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      The púca appeared in her room at midnight on the darkest night of the year.

      Isleen had dismissed her bodyguard and set a ward to keep intruders out when all five of the fae lights floating around her room sizzled and then went dark. She sent them a burst of energy. When they glowed back on, he was standing a few feet away, his handsome face impassive save for the flicker in his black eyes.

      Lir. The púca. The shapeshifter. And the man who’d once been her head bodyguard—and lover.

      She started, and then pressed her lips together. It was just like Lir to find a way past her ward. And she knew he’d done it deliberately, to demonstrate that even on her own island in her own compound, she couldn’t hide. Not from him.

      But she was Lady Isleen, ruler of Ireland’s powerful Ériu Sun Fae Clan. She was damned if she’d let the man see her fear.

      “Lir.” She inclined her head. “Peace to you and yours. It’s been a long time.”

      He gazed back, tall, dark—and so bloody sexy she about swallowed her tongue.

      The last time she’d seen him, Ireland had been fighting famine and the men had been wearing swallowtail coats and top hats. Now it was the twenty-teens and he was dressed like the American rancher he’d become—a hard-bodied, long-legged rancher in boots, worn jeans and a canvas duster.

      “Peace, Isleen.” Lir returned the ritual greeting as he looked her over in turn. But unlike her, he didn’t try to hide the fact that he was checking her out. No, he took his time, his gaze sweeping deliberately down her body and then back up again.

      She instinctively amped up her glamour. When she wanted, she could bring a man to his knees.

      Lir simply gazed back. But then, she’d never been able to fool him about much of anything.

      “I see you,” he said softly.

      She let the illusion fade. He gave a short, satisfied nod. He’d always hated her glamour. He liked her as she was, he said—her naked, unadorned self.

      Well, that’s what he was getting. Sun fae had a hot, fast metabolism, so even in winter, she dressed in light clothing. All she had on tonight was a tiny red nightgown that dipped low at her breasts and barely covered her bottom.

      His gaze traveled over her body. A dark, hot claiming look that sent a thrill straight to her womb.

      He halted on her nipples, pushing at the tight red fabric. They hardened even more and his lips curved.

      As a púca, Lir was a special kind of fada shapeshifter, unique to the British Isles. Like other fada, he had a mix of fae, human and animal genes—and a shifter’s animal-enhanced senses. His nostrils twitched and she knew he scented her arousal.

      She took a slow breath. Aroused, yes, but the tiniest bit afraid. Because she hadn’t spoken to the man for over a century and he’d arrived on the one night of the year that her power was at its lowest ebb—and she knew bloody well that wasn’t a coincidence.

      She crossed her arms over her breasts. “Why are you here, Lir?”

      “You don’t know?” He regarded her broodingly from beneath thick black lashes.

      She moved a shoulder. She was a Seer, but the Gift of Sight was notoriously unreliable when it came to the Seer’s own future. “I felt something,” she admitted; all week she’d been edgy, restless. “But I blamed it on the holidays.”

      “I’m here because we have some unfinished business, love.”

      “Do we?”

      He stepped closer, crowding her. “Oh, yes.”

      It was an effort, but she held her ground. “That was a long time ago, Lir.” A hundred and sixty-one turns of the sun, to be exact. Even for the fae, that was a lot of water under the bridge.

      He just stared down at her, his dark eyes unreadable. His curly black hair was still damp from the rain that had been falling all day, and he smelled of the outdoors, wild and fresh—or maybe that was just him.

      She moistened her lips. “Look, you were the one who left me, remember?” And damn if she knew why that still hurt after all this time. “Our time was up, you said, and you were off to see the world—”

      He cupped her cheek, halting her. “Isleen? I saw the world.” He’d acquired an American drawl but she could still hear the Irish lilt. “And a big, beautiful world it is. But now I’m back, and I remember how it was, the two of us. Do you?” He smoothed a thumb over her cheekbone.

      She drew a slow breath. It felt so good to have him touching her. Too good.

      “Of course I do.” She removed his hand. “But that doesn’t mean—”

      “You never took a mate.” His hand was at her hair now, playing with a stray lock. He’d always been fascinated by the color: copper touched with gold. “Why is that, love? Could it be you missed me?”

      “I’m not your love—and what makes you think I didn’t take a mate?” But that was a stupid question, and they both knew it.

      “You’re alone in that big bed.” He waved at the empty bed, the large, empty room. “And—” he inhaled deeplyhis nostrils flared as he drew in her scent—“you don’t have the scent of a mated woman.”

      “So I don’t have a mate. That doesn’t mean I haven’t had other men.”

      He tensed and she winced inwardly. That was a low blow. But she didn’t take it back.

      Neither did he back down. “So,” he said, “I ask again—have you missed me, love?”

      She briefly closed her eyes. Why was she fighting? She’d missed the man every single day since he’d left. She’d even secretly hired another fada to find him. But the púca had disappeared as if he’d never existed.

      She’d known Lir was a proud man, but he’d been so young, barely fifty turns of the sun. He didn’t understand how the game was played. When he’d said he loved her, she’d all but patted him on the head and told him to grow up.

      So when their year and a day was up, Lir had come to her, thanked her gravely—and then told her that he was leaving. “This”—he waved a hand at the glittering fae lords and ladies dancing under a tent a few yards away—“isn’t for me.”

      And the next day he was gone.

      He’d deserved something better, and he’d gotten it. He’d gone from almost nothing to become a rich, powerful man—something to do with horses and water rights in the American Southwest.

      But now he was back, and even though she’d hike ten miles barefoot in the snow rather than admit it to Lir, it had been a long time since she’d had a lover. And she’d never had another lover like him.

      “Well?” He cocked a single black brow. “Have you missed me?”

      She ground her teeth. “Damn you—yes.”

      He was a good half foot taller than her. She slid her hands under the canvas duster and smoothed her palms over the silky blue shirt he wore beneath. Goddess, he felt good. All lean, hard muscles and broad shoulders.

      His nostrils flared but he held still, allowing it.

      She rose onto her toes and pressed her lips to the underside of his jaw. He’d shaved earlier, but already his skin was rough with the beard grain he could never quite scrape clean.

      “Aye,” she said against his throat. “I’ve missed you. Satisfied?”

      She felt him swallow. So he wasn’t as unmoved as he appeared. Her mouth curved.

      Then he muttered, “Not yet,” speared his fingers into her hair, and pulled. Not hard, but enough that she had to tilt her head back, opening her throat to him. He brought his mouth to the sensitive skin at the base and sucked.

      Heat flashed to her core. She moaned, and his other hand came to her bottom, urging her up against him. His cock prodded her stomach.

      She wrapped a leg around his hip, rubbing herself against him. He growled and hefted her higher so that her naked center rubbed against his jeans.

      Ah, that was good—hot, delicious friction.

      His kiss was demanding. His tongue swept into her mouth and she eagerly sucked on it, drawing him deeper. Her knees wobbled and his arm locked on her, holding her steady. When he finally raised his head, she was appalled to hear herself whimper.

      She blinked and tried to regain control, but he didn’t give her a chance. In the next second, he had her on her back on the bed, her feet still on the floor.

      He moved between her legs and set his hands on the mattress on either side of her head. “You’re mine, Isleen. Say it.”

      His expression was dark, but his hips rocked against her in exactly the right place. She closed her eyes with pleasure.

      “Say it,” he demanded. “Say you’re mine.”

      “Mm-hmm.”

      “The words, Isleen.” His hand came to her mound. One long finger slipped between her moist, sensitive lips, teasing her. “I want to hear the words. Say you’re mine—at least for tonight. Or I’ll leave right now.” He lifted his hand.

      “Nay.” Her eyes flew open and she reached for him. “Damn it, you can’t leave—”

      “Can’t I?” He drew her to her feet. “Then you’ll come with me?” He gripped her upper arms, his gaze intent.

      The tiny hairs of her nape prickled. “What do you mean, come with you?”

      “Back to the mainland. Just you and me, alone, without all your people around.”

      “I can’t.” She shook her head, truly sorry. “I have to be here at dawn tomorrow for the Yule ritual.” The entire clan had gathered to welcome the return of the sun and its life-giving light. The winter solstice was almost as important to the sun fae as the summer solstice, and she was Ériu’s high priestess.

      “I promise I’ll have you back by then.”

      She chewed her lower lip.

      “Say yes.” His voice was low, compelling. “Dawn comes late this time of year. I’ll have you back by eight. You’ll have plenty of time to get ready.”

      Why not? He was right; tomorrow’s sunrise wouldn’t be until 8:50 a.m. And she was a powerful fae, not without her own defenses.

      She searched his words for possible loopholes. “Just you and me? No one else, until I’m safely back home on the island?”

      She hated to ask, but he was a púca. A trickster. And she’d had attempts on her life in the past. King Sindre of the ice fae, for instance, would love to remove her and absorb Ireland into his own territory.

      Lir’s black eyes flickered a dangerous gold, the color of his animal. He knew what she was really asking—was she safe with him?—and he was insulted, which was an answer in itself.

      “Just you and me,” he replied. “I swear on the earth I sprang from. You’re safe with me, Isleen—always. You must know I’d die rather than see you hurt.”

      Well. That was even more than she’d asked for. And he meant it. The fae were experts at twisting the truth—and the púcaí were part-fae, whatever else they had mixed in—but a flat-out lie made them violently ill.

      She rose onto her toes. “Aye,” she said against his lips. “Aye, I’ll come with you.”
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      Triumph crashed through Lir.

      Triumph, and relief. He wasn’t sure what he’d have done if Isleen said no. His plan depended on her agreement.

      But as her mouth pressed against his, he forced himself not to react, even though his animal—the wild, shapeshifting stallion—was urging him to push her down onto the bed and take her right then and there.

      “Say it,” he demanded. “Say you’re mine—all mine.”

      Isleen rolled her eyes but obediently repeated, “I’m yours, Lir. For tonight,” she added because they both knew such a promise was a dangerous thing. “Just until dawn…” She stumbled to a halt, her witchy green eyes locked on his.

      His heart thumped. She felt it. He knew she did.

      They stared at each other. Then her whole face shuttered. It was as if she’d slammed a door on him. His stomach twisted and something bitter filled his throat.

      She muttered something about getting dressed and turned to her closet.

      He swallowed against the bitterness. Slow down, man.

      They’d been lovers for the fae year-and-a-day—which was more like a decade in human time. And Isleen had resisted it—him—for the entire ten years. He’d known this wasn’t going to be easy. His sun fae lady was strong, independent—and stubbornly blind to the fact they were mates, or at least, that the possibility was there.

      He shoved a hand through his damp hair and watched as she donned a red leather trench coat and sexy little boots. No panties, although the coat covered her to mid-thigh.

      But he knew she was naked underneath. And she knew he knew, the bloody tease.

      Hell. At this rate, he wasn’t going to be able to walk the half-mile to the marina and his boat. “Let’s go,” he growled.

      “I’ll be right there. I have to leave Devlin a message.” She crossed to a pretty satinwood desk and took out a square of fae paper.

      Devlin was an arrogant fae lord and the Ériu clan’s head of security. He’d done his damnedest to break apart Lir and Isleen all those years ago. The man didn’t want her for himself—he was Isleen’s cousin, and besides, he was gay. He just hated anyone to get too close to Isleen. Devlin was all about power, and he saw Lir as a threat.

      “He’ll only try to stop us,” Lir said.

      “I’ll set it so he won’t get the message until tomorrow morning.”

      Lir nodded curtly, although as far as he was concerned, Lord Devlin could go frig himself.

      He waited while Isleen scrawled a couple of sentences on the square of magical paper, and then set it to reveal the message to Devlin at the time she chose, seven a.m.

      “This way.” He took her hand. “I have my own boat.”

      “I could ’port us to the mainland.”

      He shook his head. Not going to happen. He was damned if he’d cede any control to her tonight, even in the matter of their transportation. Besides, teleporting took energy—especially ’porting two or more people—and this time of year, Isleen didn’t have any energy to spare.

      “We’ll take the boat,” he told her. “It’s a cigarette boat with three souped-up engines. We’ll be on the mainland in under thirty minutes.”

      “But you hate the water.”

      He shrugged. It was true; púcaí had a liking for good old Mother Earth: solid ground, preferably with lots of fresh green grass for their horse-forms. When he’d immigrated to America sometime after the second world war, he’d hated every minute of the ten-day voyage, even though he’d had the money to travel first class, unlike the poor bastards in steerage.

      But he’d learned to adapt. Hell, he’d flown to Ireland in a fancy jet, another thing he’d avoided for years. But then, it was a lot more comfortable when you owned the jet.

      Isleen lived on the third floor of a mansion at the center of the Ériu compound. Before exiting her apartment, he reactivated the charm that had made him invisible coming in, only this time, he extended it to Isleen.

      “Don’t let go of my hand,” he told her. She had to remain in contact with him for the charm to make her invisible as well. She nodded and interlinked her fingers in his.

      They descended the first flight without passing anyone. On the next flight, they passed Devlin on his way up to the second floor. They froze and hugged the staircase wall as he glanced around suspiciously.

      Isleen caught Lir’s eye, her face alive with mirth, and he winked back. Outwitting her arrogant ass of a cousin was something of a sport to him.

      They waited, barely breathing, until Devlin gave a shake of his dark head and continued past to the second-floor landing and his own apartment.

      “This way.” Lir guided Isleen toward a side door. They waited until a nearby guard turned in the other direction and then sprinted across the wet grass.

      “Nice work.” Isleen slanted him a grin. “Where’d you get the charm?”

      “An ice fae in the Andes.”

      Her fine copper brows snapped together and she dragged him to a halt. “You didn’t tell him it was for me?”

      He growled. “If you have to ask, you don’t fucking know me at all.” He continued walking, pulling her along with him. “We bartered—a job for a job.”

      “I’m sorry, Lir.” She sped up to keep pace with his longer stride until she was practically running. “But you know I have to be careful.”

      He grunted but slowed down. But yes, he knew. It was one of the reasons he’d left. Devlin had convinced Lir that he was a distraction Isleen didn’t need. After all, Sindre had nearly kidnapped Isleen on Lir’s watch—not once, but twice.

      They wended their way through the beautiful stone buildings that made up the Ériu compound. When he and Isleen had been lovers, they’d lived on the mainland, but when Ireland’s population had exploded in the 1970s, most of the clan had moved to this wild, wind-swept island off the west coast. Isleen’s Isle, the locals called it.

      Gaining access to the island had been easier than he’d expected. Only sun fae were allowed at the Yule ritual—he’d never attended one himself in the ten years he’d been Isleen’s lover—but other fae were welcome at the parties before and after the ritual. Lir had simply used his glamour to change his features and lighten his hair so that he looked like just another big blond sun fae. He’d docked his boat in the clan marina, checked in with the guards, and then headed for the tent on a nearby cliff where the festivities were just beginning.

      The first person he’d seen was Isleen, dressed in an emerald green party dress that hugged her high, full breasts and then nipped in at the waist before flaring into a flirty little skirt. She always had a faint shimmer to her—her skin, her hair—but when she was excited she damn near glowed.

      His whole body had gone tight with longing. He’d taken a few steps toward her before he realized what he was doing and halted. He forced himself to turn away and join the crowd at the buffet. He filled a plate and took a seat at a nearby table where he ate without noticing what he was putting in his mouth.

      He made conversation with his neighbors, but his gaze kept returning to Isleen. As usual, she was surrounded by men like bees around a honey pot, although to be fair, there were women in the mix, too. A laughing, glittering crowd of highborn fae.

      No. Don’t go down that road again, man. You’re every bit as good as them.

      He was not going to get sucked into feeling inferior as he had as a young, wet-behind-the-ears colt.

      A tall, ginger-headed sun fae slung an arm around Isleen’s shoulders and she grinned up at him. Every muscle in Lir’s body locked. He set his jaw and looked down at his plate while his animal clamored for him to stride across the floor and claim her right then and there.

      Not yet, he growled back. Not here.

      But his animal was so agitated that he’d said the hell with it and slipped away to wait the last few hours until midnight in his boat under a pelting rain.

      Now he hauled Isleen up against him as they hurried across the grass, both man and animal reveling in the feeling of her soft, warm curves. The rain had petered out, but the only person they passed was a second guard. No sun fae would willingly go out on such a dark, rainy night.

      The marina was dark and quiet without a guard in sight. Why set guards, when anyone who approached the island without an invitation would get lost in the chill white mist that hid it from outsiders? He’d only been able to find the way himself by following the mate bond to Isleen. That was one thing no fae could guard against—the mate bond, the mystical connection between two mates—even a tenuous, incomplete bond like theirs.

      Lir led Isleen down the dock and helped her to a seat on his silver cigarette boat. They backed out of marina and swung east toward the mainland.

      Behind them rain clouds were gathering for another round, but the sky above was clear, the stars bright pinpricks in the cold black fabric. A chilly breeze whipped up whitecaps on the Atlantic’s dark surface, and to the southeast there was the white flash of the Loophead Lighthouse on the Clare coastline.

      He set a course a little north of Loophead and let out the throttle. The three big engines whooshed into life, and they swooped forward.

      Isleen grinned and lifted her face to the wind, her long copper hair streaming behind her. “This is fun,” she called above the roar of the engines.

      He couldn’t help smiling back. That was something he’d always liked about Isleen; the enjoyment she took in simple things. Even though she’d been born in the 1500s, she hadn’t grown jaded as she aged like some fae.

      She placed a hand on his knee. “I missed you,” she said, pitching her voice so that he could hear her. “I want you to know that. I sent a man after you—just to make sure everything was all right.”

      He throttled back the engines so they could talk. “Did you now?” That was news. His heart warmed. Not that he’d have gone back to her—not then—but it made a difference.

      “If nothing else, I owed you an apology. I took you for granted. I should’ve seen you were unhappy. I—I thought everything was good between us.”

      He nodded tightly. “Love isn’t a game, Isleen.”

      When he’d come to her that last time, she’d amped up her glamour. It gave her an unearthly beauty, so that a man’s voice clogged in his throat and he felt compelled to drop to his knees and swear that he’d do anything, anything at all, if she’d just spend one night with him.

      That had been the final straw—that she’d try to ensnare him, to steal what he’d been willing to give freely.

      “Was it love?” she asked.

      “You know it was. For me, anyway.”

      She slanted him an unreadable look. “Even the fada I sent couldn’t find you. It was as if you’d disappeared off the face of the earth. I wondered if…” She shook her head.

      “I was in Ireland for a long time, but as my horse. Then I traveled to Europe, and from there, I eventually made it to America.”

      Those had been long, dark years. He’d gone deep into his animal, become all-but feral. It had been a good disguise, if unintentionally so. Anyone looking for him would see only the black stallion, not the man beneath. Even his scent had changed. By the time he’d come back to himself, decades had passed.

      And then he’d set himself to proving that he was as good—if not better—than all those rich, glittering highborn fae.

      “I did get word of you eventually. You were in New Mexico by then. I even ’ported to your ranch to see how you were doing. You were doing fine—brilliant, in fact. I was happy for you.” She grimaced as if that were a lie and qualified by saying, “Mostly, anyway.”

      “I kept an eye on you, too,” he admitted. “I didn’t come back to Ireland, but I went to the midsummer festival.” Every year since he’d been able to afford it.

      “The one in America? But I never saw you.”

      “No. I used a glamour.” The midsummer festival was the huge party the sun fae queen threw each year on the summer solstice. He’d made sure he hadn’t come too close, because Isleen probably would’ve seen through his glamour if they met face to face.

      Each year, Isleen had had a constant crowd of men around her. But this past summer, he’d noticed something—even though she’d flirted nonstop, she hadn’t taken a lover for the entire three days of the festival. Not one single man. He’d have scented it on her.

      That’s when he’d made up his mind. He was going to try and win her back.

      But this time, it would be on his terms. He’d been so young when they’d been lovers, barely adult in fae-time.

      Isleen’s pet shifter, Devlin had called him. The fae lord had played Lir like a violin, pointing out that he wasn’t just younger, but a púca, and convincing Lir that Isleen would be better off without him.

      Now, though, he was a man. A man who could be a ruthless S.O.B. when it came to something he wanted.

      And he wanted Isleen. Bad.

      “I wish I’d known. We could’ve—.” She squeezed his thigh and smiled.

      He stifled a groan. Her fingers were long and warm and so damn close…

      “I wasn’t ready,” he managed to say.

      “So what changed?”

      Instead of answering, he set the boat on auto-pilot and pulled her onto his lap. “Tell me, love”—he twined his fingers in her silky locks—“what should I do with you?”

      “Do with me?” Her gaze was on his lips.

      “Mm.” He nuzzled her neck, breathing her in. He’d almost forgotten how good she smelled: hot, spicy woman with a hint of cloves. “Maybe I should tease you until you’re begging for release. Remember how you told me I was too intense? That I needed to learn how to play?”

      “Did I say that?”

      He nipped her neck in reproof. “You did, and you know it.”

      She shrugged. “Well, it was the truth.”

      “It was.” He cuddled her closer, enjoying having her on his lap again after all these years. “I was gone a long time, Isleen. I’ve had other women.”

      She drew back so she could meet his eyes. “And you’re telling me this because—?”

      “I want you to know that none of them came close to you.”

      “And that means exactly nothing.”

      Because the literal truth was, none of them had come close to her; they hadn’t even been on the same continent as her.

      “No. Hear me, Isleen. None of them came close to you as a lover. You’re the only one I ever really wanted.”

      She studied him. “You mean that,” she said slowly.

      It was his turn to swallow. He was giving away too much, too soon.

      To distract them both, he caressed her breasts through the leather coat. The gods help him, he was so hot for her he wanted to bend her over the seat and take her right there in the middle of the ocean.

      And she’d let him. She was as aroused as him.

      But that wasn’t the plan. He contented himself with another love-bite to her neck. And when she was moaning and wriggling on his lap, he gave her a last kiss and set her back on her own seat.

      “We should be there in fifteen minutes or so. You’re comfortable? Warm enough?”

      She blinked but said, “I am, thank you.”

      He took out a blanket anyway and tucked it around her bare legs before jacking the engines to full throttle again. He sensed her looking at him, but she didn’t say anything.

      They passed the rest of the trip in silence.

      When they reached the mainland, he motored up the coast until they reached a small town and the marina where he’d rented a berth. The marina was quiet, everyone long since gone to their beds.

      He tied up the boat and shrugged out of the duster. Isleen remained where she was, watching him. He slowed down, happy to give her a show. He removed his boots and then slowly unbuttoned his shirt. Last to go was his jeans and boxers.

      When he was naked, he stowed everything under the seat and turned to her.

      Her lips curved. “You haven’t changed a bit.”

      “No? I’m not even a little…larger?”

      Her mouth twitched. “Perhaps.” Her gaze was on his cock, which was lengthening, pleased at the attention. “I’ll need more data to be sure.”

      “I’ll have to see what I can do about that.” He crooked a finger at her. “Ready, my lady?”

      “I am.” Her gaze was still on his lower abdomen. “Very…ready.”

      He gave a snort of laughter and leapt from the boat to the pier. When he landed, he was a huge black horse.

      He glanced at Isleen and whinnied imperiously. Get on.
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      In the ten years they’d been lovers, Isleen had seen Lir as his animal only a few times. She knew why. Both fae and humans looked down on the fada and their mixed genes. Shifters learned early to hide their animals from outsiders.

      Now she gave a hard swallow. Lir’s stallion was gorgeous: all powerful muscles and wild, flowing mane, his eyes a fierce dark gold.

      The Irish told tales about the púcaí. That they were tricksters, demons in animal form who knocked down fences, tore up crops and took drunkards on rough all-night rides. In England, they were the bogeymen.

      But the púcaí could also be generous, leaving food for the hungry or money to pay the landlord. And everyone agreed they were beautiful, sensuous—and the best lovers you’d ever have.

      Lir snorted impatiently and pawed the pier, his magic hooves shooting sparks, and she realized her mouth was ajar.

      She shut it with a snap and leapt to the pier, where she took hold of his mane and swung herself up. The leather trench coat fell to either side of her legs, leaving nothing between her and his back.

      Oh. My. Stars.

      She dragged down the nightgown so that it covered her bottom, but there was still that warm, velvety coat between her bare thighs—and she couldn’t help recalling that a horse’s hide was rich with nerve endings.

      He cantered off the pier and into the town. It had been years since Isleen had last ridden, but she knew Lir wouldn’t let her fall. She twined her fingers in his long black mane, tightened her legs around his powerful body and gave herself over to the rhythm.

      They clattered down a narrow cobblestone street lined with quaint stone buildings and turned north toward the hills above town. As they climbed higher, she looked around. The surrounding countryside was dark save for the occasional candle burning in a window in honor of Yule.

      The winter solstice was the time when the sun fae, who drew life-energy from the sun, were at their weakest. These were the days when you went to bed early and got up late. But all that time in bed meant that the following summer usually saw the clan welcoming at least one little one.

      Isleen herself was childless. Unmated fae seldom conceived.

      She’d told herself she didn’t mind. Fae reproduce slowly, but the Ériu clan had over five hundred members, so there were always at least a few children to love even if they weren’t her own. But then in October, Cleia, queen of the seven sun fae clans and a good friend, had given birth to her first child—a baby girl. When the news came, Isleen had been happy, of course, but she couldn’t help thinking that she was twice Cleia’s age and still hadn’t found her mate.

      So she’d been vaguely depressed as she’d left the party tonight, alone among the couples pairing up. It hadn’t helped that as soon as she left the tent, the skies had opened, drenching her in rain before she could ’port home.

      Now, though, all that was forgotten as Lir twisted his sleek black head to look at her. Their eyes met, his a wicked gold. He swerved, leaving the road for a narrow path through the hills. As he topped the first rise, he gathered his powerful muscles and galloped down the hill.

      Isleen laughed and lifted her face to the starlit sky. “Faster, Lir. Faster.”

      He made a low sound that was more a growl than a whinny and to her delight, streaked like lightning down the dark path.

      It was thirty minutes before he turned onto a gravel drive, leaping over the gate and cantering past apple trees with gold fae lights dancing among their bare branches. On a rise to the east was a large block of stables, and to the west, more fruit trees and the remains of a kitchen garden.

      Lir came to a stop before a lovely old stone cottage. She’d expected something large and expensive, but this small, cozy abode was even better; it would be just them. She smiled—a frankly wicked smile—and ran a hand over his shoulder.

      Lir sent her another gleaming gold look as if reading her mind. She grinned and swung off his back, then had to grab his mane to keep from stumbling.

      He was right there, supporting her with his shoulder. That was Lir: rock solid when it counted, for all he liked to tease.

      “Thanks,” she muttered, cheeks hot. “It’s been a long time since I’ve been on a horse.”

      He waited until she had her balance again and then backed up a few steps and threw back his head. Gold and silver sparkles danced over his hide, like fairy dust except brighter. The air twisted and then he was a man again, his rangy body glistening with sweat, his eyes still the gold of his stallion.

      He swung her into his arms and strode with her up the narrow brick pathway to the front door, where he murmured a word she didn’t catch. The door slid open to reveal a beautiful wood and stone foyer. Fae lights floated near the ceiling in the warm colors of sunset: orange, salmon, purple.

      “Be welcome, Lady Isleen.” He set her back on her feet.

      She inclined her head. “I thank you.”

      Taking her coat, he hung it on a hook and pulled on a pair of black jeans before ushering her into the living room. She halted, mouth ajar.

      The cottage was picture-perfect with white-washed walls and oak-beamed ceilings, but what made her heart stutter were the flowers. They were everywhere, filling the living room and spilling into the kitchen. Lush rainbows of roses shared vases with irises and spiky mums. Large pots of sky-colored hydrangeas stood next to sunny tulips and plump succulents, and baskets of lacy ferns swayed from overhead hooks.

      “Oh, Lir. They’re gorgeous.” She fingered a purple iris. “They’re real?” Lir had the fae Gift of chicanery. He could make things of air and light—beautiful, but only a trick of the eye.

      But the flower felt real beneath her fingertips. Soft and delicate as a baby’s face.

      “As real as you or me.” He stepped behind her and set his hands on her shoulders. “No tricks tonight, Isleen—I promise. Do you like it?” he added with a note of vulnerability that made her heart constrict.

      “I love it.” She raised her hands to squeeze his fingers. “They’re beautiful, and so is your home.”

      He brushed aside her hair to nuzzle her neck. “I thought you’d like it,” he said, the confidence back in his voice.

      “You’ve been planning this.”

      “I have.” He released her and snapped his fingers. Music came on, a haunting Celtic melody sung by a woman with a few drops of fae blood so that she mesmerized the listener.

      He turned back to her. “Dance with me.”

      “I’d love to.”

      She moved into his arms as the singer’s poignant voice filled the room, setting her hand on his bare shoulder as his other arm came around her waist. She brought her free hand to his and they interlinked fingers. Their bodies fit together perfectly, as if he’d never been gone.

      Lir captured her gaze and began to move, tall and with a shifter’s animal grace. They danced in silence for several minutes, never taking their eyes from each other, Lir easily steering her through the few pieces of furniture, and then he spun her in a slow circle so that she ended up with her back to his front.

      They stopped moving and simply swayed to the music. His hand came to her breast. He pinched her nipple and with the other hand, drew her hips back so she could feel him hard against her bottom.

      His mouth moved to her ear. His tongue traced the outer edge to the point at the top that marked her as a pureblood fae. He laved and sucked at the sensitive flesh. She moaned and raised an arm to grip the back of his head.

      He caught her wrist and tugged so that she had to come onto the balls of her feet. He held her there; her body stretched out and pressed against his. She placed her free hand on his thigh for balance, and he slid his other hand under her skirt to where she was already wet for him.

      He kept her on her toes and under his control so that she could only make small movements while he toyed with her.

      “Lir…” She rocked her hips against his fingers.

      He nipped the point of her ear, a small pain that he knew would drive her crazy, and she sucked in a breath.

      “Tell me,” he repeated his question from an hour ago. “What should I do with you, Isleen?”

      She briefly closed her eyes. “I’m sorry, Lir. I didn’t always treat you well, and for that I apologize.”

      “You had no respect for me back then. It wasn’t just that you tried to hold me with your glamour. It was that you never saw me as your equal.”

      “That’s not tr—” She blew out a breath. “You’re right. I suppose that’s why I let you go.”

      “You didn’t let me go. There was no way in hell you could’ve stopped me. And for the record, I can always see through your glamour, Isleen. Remember that. But now,”—he teased her clit—“I have you alone. I can do anything I want to you, can’t I?”

      Her throat worked. “You can?”

      “Oh, yeah. I’ve dreamed of this.” His breath was warm against her skin. “You and me, alone. Sometimes I tie you up and fuck you for hours. Sometimes I tease you all night without letting you come. Sometimes I order you on your hands and knees to suck me off, to prove who’s in charge now.”

      She blinked.

      This was not the Lir she remembered. That Lir had been young, easily led. Tough and cocky as hell, yes, but no match for a woman of her years.

      This man was fully mature. Hot and dark and way more dangerous. But those sexy threats and those long, knowing fingers had her inner thighs clenching.

      “Do you?” she returned. “Dream about us? Because I do.”

      His nostrils flared. She could tell she’d surprised him. Then he placed a hand on the small of her back and urged her toward the stairs. “Upstairs—now.”
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      Lir followed Isleen up the steps, his gaze on her round bottom twitching to-and-fro under that little red excuse of a nightgown. He was so hard for her it hurt. He’d been aching for her for months, and the ride here hadn’t helped. It had been a special kind of torture, having her so close, half-naked and with those strong thighs gripping his back.

      She stopped at the top of the stairs and said, “Oh.”

      Just that single syllable, but it made all his planning worthwhile.

      When he’d left for America, he’d sworn he’d never come back, but he hadn’t been able to bring himself to sell this place. Not even in those first lean years when he’d been desperate for cash as he set up his stables and began to build a reputation as a horse whisperer and the best damn eye for horseflesh in the Southwest.

      America suited him, especially New Mexico with its wide plains and sere, beautiful mountains, but he hadn’t been able to cut this last connection to Isleen. So when he’d decided to return, he’d set about creating an abode worthy of a sun fae lady.

      The second floor was a loft divided into a single large bedroom and a bathroom you could spend an entire day in: a soaking tub, a pedestal sink, a bidet and a walk-in shower. By day, the loft was filled with sunlight; he’d had the contractor enlarge the windows and put in skylights, and one wall of the bathroom was built of glass blocks.

      The large, spacious bedroom echoed the colors of Ireland on a sunny day: grass-green walls and a sky-blue ceiling, a big blue sofa splashed with white clouds, and a huge oak bed topped by a white comforter with a yellow sun in the center. Earlier that evening, his housekeeper had set fae lights everywhere and then left for the house he’d built her elsewhere on the property. The bed was framed on either side by gold candles on tall columns and tiny white lights outlined the rustic wood headboard. Near the ceiling, gold and silver stars danced like fireflies.

      Lir flicked his fingers and a fire whooshed into being in the fireplace at the far end of the room. “Be welcome, love.” He spoke the formal words a second time because they seemed even more appropriate now that he had her here in his bedroom.

      Isleen turned to face him. “This is—perfect.” She bit her lip. “Just perfect. You must have been planning this for months.” She cupped his face and kissed him.

      He wrapped his arms around her and kissed her back. By the gods, he wanted her. A tidal wave of longing and love rose up in him. Some small part of him recalled that he’d had a plan, but he ignored it to jerk the red slip-thing off Isleen before pulling her back into his arms.

      She twined a leg around his hip and met him kiss for kiss. He dragged in a breath and walked her backward until the backs of her thighs hit the bed.

      She smiled and touched his cheek, her green eyes smoky with passion.

      He smiled back, slow and dangerous. Lord, he liked having her like this. To hell with returning her to her island by dawn. He might just keep her for the next few years.

      Then his heart clenched. Because there was just this one night. He’d promised, and he wouldn’t break a promise to Isleen, even if it wouldn’t have made him violently sick. Once she returned to her clan, there would be all the pushing and pulling and jockeying for position that had gone on the last time.

      He understood that Isleen was the clan ruler, but he had to come first with her. He wasn’t going to agree to any position other than that of mate. Either she accepted the bond, or they were through. His pride—and his heart—wouldn’t accept anything less.

      He pulled down the comforter, set her on the soft white sheets, and dragged off his jeans before crawling on top of her. Taking her wrists, he pinned them to the mattress on either side of her head.

      “Lir?” She moistened her full red lips. “Are you going to do any of those things you—?”

      “That depends.” He brushed his mouth over hers. “Do you want me to?”

      Her throat worked. “Maybe.”

      “Because if you want me to”—he nipped the soft skin at the base of her collarbone—“then I won’t. And if you don’t want me to”—he kissed the mark he’d made—“then I will.”

      “Bloody tease,” she muttered.

      He raised his head to grin down at her. “I’m a púca, love. You’ve heard the stories. We’re the bad faeries. You never know what we’re going to do next. And if you cross us, we can be very…vindictive.”

      He swooped lower and sucked one hard, aroused nipple into his mouth, but she still managed to say, “Then I’ll just have to let you guess.”

      The woman could still talk? He clearly needed to try harder. He increased the suction. She gasped and then whimpered. He pulled even more strongly, keeping her on the edge between pleasure and pain.

      She worked her hands free and brought them to his head to draw him closer, but he removed them and pressed them to the mattress again. “Keep them there,” he said and waited until she moaned her agreement before releasing them.

      He slid his hands beneath her back, lifting her so her soft, full breasts were arched up to him, and latched onto her nipple again. He sucked and tongued it for long moments, loving the sexy sounds she made, and then moved on to the other one. When both nipples were wet and rosy, he kissed his way up to the hollow of her neck.

      Sun fae came in every skin tone from light to dark, but whatever their base color, they all had a golden sheen. Isleen’s own skin was a beautiful cream with a touch of gold that made him think of angels or storybook fairies, but somehow, it was her freckles that he’d missed the most—tiny copper dots scattered across her upper breasts and the tops of her shoulders.

      Now, as he trailed kisses over the pretty little spots, he recalled the night he’d counted them—slowly and with much laughter on both their parts. And then he’d bent her over a chair and…

      Isleen’s breath sighed out, and he knew she was recalling that night, too, and yet she didn’t say anything.

      But the mate bond pulsed. A single hard beat like the thump of a heart.

      He gave her a forceful, almost angry kiss, because he could guess why she was resisting him. Highborn ladies like her didn’t mate with lesser beings like shifters, no matter that Queen Cleia had taken a fada mate.

      His brother had warned him from the beginning that she’d use him and break his heart, but he’d told his brother to fuck himself and stormed off.

      When he lifted his head, Isleen was panting. He didn’t give her time to recover, just continued down her body, trailing kisses between her breasts, sucking each of her nipples to hardness again, swirling his tongue around her navel.

      He reached the dark red curls of her mound. He pursed his lips and directed a warm stream of air at her clitoris.

      She gasped and brought her knees up on either side of his head.

      He pressed her thighs back down. “Keep them there.”

      She jerked her head in acknowledgement and obediently kept herself spread open, but he could feel her muscles tightening and untightening beneath his palms.

      He raised himself up so he could see her face. “I think we need to make sure you aren’t tempted to disobey me.”

      Her gasp this time was outraged, but he just chuckled and left the bed to get a silk scarf. When he turned around, she was on her forearms watching him. He straddled her thighs and pushed her back down onto the mattress.

      “Say it’s all right, Isleen.” He took her wrists in one hand and showed her the scarf. “I won’t do it unless you ask me to.”

      “And if I don’t?”

      “Then I’ll take you back to the island. Right now.” His voice was harsh because it wasn’t easy to say.

      But he meant it.

      This was all about breaking through her defenses. Tonight, when she was at her most vulnerable, he was gambling everything he had that she’d finally recognize they were mates.

      Her teeth worried her lower lip. “No tricks?”

      “No tricks.”

      She nodded. “All right, then.”

      Keeping his grip on her wrists, he bent to kiss her. “Thank you,” he said against her mouth.

      He could tell she didn’t fully understand, but to him it was huge. Isleen was the ruler of a large, wealthy clan, and a powerful fae in her own right. She didn’t easily give up control to anyone, lover or not. In allowing Lir to bind her, she was saying she trusted him, even more than her agreement to come with him tonight had demonstrated.

      He wound the scarf around her wrists a couple of times, and then muttered a spell to bind the scarf, just tight enough so that it wouldn’t leave a mark. Her wrists would remain secured until he—and only he—released her.

      Isleen tested the knot. Wariness flickered across her face—and then she gave him a smile that made his whole body clench. “I think I’m going to like this game.”

      “Oh, I’m counting on it, love.”

      He gave her a hard kiss and then roughly kneed her legs apart. He could scent her excitement. He rumbled approval and after another hard, deep kiss, moved down her body.

      When he’d finally come back to himself as a man, he’d told himself he was over Isleen—and proved it by sexing woman after woman, so many that their faces ran together.

      But all he’d proved was that he couldn’t get over her. Because always, always, there was Isleen, the woman against whom he measured all the rest. Isleen and her lush, sexy body. Isleen and her enigmatic green eyes and bright hair. Isleen and her quick wit and the way she had of embracing life with both arms and a throaty chuckle.

      Last February, he’d realized that he hadn’t had a woman in over a year. He knew then it was time to go home to Ireland and Isleen. He had to settle this thing, once and for all, or he was never going to be at peace.

      But it wasn’t until the midsummer festival that it had hit him. She was his mate, the one woman with whom he could form the mystical, soul-deep bond.

      The mate bond had been growing all that time, slowly, inexorably, until it was too powerful to ignore.

      She’d felt it, too. It had been the height of the festival and she’d been dancing with another man, but she’d glanced around, her silky brows drawn together. He’d quickly faded back into the crowd. With the glamour he’d cast, she shouldn’t be able to pick him out, but just in case, he left a few minutes later. When he made himself known to Isleen, it would be at a time and place that he controlled.

      Now he set his mouth to Isleen’s center and swiped his tongue up through her warm, salty spice. Slowly and deliberately. Then again, and again.

      She moved her hips restlessly, seeking more, but he held her thighs down so that she had to lie still and take what he gave her. Her bound hands came to his head, pulling him closer. He allowed it, but only because her fingers in his hair felt so damn good.

      He teased her with his tongue for long minutes. One thing he’d learned from all those lovers was patience. And when she was practically sobbing with need, he slid two fingers into her tight, wet core and sucked deeply on her clit until she arched her back and came, pulsing around his fingers.

      He waited until she subsided to the bed with a satisfied sigh and then crawled back up her body, placing kisses as he went: the soft curve of her belly, the underside of each breast, her throat, her mouth and finally her closed eyelids.

      Her hands had ended up on her chest. He took them and stretched them over her head again. Earlier that evening, he’d placed a pitcher of white flowers on the night table—orchids and roses in tight, creamy buds, fat hydrangeas and some spiky flowers he couldn’t name. Now he took a single white rose and touched it to her lips.

      She inhaled deeply and opened her eyes, giving him a happy, open smile that made her look about eighteen. “You always were the best lover, Lir.”

      He swallowed and set the rose on the night table. “Turn over, Isleen.”

      She lifted her head to kiss him and then gracefully obeyed, coming onto all fours on the mattress.

      He drew a slow breath. Great Goddess, she was beautiful. She was on her forearms, her bound hands before her, her smooth, perfect bottom raised to him. Her wavy copper-and-gold hair fell over one shoulder in a shimmering waterfall.

      She glanced back at him, her green gaze glinting with humor. “What are you waiting for, púca?”

      He smacked her ass. A couple of hard swats. She dropped her head, but he could tell she liked it.

      Darkness rose in him. In that moment, he was more animal than not. She was his. The mate—and he was aching to take her. He smacked her ass again, then fisted his hand in her hair and pulled her head back. “You’re mine, Isleen, aren’t you? Tell me. I can do anything I want.”

      “Aye. Anything, Lir.”

      He gave her another swat, then knelt behind her and grasped his cock. “Take this,” he gritted, and thrust inside.

      “Aye.” She moaned and tightened on him.

      He groaned with pleasure. She felt so damn good. Such a hot, wet grip that black spots danced behind his eyes. He clutched her hips and let himself go, pounding into her hard and wild.

      She arched her bottom up to take him. He heard her panting and he stopped, afraid he was hurting her. “You’re all right? It’s not too much?”

      She cast a wild-eyed glance over her shoulder. “Very…all right.”

      “Good.” But he slowed his pace anyway. He wanted to squeeze every last ounce of enjoyment from this woman, and this night. Because if he couldn’t get through to her heart, it might be all he ever had.

      He bent forward, covering her with his body, and played with her breasts. She was making those sexy little sounds again. He pinched her nipples and she whimpered and clenched around him, sending a punch of sensation straight to his balls.

      He continued taking her at a slow, deliberate pace.

      She squirmed. “Harder, Lir. I need…”

      “Patience,” he murmured against her neck. “I know what you need.”

      “Lir.” The word was more a pant than anything else. “You. Bastard.”

      He smiled against her back and stroked a finger over her hot little nubbin. “I promised no tricks, but I didn’t say anything about playing games. You like games, don’t you, sweetheart?”

      “Sometimes,” she muttered.

      “Wrong answer.” He pinched her clit and she moaned and wriggled her ass in a way that had him sucking in a long breath. He rubbed her lightly with his finger. “Say please, Isleen.”

      She growled and he chuckled, but when he flicked her clit in warning, she said, “Please, damn you. Please, please, please.”

      “That’s more like it.” He smiled again. Call him an S.O.B., but it was nice hearing her beg. It was probably all the payback he was ever going to get—and that was fine with him—but ah, it was sweet.

      And then he forgot all about revenge and sexual tricks and concentrated his whole self on pleasing his lady.

      Time slowed. He was thinking in colors and sensations now, not words. The curve of her breast. The shimmer of her skin. The way her breath caught when he touched her—there.

      A tingle went up his inner thighs and his balls drew tight. He picked up the pace, thrusting into her fast and deep. She was touching herself and he put his hand over hers, pressing her fingers against her sex. She let out a small scream and her muscles fisted around his cock.

      He groaned out her name and they climaxed together, hard and so good that he couldn’t tell where he ended and she began.

      They collapsed face down on the bed, him covering her partway. He pressed a kiss to her cheek and, lifting himself off her, turned onto his back and pulled her into his arms. She cuddled next to him, her body warm and lax with satiation.

      Her wrists were still bound. He touched the fabric and murmured the counterspell. The scarf loosened and he pulled it off and tossed it onto the floor.

      She scrutinized him from beneath her lashes but didn’t say anything. He brought her closer and stroked her hair, sifting his fingers through the silky strands.

      “Mm.” She rubbed her head against his hand like a cat. “Why did we wait so long?”

      “I swore I was never coming back.”

      “Why did you?” she asked against his chest.

      He ached to tell her. He even opened his mouth, but his vocal cords locked. She had to come to the answer herself. It was the special curse of the púca; the mate couldn’t be told about the bond. They had to open to it on their own, or it would never flower fully.

      “I was there last summer,” he told her instead. “At the midsummer festival in America. I used a glamour to stay anonymous.”

      She tensed. “Then you saw me with—”

      “Those other men? Yes.”

      “I didn’t do anything.” She threaded her fingers through the wiry black hair on his chest. “I want you to know that.”

      “I know. But why? You’re a free woman. You can fuck any man you want.” His voice was harder than he meant it to be. But it was true, as much as he wanted it to be otherwise.

      She moved a shoulder. “I just wanted you to know that it’s been a while.”

      He felt a spark of hope but all he said was, “Then let’s stop wasting time.”

      He tipped her face up to him and brought his mouth down on hers.

      After that, the hours passed like a dream. He was insatiable, taking her again and again. Knowing he was being an animal, but not giving a damn.

      At least she’d remember he’d been there—for a few days, at least.

      The last time, they were face to face. He was poised to take her when his whole chest heated with the mate bond. He gazed down at her, awed and humbled.

      “You feel it, don’t you?” He couldn’t say anything more, but surely—

      “Aye.” She grasped his hips and pulled him to her. “Feels…so good.”

      He plunged into her because his animal wouldn’t let him do anything else. But his heart iced with the knowledge that she didn’t feel it.

      Or worse, wouldn’t let herself feel it.

      So be it. A blackness filled his head. He thrust into her hard and fast and uncaring of her pleasure. If this was the last time, he’d take her as he wanted.

      But she was so sensitized that she stayed with him, and they came in another mutual climax that for a few minutes blanked out the hurt and anger.

      But only for a few minutes.
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      Isleen opened her eyes to find Lir standing next to the bed. He was dressed in a pair of black jeans, his hair wet from a shower. “Time to get up, love.” He dropped a kiss on her lips, his eyes dark and somber without a speck of gold.

      “Mm.” She curved her fingers around his nape and tried to pull him back into bed, but he gently but firmly removed her hands.

      “We need to get you home before Devlin tears Ireland apart looking for you.”

      “I left a message.” But she supposed he was right. The sun wasn’t up yet, but this time of year, dawn came late. It was probably around six o’clock, which meant she only had a few hours before the start of the ritual.

      “I’ll be downstairs getting breakfast,” he said.

      She sighed and threw off the covers. She would’ve loved to soak in the big marble tub—preferably with Lir—but she contented herself with a hot-as-Hades shower under five showerheads that cleaned every inch of her body.

      As she soaped up, she realized she was pleasantly sore. It had been a long time. She smiled to herself and finished up.

      She exited the shower to find a gossamer gold dress draped over a towel rack. She held it up to herself wonderingly. It was beautiful, made of a fine silk that shimmered like sunshine on the water. The dress itself had long sleeves and a calf-length skirt. When she put it on, the fabric formed itself to her body as if it had been sewn on her.

      It had to be fae-tailored. She smoothed a hand over the silky material. Lir must have paid a fortune for it. Within their own clans, the fae and fada freely gave or bartered their talents, but a solitary like Lir would’ve been charged an arm and a leg for such craftsmanship.

      Downstairs, Lir was scrambling eggs and cheese. She paused to take in the play of muscles on his naked back and shoulders as he added chopped herbs to the skillet. There was something so sexy about a man cooking for you—especially a shirtless man.

      “Hungry?” He glanced over his shoulder and went still. “You look”—his throat worked—“fucking incredible.”

      She didn’t think she’d ever had a better compliment.

      “It’s gorgeous.” She crossed the room to entwine her arms around his neck. “I can’t imagine what it cost you. But why? You didn’t even know I’d be coming back with you.”

      “The cost means nothing if you’re happy.” He framed her face between his big palms. “As for why, it’s simple. I wanted to see you in something as beautiful as you are. Something I chose for you. Merry Solstice, love.”

      “Merry Solstice.” She rose onto her toes to kiss him. “I just wish I had a gift for you.”

      “Last night was all the gift I need.” He gave her a squeeze and then turned back to the stove.

      She wrapped her arms around his waist and rested her cheek against his back, breathing in the clean scent of soap intermingled with his own male spice. “Mm. You smell good.”

      “So do you. Are you hungry?”

      “I am.” She looked over his shoulder at the eggs and cheese he was scrambling. “That looks delicious. I didn’t know you could cook.” She slid a teasing hand inside his waistband. “As a matter of fact, I’m…starving.”

      His stomach sucked in, but all he said was, “I also have scones.”

      “You bake, too?”

      “Nah.” His tone was sheepish. “Those are thanks to my housekeeper, Mrs. O’Galvin. She brought a basket over a few minutes ago.” A kettle started boiling, and he nodded at it. “Why don’t you help yourself to some tea, and I’ll finish up here?”

      She gave his taut belly another caress and then reluctantly released him to fix them both a cup of tea. “You still like a bit of milk in yours?”

      “I do.”

      She added a dollop of milk to both cups and then joined him at the table for a plate of scrambled eggs and lemon scones. The food tasted even better than it smelled. For the first few minutes, they were silent save for an occasional comment as they ate their way through the eggs and a scone each.

      At last, Isleen set down her fork and watched as Lir reached for another of the light, biscuit-like breads. It was almost seven o’clock. Sunrise was less than two hours away, but she didn’t need the clock to tell her that. She could sense the approaching dawn.

      She sipped her tea as he broke open the scone and slathered each half with clotted cream before offering one to her. She shook her head. “No thanks. I really should be going—I can’t be late.” She finished her tea and stood up.

      Leading the Yule ritual was one of her most important responsibilities as lady of the Ériu clan, and normally she loved doing it. But this year, she found herself wishing someone else would lead the ritual. Or even better, that today wasn’t Yule and she had a few more days before she had to be back on the island.

      And why had Lir returned on the one night of the year when he’d known she’d have to be back by morning? He must know she couldn’t invite him to the ritual. It was a private ceremony open only to sun fae.

      Lir rose as well and grabbed a gray hooded sweatshirt from the back of a chair. “I’ll take you back.”

      “You don’t have to—I can ’port back.”

      His face set. “I’ll take you, I said. There’s time.”

      She shrugged and agreed—because she didn’t want this to end yet, either.

      They wended their way through the flower-filled living room to the foyer. As they passed a vase, Lir plucked out a couple of pink roses and gave them to her.

      She brought them to her lips, inhaling their fresh, sweet scent as he got her coat. He helped her into it and then gave her a hard hug.

      “You’re so fucking beautiful, woman,” he said against her ear. “You make my heart ache.”

      She felt a prick of alarm. He sounded so final. But she just hugged him back. “You’re the beautiful one.”

      His lips twisted in an odd smile but he didn’t reply, just stepped back and opened the front door.

      Outside, it smelled of earth and rain. A mist curled in pale white wisps over the wet grass and around the sleek black sports car that waited on the drive. The drive back to the marina was a repeat of their gallop through the hills last night—fast and a little reckless, but with Lir always in control. Isleen sat back and watched the scenery rush by as he navigated the narrow roads, his long fingers loose on the wheel.

      As they entered the town, Lir slowed down and they bumped over the cobblestones. The streets were empty save for a few early risers. They passed a boy on a bicycle and a doctor walking home from a call, a stethoscope still around her neck. From Kasey’s Bake and Cake came the scent of fresh bread.

      Isleen stared out the window, chest tight. It was if some decision had been made for her, and she didn’t even know what it was.

      She touched Lir’s arm. “We’re having a party later this afternoon. You can’t stay on the island during the ritual, but you could come back later.”

      “I could.”

      She set her teeth. But if he wanted her to ask, she would. “Will you?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t think so, Isleen.”

      “But why?”

      He parked the car and turned to her. “This is your world, Isleen. I have my own life now.”

      It was a non-answer. She frowned at him, trying to figure out what he really meant.

      He touched her cheek and reached across to open her door. “We should be going. You don’t have much time.”

      They walked in silence to the pier. When they reached the boat, Lir helped her to a seat and tucked a blanket around her bare legs before backing the boat out of its berth.

      It had started to drizzle again. A pale silver predawn light was spreading across the horizon, no match for the rain clouds. Goddess, she hated this time of year.

      She studied Lir’s expressionless profile as he set a course west to the island.

      Panic grabbed her. She was going to lose him—again. And she didn’t even know why.

      He throttled down the engine, set the controls on autopilot and took her face between his hands. “Thank you, Isleen.”

      She swallowed noisily. “I don’t want your thanks.  That—last night—was the best gift you could’ve given me.”

      He nodded, his eyes still that dark, somber brown. “What am I to do with you?” he asked for the third time. His tone was resigned, even a little sad.

      She grabbed his wrists. “Stay with me, Lir. I—I don’t want this to be over. You could run your business from the island.”

      “I could. I’m thinking of setting up an operation in Ireland.”

      “Then you’ll stay?”

      “That depends on you.” His expression was watchful.

      She smiled, relieved. “Well, then stay. You know I want you to.”

      “But as what, Isleen?”

      Her brow furrowed. “What do you mean?”

      “If I stay, what would I be?”

      “My lover. What else would you be? I’d be happy to have you as my head guard again, but I know you have your own life now.”

      “Your lover. Your head guard.” He released her and sat back. “No. I don’t think so.”

      She scowled. “Then why come back? What was this all about?”

      He dragged a hand through his short black curls. “The way we ended things never set well with me.”

      She thought she saw then. “This was your idea of payback, wasn’t it?” Her mouth twisted. “Take the fae lady somewhere, tie her up and make her beg. It will make a good story for your friends, won’t it? Was your brother in on it, too?”

      His dark brows lowered. “Did I do anything to make you think I wasn’t sincere? And my brother thinks I should stay the hell away from you, if you want the truth.”

      “Then why? Why make me want you and then leave again?”

      “Did I?” he asked. “Make you want me?”

      “You couldn’t tell?”

      “Well, yeah. But—” He closed his mouth and shook his head.

      “Damn it, Lir, what do you want? Do you want me to swear to be faithful? Is that it?”

      “That would be a start,” he shot back.

      “You—you—bloody S.O.B.” She shoved him so hard he almost fell off the seat. “I was never unfaithful to you,” she gritted as he regained his balance. “Never. I flirted, aye. But during our year-and-a-day, you were my only lover—as you bloody well know with those shifter senses of yours.”

      He had the grace to look ashamed. “Sorry,” he muttered. “But what does it matter? Faithful or no, I was never anything but a toy to you. And that’s not good enough anymore.”

      “That’s not true. I—”

      “No?” His gaze bored into hers. “The truth, Isleen.”

      She stared back at him helplessly, unable to lie but not wanting to admit he was right. Because it was true, she had thought of him as a toy, but—“That was a long time ago.”

      She’d waited too long. He exhaled sharply—almost a snort—and turned away to throttle up the engines. The boat shot forward.

      The roar of the engines made it impossible to talk. Isleen sat stiffly, a ball of ice lodged in her stomach. Lir was angry and disappointed in her. She got that, but last night she’d been sure he’d forgiven her. This wasn’t about what had happened all those years ago. It was about right now.

      But why? She stared down at the roses in her hand. What did the blasted man want?

      They entered a heavy fog—a natural one, not the magical mist that kept out intruders. Lir straightened and scanned the instruments. “We should be all right,” he called, “but I have to slow down. Maybe you should ’port the rest of the way.”

      She crossed her arms. “I’ll stay.”

      They inched their way through the fog. It thinned into irregular patches, but even in the clear spots the sky was still a low, heavy gray. It seemed to her that the weather had been damp and depressing the entire month of December—until last night when Lir had appeared in her room, all dark, fiery energy.

      She had to keep him.

      She dragged a hand through her hair. Say something, Isleen. Anything. But her mind was blank.

      And then the island appeared, its rugged black cliffs and green hills rising out of the fog. Devlin was waiting for them at the marina, dressed for the ritual in a flowing silver shirt and black pants, his handsome face dark with anger. He was flanked by two of his top warriors and her current head bodyguard.

      She scowled. She was not in the mood to deal with her cousin and his welcoming committee.

      As soon as the boat docked, Dev was on the pier. “Where the bloody hell have you been?” he demanded, and without waiting for her answer, turned on Lir. “And what the fuck are you doing here, púca? I thought you were off playing cowboy in America.”

      “Leave off, Devlin.” Isleen ’ported to the dock in front of her cousin. “I went with Lir of my own free will—as you damn well know.” She’d felt the ping of energy when Devlin read her note.

      “You went with a púca.” Her cousin practically spat out the word. “How did I know it was of your own free will? That note didn’t stop me from worrying.”

      “I’m sorry, but you’re not my keeper, Dev. Now if you don’t mind, I’d like a word with Lir—alone.”

      “Like hell.”

      Lir had followed her to the dock. Devlin jerked his head at the two warriors and they each grabbed one of his arms.

      Lir snarled and shook them off. Gold and silver sparkles danced over his body. Devlin raised a hand, his palm glowing as he prepared to shoot a fae ball. Lir’s lips peeled back. He dragged off his hoody and started to change to his stallion.

      Isleen sucked in a breath. She wasn’t sure which man would win, but neither scenario was good—either Lir would be seared by the fae ball or Devlin trampled under the púca’s magic hooves.

      She jumped between the men and slapped a hand on her cousin’s chest. “Damn it, Devlin. I said, Leave off. Lir is my guest. He’s under my personal protection for as long as he’s on the island.”

      Devlin growled but brought his hand down. The fae laws of hospitality were sacred. Not even he would break them with impunity.

      Lir bared his teeth but remained in his human form. “Go fuck yourself,” he told Devlin. “This time you’re not going to run me off. I’ll go when I’m good and ready.”

      They glared at each other for a tense few seconds and then her cousin ordered his men to stand down. “You always did have a thing for the fecking bastard,” he said to Isleen. “Don’t blame me if he bespells you. Hell, he probably already did.”

      She drew herself up to her full height. If it came down to it, she wasn’t sure who was stronger—but neither was Devlin. And she was older and had ruled the clan since before he was born.

      But just in case, she called on her magic. The air crackled and her hair lifted off her shoulders. Dev stiffened but held his ground.

      “What does he mean?” she demanded in a cold voice. “That this time you’re not going to run him off?”

      Devlin’s scowl deepened.

      “Forget it,” Lir said. “That’s between him and me.”

      “I want to know,” she said without taking her gaze from her cousin.

      Devlin sent a dark look at Lir. “I told him that if he stayed with you, the clan was going to turn against you. That he was a distraction you didn’t need.”

      Rage flared. So Dev had been partly to blame for Lir’s leaving. For a few seconds, she was so angry she could’ve cheerfully shot a fae bolt right between his interfering eyes.

      She drew a slow breath. “Damn you, Devlin. You had no right—”

      Her cousin paled, but he didn’t back down. “I did it for the clan, Isleen—and for you. Think back. Sindre got this close to killing you”—he pinched his index finger and thumb together—“because you were enthralled by your pet shifter.”

      Lir’s powerful hand shot out. Before any of them could react, he had Devlin by the throat. “Call me a pet one more time, asshole”—his fingers tightened on Devlin—“and I’ll break your frigging neck. Yeah, Sindre almost got past me, but she’s still alive, isn’t she? And he got past you, too.”

      The three guards rushed forward, but she stopped them with a look. “I’ll handle this.” She set a hand on Lir’s arm. “Let him go. He’s not worth—”

      “Stay out of this,” he growled. “This has been a long time coming.”

      She hesitated, and then stepped back. Because frankly, her cousin had asked for it.

      The two men glared at each other for several fraught moments. Devlin had a hold of Lir’s wrist, and she could almost hear him weighing his options. Suddenly, energy leapt from Devlin’s fingertips and shot up Lir’s arm.

      Lir set his jaw and hung on. “I would die for her,” he said between clenched teeth. “Can you say the same, you arrogant S.O.B.?”

      They stared at each other while Isleen gulped. He would die for her?

      It was Devlin who looked away first. The energy stopped shooting from his fingertips.

      “I thought not,” Lir said. “Now apologize—to me and to Lady Isleen. I may be a shifter, but I’m nobody’s fucking pet—and to say otherwise insults both of us.”

      Devlin glanced from him to Isleen, then gave a taut nod. “I apologize.”

      Lir immediately released him, but remained where he was, face stony, while Devlin turned to Isleen.

      “Just to be clear, I beg your pardon as well, my lady.” He gave her a graceful bow.

      She narrowed her eyes. “We’ll speak later. You’ve gone too far this time. Lir may be a shifter, but he’s as much a man as you are—if not more—and it’s time you realize it.”

      Beside her Lir stiffened with surprise.

      “As you say.” Devlin turned back to Lir. “That apology was freely given, by the way, not because it was forced out of me. I won’t say I was wrong about you distracting her, but I can see you’re more to her than just a pet.”

      A look passed between the two men and then Lir gave a terse nod.

      “I’d wish you peace,” Devlin added, “but I have a feeling you’re staying.”

      “Am I?” was the enigmatic reply.

      Devlin inclined his head to Isleen. “The ritual begins in a few minutes. We’ll be waiting to escort you.” He jerked his head at his two warriors and strode to the end of the dock.

      Only her bodyguard Owen remained behind. “My lady?” Owen was a beautiful, golden-haired young man, but she hadn’t chosen him simply for that reason. He was also hard-working and conscientious. “Should I stay?”

      She clenched her teeth and reminded herself that Owen was just doing his job. “Go,” she ordered. “I’m safe with Lir.” She glanced at the shapeshifter. “That much I know.”

      She waited until Owen had joined Devlin and the two warriors before turning to Lir. “I’m sorry about that. My cousin forgot himself.”

      He nodded, his jaw tight. “He’s only saying what most fae think. What you think, Isleen.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “No? You never thought of me as your equal. I was a pet, like Devlin said.”

      “Not a pet, Lir. Never a pet.” She dragged a hand over her hair. “Maybe I didn’t treat you as well as I should have, but it wasn’t just because you’re a púca. It’s because you were so damn young. I’m four hundred years older than you—I felt like a bloody cradle robber.”

      He blinked. “You thought I was too young for you?”

      “You were just starting your life—look what you’ve done without me. If you’d stayed, you’d never have been anything but my bodyguard.”

      He shook his head slowly. “Maybe, but I didn’t leave just because of Devlin, or even to prove myself to you. I left because I told you I loved you—and you laughed in my face.”

      “Because you didn’t love me, Lir.” He started to argue and she held up a hand. “I know you meant it when you said it, but you were a kid. I was your first love. I couldn’t let myself love you back. Because you’d grow up, and find someone else, and then where would I be?”

      “Then why try to keep me when I came to say I was leaving?” He had her by the shoulders now. “You amped up that goddamn glamour of yours like I was just another fish in your net.”

      She looked away. She wasn’t proud of what she’d done. But she was a fae, and used to getting what she wanted. When it came down to it, she’d been willing to keep him with her by any means necessary.

      “Isleen?” He gave her a shake. “Talk to me.”

      “Damn you, Lir.” She swallowed hard. “Just go already. Go now, or I swear by everything holy that I will ensnare you with my glamour. And this time, you won’t—”

      He shut her up by jerking her close. His mouth descended on hers in a hard kiss.

      She didn’t even try to fight. Instead, she melted against him and kissed him back with all the wanting in her heart. She felt when he softened. The kiss changed, became so tender that her heart turned over.

      He lifted his head but kept his mouth against hers. “I see you,” he murmured. “I’ll always see you. Just you.”

      “Damn you, Lir.” Her eyes were stinging. She blinked. She never cried.

      He pulled back enough so he could look her in the face and cocked a brow at her. Waiting.

      “Please stay.” She drew a ragged breath. “I love you, all right? If you want me to beg, I will. Only please don’t go. Or if you have to leave, promise you’ll come back. We can work something out, only don’t go. Not again. I—”

      “Tears, Isleen?” He pressed a kiss to first one of her eyes, then the other. “For me?” His tone was wondering.

      “Go to Hades.” She tried to jerk away, but he simply wrapped her in his long arms.

      “Oh, no, sweetheart. You’re not getting away from me now.” His hips rocked against hers. “You’re mine, Isleen. Say it.”

      “Did you mean it?” she said against his chest. “That you’d die for me?”

      “Did you mean that I’m as much a man as Devlin—or any fae?” he countered.

      “Yes, of course. But you don’t need me to tell you that.”

      “Then give me the words. Say it.”

      “I’m yours, Lir.” She gave him a hard hug. “I love you—and I’ve never said that to any man, púca or no. Please stay.”

      “Always. I love you, Isleen. Forever.” He nuzzled her cheek until she looked up again. His gaze searched hers, waiting for something.

      That’s when she realized the icy ball in the pit of her stomach was gone. In its place was something that felt like a piece of the summer sun. The heat spread from her center outward and settled in her heart.

      Forever.

      Her eyes widened. Goddess, she was a fool. “You…we’re…mates.”

      “We are.” Way back in his eyes, she saw a spark of gold.

      “But why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I couldn’t.”

      “You couldn’t?”

      He moved a shoulder. “I’m a púca. It’s too easy for us to trick someone into mating with us, so the gods made it that the mate must come to it on their own. Otherwise the bond is never complete.”

      “But that’s”—she shook her head—“I’ve never heard a word about it.”

      “It’s our greatest secret—and curse. A geas. We can’t tell anyone, even if we want to. You’ll be bound by the same prohibition.”

      He wasn’t smiling, but his eyes were so warm with love she felt awed and a little humble. They moved at the same time, their mouths meeting in the middle. It was more than a kiss, it was a promise—of love, of commitment, of a bond that would last until death and even beyond.

      “It’s time, Isleen,” Devlin called.

      She reluctantly pulled away from Lir to find that a dozen of the clan’s most prominent members had joined Devlin at the end of the dock, their expressions ranging from disapproval to astonishment.

      She lifted her chin. They’d bloody well accept the mating, and be happy for her.

      “That’s my woman,” Lir murmured.

      “Coming,” she called back to Devlin. She turned to Lir and held out her hand. “Join us, love?”

      There was a murmur from the waiting sun fae. There was only one reason she’d invite an outsider to the ritual.

      Lir lifted a brow. “I thought only your people are allowed to attend.”

      “Only my people—and their mates.”

      “Then I’d be honored,” he said gravely. “If you’ll just give me a minute—”

      She waited as he returned to the boat and put on the silky blue shirt from last night before rejoining her on the dock. “My lady.” He held out his hand, that grave expression still on his face.

      She inclined her head, equally serious, as she took the proffered hand. This wasn’t going to be easy. They’d have to work out where they’d live and how to juggle her responsibilities and his. But she’d do anything to make Lir happy, and she knew through the bond that he felt the same.

      And then Lir smiled. A smile that started in his eyes and spread across his whole face.

      Her heart skipped a beat. She stared up at him, arrested, and then her own lips curved.

      “Let’s go, then.” She linked her fingers through his, and they walked down the dock. The waiting sun fae parted to let them through, and together, she and her mate led the way up the hill to where the rest of the clan was gathering at the ritual circle.

      Above them the clouds loomed, heavy and gray. It was going to rain again, but she couldn’t stop smiling. Because it was Yule, and sunrise was just around the corner.
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      They were closing in.

      Cassidy’s entire body prickled with awareness. She dragged a hand over her cropped hair and stared out the grimy window as if she could somehow see them coming.

      A small hand touched her leg. “What’s wrong, Mam?”

      “Nothing for you to worry about, love.” Cassidy swung Rianna into her arms and planted a kiss on her worried little face. “How about a swim?”

      At three, her daughter was still easy to distract. “Yes!” She pumped a fist.

      Setting her down, Cassidy moved swiftly around the room, stuffing clothes and other necessary items into a waterproof rucksack. She’d have to leave whatever didn’t fit behind at the motel, but there was pitifully little, anyway. She and Rianna had been on the run for three weeks, crossing the Atlantic from Ireland and then zigzagging across America from Maryland to California.

      Making their way toward Nic.

      She scowled, because she’d sworn she’d never ask him for anything, but she had no choice. Besides, Nic owed her, damn it. Big time.

      She unconsciously rubbed the scab on her right calf. The center was a starburst with lines snaking around her leg.

      “Let’s go.” She pulled on the rucksack and took Rianna’s hand.

      The motel was a half mile from the Pacific. The two of them trotted down the narrow road toward the beach.  A human child wouldn’t have been able to keep up, but Rianna had a shifter’s strength. She ran alongside Cassidy, her sturdy little legs pumping. When her energy flagged, Cassidy swung her into her arms and continued jogging.

      Her injured calf started to burn, but she ignored it as the sense of impending doom increased. Her heart pounded in her ears.

      Hurry, hurry, hurry…

      She drew a sobbing breath and picked up speed. Their pursuers were closer than she’d realized. Her every instinct told her she didn’t have much time. She raced down the road and darted across the Pacific Coast Highway.

      Above them, heavy gray clouds rolled in—a storm was on its way. On the TV in their room, the forecast had been for a near-typhoon. Between that and the fact that it was Thanksgiving Day—a big American holiday, apparently—she and Rianna had the beach to themselves.

      Cassidy halted on the edge of the sand, her breath scraping in and out of her lungs. But there was no time to rest. Setting Rianna down, she shrugged out of the rucksack and pulled off first Rianna’s clothes, and then her own. She shoved everything into the pack and sealed it back up.

      She donned the rucksack again, and crouched down, her back to Rianna. “Climb aboard.”

      The little girl wriggled into the special straps Cassidy had sewn onto the rucksack for her. “All set?” Cassidy asked.

      “Yep.” Small arms wrapped around Cassidy’s neck as she rose to her feet.

      Hurry, hurry, hurry…

      A jeep screeched to a halt on the side of the highway.

      Cassidy sprinted into the ocean. Icy water slapped her naked legs.

      “Stop them!” someone shouted. A bullet pinged into the surf to their right.

      Rianna flinched and whimpered. A blinding rage gripped Cassidy. She knew it was only a warning shot—they wanted Rianna too bad to shoot directly at her.

      But bullets could go astray, and even if they didn’t, they’d scared her baby. At that moment, if the bloody arse with the gun had been any closer, Cassidy would’ve ripped his throat out.

      At least it wasn’t a fae ball. They’d hit her with one of those in Ireland; Cassidy still bore the mark on her right calf. Normally fada shapeshifters healed quickly, but the fae ball had left an angry scab that still hadn’t healed.

      A chill blue wave towered above them.

      “Take a breath,” Cassidy shouted to Rianna—and dove into the wave’s center..
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