness. Of trying to call her power and finding the well empty. If she reached for it today, would it respond?

“Mom, please.” Her heart rose into her throat and bled a little more with each beat. The betrayal ripped through her more surely than any of those vampires would.

Her own family. People she should have been able to trust with her life...now had control over the monsters who’d tried to drain her dry?

Illaria shook her head until loose hair fell over her eyes. All the better to hide the way they suddenly teared up. She couldn’t look anymore. Couldn’t see the twisted grin on her mother’s face, a face she hadn’t thought to see again for the rest of her days. And here she stood no more than three feet away from her. Illaria didn’t recognize the eyes. The absolute apathy within those cold blue and silver depths was anathema.

She’d tried hard to find a way back home. Had Yelena really found a back door? And was this the price she’d paid?

“Why are you doing this?” she pressed.

“Doing what?” Oona replied, the wind taking her voice through the clearing and amplifying the sound. “Doing whatever it takes to free ourselves? You weren’t strong enough to do it, Illaria. You weren’t strong enough, so don’t judge me. Don’t judge Yelena for doing everything in her power to find a way.”

“A way to open the gate for good? Not likely, as you were one of the ones to help close it!”

“Yes, to open the gate. To free us. The story is not what you’ve been told.”

“You need to wake up,” Illaria lashed back, her eyes wet and stinging. She clung to Kieran when the wind turned in their direction. Hair pulled free of the braid and slashed at her face. “You left us here to die. That was your choice, not mine. Don’t tell me I didn’t try, because you don’t know shit about what I’ve done since you agreed to the separation. It was your choice, not mine.”

Oona tilted her head back on a chuckle. When she took a step forward, the earth shook. “That isn’t how the story goes, acushla.”

“Do you know what those vampire lackeys are doing to people?” Illaria thought of the grape. The way she’d almost let it slip past her lips and the damage it might have caused.

“The Bual? Yes, I know exactly what it does. Thanks to a little ingenuity, we managed to get enough power to burst through the walls to Fairy.”

Power? “You’re stealing their souls. Killing them.”

Don’t look at them. Don’t make eye contact.

“Don’t be so melodramatic, Illaria.”

It made sense now, Illaria thought, unable to move away. Why she hadn’t been able to find Yelena. Why nothing about this strange situation had seemed right.

Illaria was suddenly glad for Kieran’s strong hands keeping her upright. It made facing her double-crossing mother the tiniest bit easier to bear.

Oona flicked her nails. “What do I care for a few lost human lives, anyway?”

“They’re stealing life energy to crack open a back door for you. Maybe if you’d fought a little harder to begin with, you wouldn’t have been content to let the gate slam shut. Maybe if you’d fought, then you would have been here with me instead of abandoning your children!” Illaria finished on a yell.

A lash of cold air fortified by Fae power knocked across her cheek and forced her to strengthen her legs to keep from toppling over. A slap, although her mother hadn’t moved.

“Do you think you can stand against me? Truly?”

“I think if you keep looking at me with that smug expression, I’m going to enjoy ripping your head off of your body.”

“Your mouth has gone to total shit while I’ve been gone.” Oona clucked her tongue. “Last chance.”

“Take your chance and shove it up your ass,” Illaria finished.

It was the wrong thing to say and she knew it the moment the words left her lips. Then again, nothing would have worked.

“Illaria, back!” His reflexes a hair faster than hers, Kieran pushed her behind him, and the vampires swarmed.

Illaria knew without a shadow of a doubt they would both kiss their asses goodbye today.

The first wave of fanged fiends came at them with force, reaching out to grab at them, canines bared. They blended together into a single unit. A single mass of blood-sucking force that would tear across the city after they were finished here. A hand on her shoulder sent her flying backwards when one of them came too close.

With a groan, Illaria rolled onto her stomach and from there attempted to claw her way across the ground, pushing to her feet. She barely had the strength of will to turn and face her mother.

“Get out of here!” Kieran yelled, three of them piling on top of him. “Fly, Illaria.”

She tried to retaliate with a yell of her own, to tell him she had no intention of leaving him there alone. Her throat clenched. A hoarse whisper made it through her vocal cords but nothing else.

Pounding footsteps sounded behind her and she crouched next to one of the pine trees, her gut spasming. Come on! She tried to call her wings, and searing pain assaulted her as if someone had plunged their fists through her skin and ripped both out without her knowing.

“Kieran!” She stumbled forward when he elbowed the nearest vamp in the chest.

He turned to her, gripped her arm to keep her from plummeting to the ground when she tripped over an exposed root.

“I told you to fly.” He drew his gun and fired off a round when a second vampire stepped too close. The creature exploded into dust the instant the bullet pierced its head. Damn, the thing must be loaded with priest-blessed silver bullets.

“I’m not leaving you here alone.”

“Then we’re both going to die,” he replied simply.

She couldn’t tell him, not when she drew on her magic and found it sputtering, slow to start, like a car engine desperate to turn over. She couldn’t tell him that she knew his intent.

To sacrifice himself.

And that if she knew of a way, she would have done the same thing for him.

“Come on,” she mumbled, calling on her magic, scrambling away when one of the vamps lunged at her.

Hands held in front of her torso, she called the wind, called the air to do her bidding, the way it responded to Oona.

Nothing came.

The vampire at her feet hissed, the sudden cloud cover keeping the sky dark enough for them to be out during the day.

Damn her mother. Damn them all.

“Come on!”

She accompanied the scream with a curse, her hands slamming together to form a dagger of air. It shot straight from her palm through the heart of the vampire. He exploded into dust and left her crippled from the backlash. Knees buckling, Illaria sank ungracefully down to the ground.

She heard her name called in Kieran’s rich baritone, the sound colored with fear for her safety.

Panic washed through her when a cold rain sprang from a split in the clouds and the nest of vampires rushed closer with each second. Around them, people screamed at the onslaught. Humans. Even children.

She had to do something to keep the vamps from endangering the rest of the town. Keep them here in the clearing.

Impossible when she couldn’t even call her magic. She roused enough energy to kick out and slam her boot into one of their faces, but it was futile. At this point, they blended together. Snapping fangs like animals with rabies.

The horde decided to move as a unit.

She’d be lunch soon enough.

Surprise came swiftly when they slammed into a barrier of blue sparks. It had risen from the ground in an instant, forming a dome around the clearing and keeping the vampire horde contained and away from the rest of the town.

She spared a glance around, trying to find the source of the wall. Magic like this could only come from one place.

And there stood Caryss, wand at the ready and a steady stream of power pouring from the rowan wood.

The old woman’s eyes flicked toward Illaria. “I can’t hold this for long. Do what you have to do, fairy girl, and make it quick. I hate vamps.”

Short and snappy. Just the way she needed. Illaria bent her head in acknowledgment before forcing herself to rise. With the old Fae helping them, they might stand a chance of ending this fight.

A blazing shot of pain ripped through her shoulder and she dropped to her knees, fighting to breathe, as one of the vamps sank his fangs into her skin. He’d gotten close without her noticing.

Oona, she dimly recognized. Sending her power forward to cripple her own daughter, to keep Illaria from breaking free.

Beside her, Kieran struggled with two more vampires, each attempting to get a grip on him to twist his neck toward their mouth. Blood flowed and somewhere along the line Kieran had lost his gun.

“No!” Illaria cried out, tried to force the vampires away from Kieran to no avail. She called her wings but they would not come. No magic came.

With Caryss holding the line, Illaria struggled to shift her leaden body into some sort of fighting stance. But it was hopeless. Without magic, no way could she and Kiernan handle this horde. And Caryss’s magic wouldn’t last much longer either.

In the center of it all, Oona laughed. Had Illaria thought Caryss’s laugh to be god-awful and grating? Her mother’s was worse.

“Do you really think your little friend can keep us contained? It is only a matter of time before she’s overpowered too. Then this town will be ours. With the ley lines at our disposal, we can blast the gate open and no king or queen shall be able to close it.”

This was worse than Illaria had thought. Did her mother and sister really intend to drain the whole town of its power?

She wasn’t sure what hurt more, knowing her sister had betrayed her or realizing that she would rather fight for this stupid town than go home again.

She needed an edge to dispose of the fanged ones before they unleashed havoc on Hedgehill. She needed a miracle.

Through her blurred vision, she watched two vampires take Kieran to the ground, punches thrown and arms and legs thrashing.

Her strength ebbed when she tried to get to him, fighting off whatever magic her mother used to keep her contained and powerless. Although her mind gave the command, the rest of her refused to follow through.

Hands fell on her shoulders and dug in to draw her to her feet. Illaria glanced behind her to see a familiar face.

“Hello there, little one.”

It was a voice she had heard before, deep and raspy. It made her bones crack and splinter, made her feel the astonishing cold of a winter long since passed. Her eyes only dared to venture as far as his chest. It was broad, not entirely with muscle, and seemed tightly restrained within a white t-shirt. She knew that face.

How was he alive?

“I thought you were dead,” Illaria spat out.

The vampire from the club shook his head. “It’s harder to keep me down than you think. And there are more like me. So many more. You can’t understand yet, but you will.”

She ducked at the fist flying toward her head, then turned on the offensive. She’d had enough, enough of creatures wanting to make a snack out of her. Enough of lies and bullshit and everyone treating her like she couldn’t handle the truth. Like she didn’t deserve the truth.

Illaria surged forward, her forearm coming down, again and again, twisting and turning as she pounded into the vampire’s stomach with the last of her physical strength. She ignored the ache within her shoulder blades, moving fast. Faster than a striking snake. Pushing through the spell keeping her contained.

“Who the fuck are you?” She winced when the vampire lunged, knocking her in the hip.

“I’m just a loyal servant. Nothing more.”

A scream tore through her when his claw sliced across her arm. Her breathing came hard and she had to work to keep from passing out against the pain.

Whoosh! A surge of air struck her in the solar plexus. Equilibrium gone, she landed hard on her tailbone.

The vamp’s foot pressed down on her chest. It pinned her in place and forced the air out of her lungs.

Her mouth opened on what she’d hoped to be a scream for help, the grunt coming out like a blast.

“You think this is a joke?” the vampire continued, staring down at her, head craned to the side. “This isn’t a joke. This is life and death. Your sister promised us life, promised us all the life we could handle if we helped her. The life you take for granted.”

Her vision had dimmed to a spiral of black when suddenly breathing became easy again. The world outside moved in slow motion as Kieran slammed into the vampire and covered them both in a haze of blood.

Illaria rolled on her side with a cough. A sudden boom rocked the clearing and when she looked up, Caryss had gone, the blue wall of sparks crumbling into nothing.

All her power as a Fae and she couldn’t save herself. What good was she?

She thought of Kieran and wanted to cry out because he’d put himself on the line for her.

Then she thought of Yelena, and the tears in her eyes dried. Her sister’s image flickered through her mind, vivid and clear.

If this truly was Yelena’s doing, then Illaria had to fight. Failure wasn’t an option. She’d come this far for the person she loved. And yes, she’d do it for Kieran. But she also had to do this for herself. Because she wasn’t helpless, and she wasn’t alone. She was stronger than she gave herself credit for.

“You poor thing. Your human boyfriend is about to become chum and all you can do is lie there. Get up, Illaria.”

She struggled to respond to Oona’s voice. “Go fuck yourself.”

“That is no way to speak to your mother. You do realize that the only reason they aren’t feasting from you is because of me?”

“You want me to die.”

Oona crouched down next to her oldest child and reached out, twining her fist through Illaria’s hair and yanking. “I want you to join me. With Yelena’s plan in place, we could have the power in the world at our fingertips. I know you’re empathetic. You care about these people. But try to think about how this can help us. Help your family. Get up.”

Her vision flickered through the rain pouring down. In her mind, Illaria saw an image of Yelena, vivid and clear, until from over her mother’s shoulder the woman herself appeared. Mirage or not, Illaria didn’t know. She tried to work her mouth. Tried to move on her hands and knees amidst the trampling feet of the vampires.

There, through the rain, she saw... The vampire from the club had the detective in a headlock, fangs perilously close to an artery. And the only thing stopping him from completing the kill was Oona’s outstretched hand bidding him pause.

She turned her head away to break eye contact with her mother. Kieran needed help.

Illaria got to her feet.

“There you go,” Oona encouraged. “That’s it. Stand up and take your place next to me. It’s your destiny.”

Her hand came around to the waistband of her pants where she’d managed to stash Kieran’s gun, having found it on the ground and grabbing it.

Emboldened by a strange state of calm, Illaria raised the gun higher and higher until she leveled the barrel with Oona’s skull.

“Ask me again, one more time,” she threatened woozily. “Ask me to join you one more time and see what happens.”

Giving her mother the same amount of time to respond as she’d been given, Illaria pulled the trigger. The last bullet exploded, gun kicking back to force her arm away and throw her off balance. Sound faded around them, the rain halting as though someone had opened an invisible umbrella overhead.

The beat of her heart echoed in her ears and the first thing she noticed was Oona’s wide eyes. The vainglorious expression. A thud sounded behind her and Illaria whirled around to see Kieran on his side, blinking, a neat hole in his shoulder and blood blossoming from the wound.

“Oh my God!” Nausea hit her but Illaria pushed it aside. She stumbled, rushing for him. Blood fell around him. “Kieran...” Her hands moved over him, cradling his head. “Talk to me. Hey, talk to me. It’s going to be okay.”

Oona clucked her tongue and Illaria whirled to face her, lips a thin line. “What did you do?”

“I simply redirected the path of the bullet. So easy a child could do it. You should have better planned your move if you thought to outwit me,” Oona stated simply.

“No, no. This can’t be happening.” Illaria gripped Kieran hard, savoring the corded muscle of his forearms, the strength of him. She refused to lose that strength. Not when they’d come this far together.

He brushed back a loose strand of her hair, his callused fingers scraping against her cheek in the lightest caress. The gentleness of it made her choke on another sob. “As long...as you’re safe. Don’t worry about me.”

“It had to be done,” Oona said softly, the vampires motionless under her command. Waiting, constantly waiting for the next play, the next move. Waiting for Illaria to make a decision.

She had a choice to make. Go with her mother and lose herself. Or stay with the man she loved only to lose him.

A no-win situation.

Illaria closed her eyes. Allowed her breath to slow and mellow even when her insides were screeching for action.

Her mouth worked slowly, and when she finally moved to face her mother, only grim resignation remained in her eyes. “Fine!” she whispered, tightening her hold on Kieran. “Take me.”

It wasn’t a choice, not really.

“Illaria, what the hell—” he sputtered, coughing and forcing new blood to geyser out of the bullet wound.

“Take me instead. I’m ready. I’m ready to wake up.” She swallowed over the last of her tears and felt them dry. No more tears. No more anger. Only calm logic. “I’ll wake up.”
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Chapter 20
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Kieran

“Oh, my darling girl. My darling baby girl.”

Through the haze of agony, Kieran heard Oona’s words, the soothing sting of them. He wanted to tell Illaria it wasn’t worth it, that he wasn’t worth it.

Not when siding with her mother meant a fate worse than physical death.

Illaria could still win this thing if she stopped thinking, if she stopped blocking her powers and gave Oona what she deserved.

His mouth opened, closed, trying to form the words he desperately wanted to speak. The moment he felt her hands leave him, he knew it was too late.

“Don’t do this,” Kieran managed, his right arm pressed into the ground to take the pressure off his left.

God, he’d never been shot before. Not an experience he wanted to repeat.

“I’m sorry, Kieran. But this is my family we’re talking about. It’s time for me to do what I need to do for them.”

Her tone gave him no room to argue with her. Too bad for Illaria. Arguing with her had become one of his specialties.

“I refuse to let you do this because you think it will save me.” Muscles contracted and blood poured from the hole in his chest. The pain rattled him, the silver bullet meant for someone else. Now he’d become a bargaining chip meant to force Illaria’s compliance.

Definitely not a position he liked being in.

“I’m not doing this for you,” Illaria protested. She stood on wobbly legs, staring at Oona while the vampires shifted restlessly around them. Waiting for action.

Kieran saw the moment they decided to strike, although it was too late.

The movement caused a shockwave across the ground. The vampires spurred into motion as a single unit, launching themselves toward Illaria, because no matter what Oona promised, she would never keep her end of the bargain. Illaria would be the best battery imaginable. An immortal with magic in her veins, her soul the ultimate key to bringing down the gate.

She did this for him knowing the outcome.

“Stop!”

He used the last of his energy to delve into his gift. The power of his lineage that gave him the ability to read people. It surged out of him like a tidal wave, with an intensity he didn’t know he possessed. Fueled by his desire to see Illaria safe, it rippled across the park and he watched the stunned expression on Oona’s face wither when the vampires under her command burst into flame.

They writhed, red and gold sparks eating away at them until nothing but dust remained.

Oona didn’t have a chance to speak. A pair of gossamer wings burst from her back and she took flight seconds before his power reached her.

The magic whooshed through him and Kieran’s energy rapidly depleted to the point where if he continued to hold the magic, it would use his physical form as fuel.

He didn’t know how to shut it off.

No one had told him about the terrible cost of magic. His coffee addiction had helped him in the past, he knew in that brief moment, refueling him and grounding him when he used his gift to see his coworkers.

This was different. Bigger.

Something he couldn’t control.

His gift shifted and morphed, changing into a force with the capacity to tear through anything in its path. Was this why people had laughed at his grandmother? Was this why they’d made it into a joke?

Better a joke than a weapon.

She hadn’t come close to exhibiting this kind of power, and that was probably with good reason.

His last thought went to Illaria. Maybe, with her mother gone, she would be safe.

Agony ripped down his spine hard enough that he felt the last of the air leave his lungs. With the last of his energy came full knowledge of the lack of control. A realization that he was just as likely to hurt the people he’d sworn to protect.

Drained to the last drop.

He hadn’t been ready for this kind of backlash. Not really. But he couldn’t complain even when the rest of his body began to burn, pushing against the magic he’d unleashed. He tried to speak when Illaria moved to his side, her eyes red and worried, to tell her not to be upset, but his throat was raw. Kieran couldn't move his body and he couldn’t release the flow of power.

Illaria was saying something. Telling him to...what?

Let go.

He tried to tell her that he couldn’t. He didn’t know how, and it hurt. His body became like the anvil in a blacksmith’s shop, iron striking against metal again and again.

Was this the end of him, then?

It wouldn’t be so bad. A blessed relief, if he were honest, and if his sacrifice meant the people he cared about were finally safe.

“You are going to kill yourself,” Illaria snarled.

Kieran blinked, his eyes aching like someone had thrown lemon juice in them.

“Come on, breathe through it. Kieran, release it.”

Light flared around them and the rain sizzled overhead through the heat. Sound returned at once, people yelling and scrambling to escape whatever strangeness had overtaken Crow Point.

He groaned. Fought for a way to do as she asked and free himself from the surging power whittling away at his core. But it was a jumble inside of him. Tangled to the point where he couldn’t disconnect one string from the other.

“Baby, I’m sorry.”

The grass beneath him hissed and smoked. Illaria swore, her hands on his chest, and at once the air around them went tight. Vanished.

The world went dark around the edges and Kieran felt himself falling, falling. Gasping for breath and arcing away from the ground, with Illaria hovering over him.

“Breathe for me,” she demanded.

She took the air from him to snap the cords, her wings rustling out behind her, but he still ached, still burned.

“You do not get to die on me,” he heard her say, her voice trembling. “I don’t think you understand. I will go to the ends of this earth to keep you alive, and if I have to tear my way through a mob of monsters to do it, then I will. But dammit, I don’t know what to do. And of course the old Fae witch isn’t here when I’d actually agree to a favor. I... Fuck, Kieran. Drink.”

Illaria pressed her wrist to his lips.

Warmth. Warm wetness, and the air filled with the tang of copper. Her blood.

Kieran shook his head, his neck aching and head throbbing.

“You’re not exactly in a position to refuse. Drink, dammit, or else I’ll get a turkey baster and shove it down your throat.”

There was the woman he knew and loved. The one who refused to take no for an answer and could manhandle her way into and out of any situation. Kieran recognized the mental push, his lips opening before he realized what he’d done. His throat convulsed and hot blood filled his mouth.

Forget pissing on an electric fence. This was lightning. This was becoming the storm, becoming the tornado. He fought to stay prone, to let her finish her job before swallowing the last gush of crimson.

He coughed, breaking the contact and wiping his mouth with his filthy jacket sleeve. “How did you know?” he managed to get out. “How did you know that your blood would help?”

She looked pale, worn. But she smiled and wrapped her arms around his neck, her wings folding down against her body before disappearing. “I didn’t. Not all Fae blood is capable of healing. I went with my gut.”

“Look at you, embracing your intuition.” His own arms brought her closer, and he took a moment to breathe her in, his senses suddenly on high alert. This must be how Superman feels every day of his life, Kieran mused.

“Isn’t this the cutest display I’ve ever seen. Not something I ever thought I’d see, to be honest. A human with more to him than first appearances, and my whore of a sister.”

A slow clap brought his attention to a dark-haired woman standing in the spot Oona had just vacated.

“And I thought I had lousy taste in men,” Yelena continued, her hands on her hips.

There was the dream—the nightmare—in the flesh.

Illaria glanced over, stiffened. “Yelena.”

“Want to give me a hug?” Yelena held her arms out wide. “I mean, it’s been a whole week since we’ve seen each other.”

The sister who had never been missing. The one who used newly made vampires for lackeys, and stole power from living beings, using it to rip open the gate between worlds.

“I knew you were here. Why keep hidden until now?”

“Would it have made any difference? Probably not. Things were going well enough.”

He heard the smile in her voice and couldn’t repress the shudder. Part of him didn’t want to know where Yelena had been, or why she’d thought to hide until now. Coming to grips with the fact that he possessed some kind of raw power was hard enough. He didn’t need to duke it out with an evil Fae.

Still, a dozen questions played on repeat as he focused on her. On the slender figure with enough menace rolling off of her to make Jack the Ripper take a step in the opposite direction.

Illaria stood her ground, giving her sister the side-eye. “But...why?”

“Why not?” Yelena snapped her fingers and a park bench slid underneath her. She sat down, settled, and sent them both a wry smile.

Kieran tried to move and found himself frozen in place. Rather than freak out, his voice wobbling as bad as his body, he strove for calm. He’d already used one set of instincts today. It wouldn’t be hard to switch modes. Would it?

Illaria would never fight with Yelena, he knew. Even when it was deserved.

“You never told me about this. Any of this.” Illaria mirrored his deep breaths.

“You wouldn’t have understood.”

“Try me.”

Yelena leaned forward, her elbows on her knees. “Would you have listened? Probably not. You were so wrapped up in your own miseries that you didn’t want to hear mine. I found a way to fix this. For both of us.”

“Don’t pin any of your actions on me,” Illaria said softly.

Kieran wisely kept his comments to himself.

For one heart-stopping moment, the three of them stared at each other in silence, dust falling to the ground like snow.

Ilaria turned her head, looking straight ahead instead of toward Yelena. Then turned her back to her sister. “I’m not going to fight you.”

Kieran watched Yelena scoff. “What do you mean, you aren’t going to fight me? I never wanted to fight. Obviously.”

Butterflies swarmed his stomach, warning him of rough waters ahead. His heart gave a lurch.

“I haven’t seen you for a week. You left me no note, no warning on what you had planned. You allowed me to panic and freak and worry about you...when you were here. Trying to kill me.”

Yelena jumped to her feet. “I never tried to kill you!”

“Baby, we don’t have enough strength to take her down if you piss her off,” Kieran said, struggling to swallow past the sudden lump in his throat.

“We’re not going to take her down. Not today, at least. I have so many more questions for her.”

Yelena eyed the two of them and electricity surged through Kieran’s body, warming his blood. Her eyebrows lifted. “Illaria, do you really expect me to believe you’re taking orders from this guy? Seriously? This is the guy you’ve chosen?”

It was Illaria’s turn to step in front of him, Kieran noted with some surprise, her tiny body becoming a shield. “We’re going to give you a ten-minute head start. Stop what you’re doing and get out of Hedgehill Marsh.”

“Illaria, get serious—”

“I’m deadly serious, Yelena. This isn’t a game you’re playing. This is people’s lives and safety. You’ve murdered innocents to fuel your pet projects.”

Yelena’s cheeks brightened and her eyes went flat. “You know nothing.”

“Because you aren’t the person I thought you were. My sister would have never done something like this. Never. Whoever you are, you can go back to the Hell you crawled from. I will never help you take over the town. If that’s even your true intent.”

The air began to surge around them like the roiling waves of an angry ocean. Kieran lifted his gaze to the treetops to see them bending, bowing. Ready to crack.

“Just what do you think you’re doing?” Yelena snapped.

“You know I can’t hurt you. But I can sure give you a scare before you do anything stupid. Looks like my powers have been right here the whole time. I just needed a new way to access them.”

“You’re making a big mistake—”

Illaria cut her sister off for a second time, and Kieran found himself torn between pride and fear at the look on Yelena’s face. “Sue me. Now you better run, because I’m coming for you. And I don’t plan on losing. I’m going to throw you and Mom back through that tear in the veil and close it on your asses for good. No coming back. Guess I’m not done with playing the hero here.”

The wind around them coalesced into a single jettison of air, pelting forward and slamming the bench back into the tree trunk. Yelena stood her ground with her head hung low, clucking her tongue in an eerily similar fashion to Oona.

“I won’t tell you about your mistake again. If you don’t come with me now, Illaria, this is it. This is war.”

“Then excuse me while I polish my armor.”

A funnel of air appeared in Illaria’s palm and she sent it flying. The tornado grew in strength and size until it toppled the nearest tree, pulling the pine out by its roots and launching it halfway across Crow Point. “If this world is crawling with monsters, then I’ll be here to kill them,” Illaria screamed to be heard over the roaring of her air magic. “This is my town, Yelena. You remember that.”

With ebony wings bursting from her back, the dark-haired Fae took to the skies. The beautiful, dangerous dark to his girl’s light.

It wasn’t until he glanced down that he noticed Illaria had grabbed his hand. Keeping him rooted to her in the midst of the chaos from the wind.

“Do you think you might want to...” He trailed off as Illaria stared after her sister’s rapidly retreating figure.

“Kill her?” Illaria said slowly. “I don’t want to, but I get the feeling I might have to.”

Kieran glanced over his shoulder at the tornado. “No, I meant the twister heading for the coffee shop.”

“Oh, shit. Right. Sorry!”

A snap of her fingers had the funnel dissipating as though it had never been. The clouds overhead shifted until rays of sunlight filtered in through the canopy. Illuminating the destruction around them.

Kieran dropped her hand. “You sure do know how to pack a punch.”

“I could say the same for you. The grass is crunchy and everything within a twenty-foot radius is burned to a crisp.” Illaria turned to him, wiping the wet trails off of her cheeks. “Are you okay?”

“I should be asking you the same thing. You took a hell of a wallop back there.”

She winced. “I’m not sure if you mean emotional or physical, but yes. To both. Whatever stunt you tried to pull, heed me here, Shanahan.” Her eyes narrowed. “Never pull it again.”

“I thought we agreed you would call me Kieran? After all, this weird taste in my mouth is because of you.”

He’d drank her blood. And for some reason, it had cooled whatever fire he hadn’t known he possessed.

“I didn’t know what else to do.” She slapped him on the shoulder. “You decided to go off and get yourself killed. I just thought, hey, why not try it?”

“I have a theory, and hear me out. What if that birthmark on your back shows that you are a healer? That your blood has healing properties that not all Fae possess? Maybe that’s why the vampires wanted you so badly.”

“And that could be why my sister needed me on her side or out of the way. I’m too valuable to let sit on the sidelines.”

“It’s a thought. No need to get a big head about it,” Kieran cautioned.

His jesting did the trick, and Illaria turned to him with a smile lighting her face. “You’re something else, Shanahan.”

“Kieran.”

Her lips softened. “Kieran.”

Without waiting for her to comment further, he wrapped his arms around her. “You scared me.”

“What do you think you did to me?” Her voice was muffled by his shirt. “I have more years to spare but I think I lost half of them when you took that bullet to the shoulder.”

“Yeah, I don’t like your mom very much.”

Sound returned around them slowly, birds making their way back to branches and people creeping out from whatever shelter they’d sought during the chaos.

“The police will be on their way soon,” Kieran commented offhandedly. Unwilling to move. Unwilling to break his hold on the Fae who’d saved his life and captured his heart.

She gave him a squeeze. “Guess you’re going to have to give them a statement, Commissioner Shanahan.”

He dropped his head back on a laugh. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves here.”

“I’m going to need someone strong at my side when the time comes to confront my sister. That’s for sure.” Illaria leaned back to meet his gaze.

“Then you have me. For as long as you want.”

“Yes.” She rested her head on his chest as the screech of sirens split the air. “That sounds about right.”
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Epilogue
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Illaria

Scattered patches of buttery moonlight struggled through the clouds of the late summer thunderstorm. It left the bedroom almost entirely dark. They had candles laid out on each available surface to fill the room with warm light.

Illaria’s toes hunted across the wooden boards of the floor. The man in her bed raked her with his eyes, appreciation evident in the lines of his face. His gaze lingered on her body...and a slow smile spread to her lips.

“Are you coming over here anytime soon? Or are you going to make me get up and come get you?” he asked.

The idea made her shiver. “That might be fun,” she murmured.

He rose with a growl, his shoulders hunched and the near-permanent frown on his face gone. When they first met, he always seemed to be frowning, his face twisted in a scowl whenever he caught a glimpse of her.

Tonight, there was no trace of their initial discomfort with each other. His tawny eyes and mahogany hair caught the candlelight when he crouched and stalked toward her.

He stopped a shockingly intimate distance from her breasts. Then bent until his nose came nearly in contact with them.

Instead of giving in to his demands, and the very obvious desire of his exposed nether regions, Illaria raised her chin. “What do you think you’re doing?

Detective Kieran Shanahan chose that moment to wrap an arm around her waist, drawing her up to him before kissing her. No gentleness this time, which she knew him capable of, but straight to that long, hot branding of lips and teeth and tongue.

He drew her up into his arms until she wrapped her legs around his hips.

“If we’re not careful, we’re going to end up missing the big day.” He punctuated the statement with another kiss.

Illaria glared at him. “I would never be late for my own wedding. Have a little faith in me.”

He shrugged at her casual mention of the biggest day of their lives, then turned around and strode with her back to the bed. His mouth found the pulse on her neck, which she was unashamed to admit leaped at his attention.

Illaria buried her cheek against the muscles of his chest. “I didn’t even want a damn wedding to begin with. You’re the one who wanted to bring the rest of your family here for some big party.”

“You can gripe, but I know you want it too.” Kieran laughed softly. “You are the most important thing in the world to me. Why wouldn’t I want my family here to witness us exchanging our vows?”

She shook a finger at him. “I can’t take your blithe romanticism anymore!” It came out as a reproach and she instantly changed tactics, thumbing at his chest. “Do me a favor and tell everyone to stay home.”

“Nope, too late. The invitations are already out and tomorrow you are going to make me the happiest man in the world.”

“This is a dream, right? It’s finally time for me to wake up?”

“I can’t believe this little show of nerves from a woman who helped decimate a vampire nest. What happened to the fairy who tackled a vampire for me?” He chuckled, tangling his fingers in her hair and toying with the soft strands.

“She’s in here,” Illaria stated, settling on his lap and feeling him press against her. “She might need a little convincing, or she’ll try to make a run for it.”

For the next hour, Kieran did his best to convince her. And in the morning, she watched him stand next to the rest of his fellow detectives, dressed in their best.

The jittery nerves had left her, her body loose and limber from their night of lovemaking. She saw no one else in the crowd. Her eyes were locked with Kieran’s to the point where she didn’t miss the dampness there when he first saw her.

She approached on Forest the sylph’s arm, knowing she’d made the right decision in choosing Kieran. Choosing this human, who sported the same wounds and scars that she did. She loved him and would continue to love him for the rest of her indeterminately long life.

He’d given her hope. A reason to continue being her best self. A reason to look forward to the future instead of focusing her attention on the past. And after all of her years of feeling lonely and abandoned, he’d given her a family.

There were still monsters to fight. There were demons yet to slay. Demons with very familiar faces.

They both knew it, but she believed that as long as Kieran stood by her side, nothing and no one could stop them.

With her gaze held captive by his, Illaria stepped forward in a dress made of lace and magic. It hugged tight to her curves and trailed in a winding ribbon behind her. She held out her hand and took his larger one without any hesitation.

They’d opted to write their own vows. Hers caught in her throat, written on the inside of her mind. She’d been practicing them for weeks in any free moment.

Illaria had always been told that humans and fairies didn’t mix. They were too different. They came from entirely different stock, incompatible.

Monsters belonged in myth.

Humans had small minds and a killer’s instinct.

Yet here they stood. She refused to let the old hatreds and prejudices stand in their way any longer. She refused to let them keep her in the same small box she’d lived in most of her life.

And when the human and the fairy both said “I do,” Illaria tilted her head up for a kiss and barely heard when the crowd erupted in cheers.
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THE END
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