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Dedication

 


To my son. Remember, you promised I’m your date for
your first Oscars.

 



Prologue

 


Greenwich Village, New York City

March 8, 2013

Fucking-dark-forty-five a.m.

 


Holy Christ, what crawled in here and died?

Bryce had thought it would be good to get home. Or
at least that it would be better than sitting on the Acela from
Washington, D.C. wearing nothing but a leather harness and shorts
and dried brown glop he kind of remembered having been blood.

He’d been wrong.

The stench in the apartment he shared with Terry was
so bad, he had to stand out in the little foyer of the brownstone
and let the place air out before entering. It really did smell like
something large had died, quite a while ago.

Shit, I hope it wasn’t Terry.

Something cold gripped his gut. Something else
twinged, right where the cold clamped down. He’d had a stab wound
in his abdomen when he wandered the streets of D.C. Or he thought
he had. There wasn’t any sign of it now.

Where the hell was Terry?

Bryce reached around the doorjamb, flipped on the
light, took a deep breath, and entered. Jesus, what a mess.
His Louis Quinze sofa was sagging at one corner, covered with
blotches and dried pools of the same brown shit that streaked his
body. It stank, but the worst of the smell was coming from the
narrow hallway leading to the bedroom.

Shit. Shit. Shit.

He tiptoed down the hall, not sure why he was
tiptoeing except that it seemed like the thing to do under the
circumstances. The bedroom door was closed, and no light came from
under the crack at the bottom.

What am I going to do if he’s dead in there?

Scream like a girl and faint, probably. I’m ever
so fucking useful in a crisis.

Bryce’s lips narrowed to a thin line. Anyone else
would have been concerned with Terry first. Him? What a laugh. He
had a giant hole where his heart ought to be. But at least he was
an equal opportunity hater. He detested himself at least as much as
he disdained everyone else. Grimacing, he gripped the cast-iron
knob, twisted, and pushed.

The light from the hallway slanted across an empty
bed. The comforter had apparently fallen off it at some point, and
someone had done a half-assed job of pulling it back up, but there
was obviously no one under it. Bryce switched on the light with an
unsteady hand. It didn’t look any more inviting in full light; the
comforter and the sheets were stained with something that didn’t
look like blood. Didn’t look like any bodily fluid he had ever
seen, actually, and he thought he knew them all.

But where was the smell coming from? The door to the
bathroom was ajar; cautiously, he pushed it all the way open.

Bryce gagged. There was a pile of clothing on the
floor, next to the open and nearly overflowing toilet. The
clothes—a huge T-shirt and jeans, he thought, though they were so
grey, stained, and ragged it was hard to be sure—smelled worse than
the toilet, and were so crusty they couldn’t lie flat. And he
thought he saw something crawling in them, though there was no way
in hell he was going to get close enough to figure out if he was
right, or if it was just his eyes swimming with tears. From the
smell, of course.

Going by the size, the clothes weren’t Terry’s.
Which was a relief, but it still left him with a mystery.

One that started clearing itself up, somewhat, as he
looked around the bedroom. Both closets stood open, his and
Terry’s. His held the suits and shirts and ties he wore for work.
Terry’s was empty, except for a heavy lambskin coat that had been
hanging in the same place for so long it had dust on the
shoulders.

Same story with the chests of drawers. His held
socks, shirts, jeans, loose change, condoms, lube, and toys.
Terry’s was empty.

Bryce sat down hard on the bed, ignoring the stains
on the sheets. Terry was gone. Had been gone for a long time. He
wished the hole in his chest would hurt. Would do something. But
Terry didn’t mean anything to him. Never had. He was familiar, that
was all. Somewhere along the line, Bryce had decided that it was
better to wake up to one face in the morning than a parade of
them.

Besides, Terry would have moved on eventually.
Everyone did. It was bizarre, really, Terry being around for this
long. Things were just back to sitch normal.

A normal person would feel empty. Bryce
wanted to feel empty.

Why couldn’t he?

 



Chapter One

 


The Realm

June 16, 2013 (human reckoning)

 


“Come on, Setanta, you have to eat something. And
it’s not like I can grow a teat.”

Lasair grimaced as the Fade-hound pup in his lap
turned his head away again from the milk-soaked cloth on offer.
Setanta was the runt of Fola’s most recent litter, and like most
runts, he’d been rejected, nosed out of the wriggling pile trying
to get at the available teats by his mother and met with a low
ragged growl each time he tried to return. Regrettable, but normal,
for one of the giant hounds. Lasair had finally decided to
intervene, rather than let the huge bitch’s instincts have their
inevitable way, and he’d stepped in, with a heavy heart, to put an
end to the sad sequence.

But as he’d bent to lift the pup by the scruff and
take him out to the Royal garden—his predecessor as Master of
Hounds had used the midden heap to dispose of culls, but Lasair was
appalled by the thought—the little one had raised his head, opened
his eyes, and looked up at him. No new-whelped Fade-hound ever did
that. It should have been impossible. And this pup was blind, it
was evident by the milky sheen of what should have been cabochon
fire-opal eyes, yet that blind gaze followed him as he stepped
back, startled.

So here he sat in his own chambers, two weeks later,
an hour from watching the sun come up, the green linen finery he’d
donned for dinner long since rumpled and milk-stained., trying to
persuade the tiny creature to eat. ‘Tiny’ was a relative term, of
course, when one was talking about Fade-hounds, which were
deer-sized when fully grown. But Setanta was a runt, and fit
comfortably in the crook of his arm. An arm which was starting to
fall asleep. Not that he gave a damn. Sighing, he tried once more
to urge Setanta’s head around, to push a cloth-covered finger
between the resisting jaws—

The heavy wooden door to his sitting room crashed
open with enough force to send it rebounding back from the stone
wall. The door-frame was filled by three soldiers, in the tabard
and half-helm of the Royal Defense. Their swords were sheathed, but
two of the three carried what looked to be grace-daggers, polished
and magicked to an edge sharp enough to slice air from air.

“What the hell are you doing here?” Setanta
was trying to burrow between Lasair’s arm and his body, whimpering
softly; he stroked the pup with a great deal more gentleness than
he was feeling. “Put up the damned blades before one of you falls
on one.” He hoped his glare turned his words into more of a threat
than they actually were; his magick was strictly that of a
commoner, and he didn’t have enough of it to cause the sort of
accident he was envisioning. No reason they had to know that,
though.

“Save it, Faol.” The highest-ranking of the
three—judging from the braid on his tabard—gestured with his knife.
“Just give us the dog.”

“Why don’t you just go jack off with a glove
full of fish-hooks?” Lasair kept his voice insultingly pleasant.
“The Royal Fade-hounds are my charge, not yours.”

“The Royal Fade-hounds are to be put down. Every
last one of them. Starting with that pathetic, mewling whelp.”

Lasair went pale as a slender blonde female pushed
her way between two of the soldiers. There was Fire in
Princess-Consort Nuala’s faceted sapphire eyes, as hot as her voice
was cold. Very real Fire. Nuala was a Royal, a Fire elemental in
Fae form, consort of the King and mother of the Princess Royal. And
the anger in her eyes could easily char Lasair where he sat.

“Why?” But even as Lasair spoke the question, he
knew what the answer had to be. The Fade-hounds’ failure—his own
failure—to capture the bodlag who had kidnapped the infant
Prince Royal was still a nettle-whip to the Princess Consort. Not
to mention his failure to return to her the son who would have set
her back on the throne, when the chance had presented itself.

“Please. Highness. Not the hounds. It wasn’t their
fault.” The Master of the Royal Fade-hounds knew every one of his
charges by name, by bark, by scent. He had whelped them, raised
them, lived with them, and trained them. Each one was a part of
him. Especially little blind Setanta. “Fola hadn’t even whelped yet
when—”

“Your miserable curs have now cost me my son, and my
throne, not once but twice.” The Princess Consort’s silver-blonde
hair was dressed in perfect waves, like smoke, and actual smoke
curled up from the delicate tiara almost lost in the glory of that
hair. “Once when they failed to stop his kidnapping, and again when
he returned to the Realm and was again taken.” Flames danced along
the gold wire, over the fire opals set in it. “Once I could
forgive. Once I did forgive. But twice?” She arched a
perfect brow. “They are defective, and they will die.”

Setanta stirred in Lasair’s arms, but made no sound.
It was as if the pup knew his mortal peril, understood the venom in
the Princess Consort’s voice.

Lasair took a deep breath, a breath scented with
Fire-smoke and milk and hound, and knew what he had to do. “No. The
fault was mine. Take me.”

Nuala’s smile was so cold, Lasair was sure he could
feel the bite of it from where he sat. “As you will. Perhaps the
Fade-hounds will perform better for a new Master of Hounds.”

All the breath left Lasair in a rush, and when he
tried to breathe again it was as if all the air had been sucked out
of the room. Be damned if he’d let her see his shock, though. I
should have expected that. “You could at least have the good
grace to sound surprised by the offer, Highness.”

“Why should I?” The Princess Consort shrugged. “Any
Master of Hounds would have said the same thing. And your life has
been forfeit since my Rian was stolen.” Lasair had no doubt that
the momentary pain in the Princess’ eyes was real. Childless as he
was, he could not even imagine the devastation in the heart of a
Fae who had lost a child. “I only stayed my hand then because my
bond-mate asked it of me. He said he thought your hounds
might yet find my son. But while we waited, he consoled me. And
from that consolation I gave him a daughter, and now he is King and
I am but Consort.” Nuala’s lips narrowed to a thin white line, any
pain in her expression only a memory. “And you, Lasair Faol, will
soon trouble me no more.”

The soldiers in the doorway shifted, and Lasair
turned to them, expecting to see the gleaming edges of their two
grace-daggers. Instead, to his consternation, he saw them putting
the daggers up, and the third soldier pulling something from under
his tabard, something that chimed. A length of chain, truesilver by
the gleam of it.

“There’s no need to have me taken me anywhere,
Highness, you can just as easily have me executed here. The floor’s
stone and the rushes easily swept out.” He’d had his fine rug taken
up when he moved Setanta into his chambers—only a fool kept a
splendid carpet and a Fade-hound pup in the same room.

Nuala laughed. Lasair did not like the sound.

“An execution would be over far too quickly.”

The last sound Lasair heard, as he was force-Faded
from his chambers, trussed up in truesilver to keep him from
channeling and tossed over the shoulder of one of the soldiers, was
the soft, uncomprehending whimpering of the tiny Fade-hound left
lying on the flagstones by the hearth. And his last thought was a
fervent wish for a hell to which he might damn the Princess
Consort.

 


***

 


“What you propose is not wise.”

The female’s words echoed strangely in Lasair’s
head, as if he were hearing them from under water. Even as
distorted as they were, though, he knew he’d never heard the
speaker’s voice before, never heard an accent anything like
hers.

“Your opinion of my wisdom is of no interest to
me.”

That voice he knew. Nuala’s. The smooth,
edged sound dragged him the rest of the way to consciousness
against his will.

The unknown female laughed. “If you had wisdom,
child, you would be using it, and listening rather than arguing
with me.”

Lasair wanted to open his eyes, to see who was
calling the Princess Consort ‘child’ in such a matter-of-fact way.
He suspected, though, that opening his eyes would feel almost as
good as having an ice pick buried between them; his head was
pounding so hard his ears rang with every beat of his heart.

There were three ways a Fae could Fade from one
place to another. He could do the deed himself, if his destination
was a place he was familiar with from prior experience, or
someplace close by but out of sight—the other side of a door, say.
Or if he didn’t have the requisite knowledge, but another Fae with
him did, he could Fade with the other Fae’s guidance. Or—the third
way—a Fae could have his own ability to Fade suppressed, and be
forcibly Faded by another Fae. This third way generally left the
involuntarily Faded Fae with a pounding headache and feeling as if
his bones had turned to ice.

Lasair gritted his teeth against the drumbeat in his
head, but there was no concealing the chills; his truesilver chains
jangled softly against the hard polished surface on which he lay on
his back as he shivered.

His shivers were ignored. He wasn’t sure if that was
a good thing or a bad thing.

“I am no child, your Grace.” The Princess’ use of
the Noble title dripped sarcasm like acid. “If you fail to
recognize me, you should at least recognize the uniform of the
Royal Defense of the Demesne of Fire.”

“I recognize neither you nor it, child. And I am no
Lady. Not any sort that you would recognize.”

Ice pick be damned.

Nuala stood on one side of him, along with the three
soldiers. On the other... Lasair frowned, until frowning hurt too
much and he had to stop. The red-haired female wore a splendid
multi-hued gown, of a cut he’d only seen in histories, and carried
a mageblade the size of a sword. A mageblade that was a
sword, pure truesilver purpose-forged as a weapon, equally deadly
as blade or as magickal focus. Knives forged thus were rare, and
insanely valuable. Lasair had never thought to see a whole
sword.

The Princess Consort didn’t seem unduly impressed.
“That much, at least, I can believe. If you have anything useful to
say, say it quickly, for the moon is setting and time is
short.”

A chill ran through Lasair at Nuala’s words, one
even deeper than the Fade-ice. I know where she’s brought me.
There’s only one place it can be. He was in a round cell of
ancient stone, with a single small window set high in the wall. He
couldn’t see the floor on which he lay, not without flopping around
like a gaffed fish, but it was smooth and polished and he would
wager almost anything it was black and traced with an elaborate
silver pattern.

Not that he had much left to wager with any more.
Not on his way into exile.

The redhead sighed. “Sometimes I wish we had had an
opportunity to test what we wrought, before we turned it loose on
the Realm. But no matter.”

She glanced down at Lasair, her gray-blue faceted
gaze alive with magick. Her face was unlined, her body slender, her
hair untouched with grey, yet something about those eyes made plain
her right to call the centuries-old Princess Consort ‘child.’ “The
portal was recently damaged.” She met Nuala’s gaze again, serenely.
“While transition is still possible—as far as I know—the
after-effects are unknown.”

Lasair closed his eyes and fought to calm his
breathing. No. No. Not alone. Not again.

“Again, I fail to understand why you think that
matters to me.” Nuala nudged Lasair with a toe. “I am disposing of
a male who has failed me, my son, and the Realm. So long as the
after-effects occur in the human world, they do not interest
me.”

“You should be gone, child. You risk being caught
when the portal opens.” The redhead herself made no move to leave
and showed no sign of Fading, simply watched the Princess
coolly.

Under any other circumstances, Lasair probably would
have laughed to see Nuala so discomfited. As things presently
stood, though, his sense of humor was seriously impaired. The
stories of what happened to a Fae who went through the portal to
the human world varied wildly, but they all agreed on one thing.
The experience was painful beyond imagining.

Worse, no matter which of the stories were true,
when he reached the other side, there would be no way back. No way
home. He could taste the panic already, in the back of his throat,
as old as his childhood and as bitter as the memory of a lost
weanling’s cries.

“As do you, mage.” The Princess Consort’s
haughtiness was marred somewhat by the fact that her three guards
had vanished the moment the redhead spoke.

“The portal and I have an understanding.” The
redhead laughed softly at some private jest. “I will not be
harmed.”

Nuala sniffed. “If I leave, you will release my
prisoner.”

Lasair held his breath.

“I have never interfered with a transition.” If
anything, the mage was even more amused by this thought than she
had been by the notion that the portal might harm her. “I see no
reason to begin now.”

Hope is not a bitch. I’ve known too many
sweet-natured bitches to insult any of them by the
comparison.

The Princess looked warily up at the small window,
the one that would—if the old tales were true—trigger the pitiless
portal between the worlds as soon as it was full of moonlight.
“Then I will take my leave.”

She started to Fade, then became substantial again.
A quick tug, and the chain around her neck snapped. A golden
necklace landed on Lasair’s chest—he thought it was a pendant or a
locket, but he couldn’t raise his head far enough to see.

“If you survive the portal... and if you see my son,
on the other side... give him that.” A single flaming tear slid
down Nuala’s cheek, extinguishing itself in a curl of smoke. “I’ve
never been without it since he was taken.”

Once again she Faded, without another word, and
Lasair was alone with the strange mage.

“So you won’t help me.” He was pleased that his
voice didn’t crack.

The female shook her head. “I no longer have any way
of knowing what might be at stake if I do.”

Nicely oracular. Lasair wished he could keep
his gaze from straying to the window. There was more moonlight
there than there had been a minute ago. “Would you at least kill
me?”

She seemed startled at this, and it took her a
moment to reply. “No. I will not.”

Damn. “Why not?”

“Some who come here are meant to be here. Drawn.
They have a purpose on the other side.” She frowned. “I have no way
of knowing if you are one of them.”

“Some?” Lasair’s mouth was dry, and his tongue tried
to stick to the roof of his mouth. “What happens to the ones who
aren’t meant to be here?”

“They die.” Long slender fingers toyed with the
truesilver hilt of the mageblade.

I probably should have known better than to
ask. “Assuming I live...” His voice caught, and he swallowed
hard. “I don’t know how you know all this, and right now I don’t
care. But...” He took as deep a breath as he could, as tightly
bound as he was. Could it possibly be any more ridiculous, for
me to fear looking vulnerable right now? “Can you tell me
anything that will help me on the other side? Is there truth in the
old stories?” Tales of immortality on the other side, but no magick
but what a Fae had within him. And soul mates, an impossible
thought for a Fae. Especially a Fae like him, one who had never fit
in anywhere, or with anyone. But a thought to hold on to just the
same. Anything had to be better than aimless wandering.

“There is enough truth to guide you. But I think you
will need this.” The female unpinned a gemmed copper brooch, bright
with emeralds, from her throat, and held it in the palm of her
hand. A gossamer fabric of light floated down over it, wrapped
itself around it, vanished, and she bent to pin it to the linen of
Lasair’s shirt. “I cannot give you the gift of Air, the gift of
tongues. But as long as you wear this, you will understand what is
spoken to you, and be understood.”

She straightened abruptly, before he could reply.
“It is time. I may not be able to aid you, but I wish you well. And
if you see Cuinn an Dearmad, on the other side, or Tiernan Guaire,
or Conall Dary, or Lochlann Doran—or, yes, Rian Aodán—bring them
Aine’s greeting.”

Then she, too, was gone.

And the moonlight was brighter.

A wind sprang up out of nowhere. The temperature
dropped. Smoke started to rise from Lasair’s clothes, the green
linen heated by the reaction of the truesilver chains to the Great
Magick building under him.

There was a weight on Lasair’s chest. Blind eyes
looking unerringly into his own.

“Setanta!” The pup was a Fade-hound, bred to
follow the scent of magick. But not this way. No. Not to his
death.

The wind raged. The floor fell away. Silver-blue
wires bit deep, sieving soul from flesh and soul from soul.

The shivering harmony of two howls lingered in the
air long after the cell was empty.

 



Chapter Two

 


Greenwich Village

New York City

 


Bryce Newhouse grunted as the first rays of sunlight
pierced the blinds, and his eyeballs, in that order. Even with his
eyes closed, any sunlight was too much this morning. He grabbed a
double handful of the sheets and rolled to shield his head, waiting
for Terry’s soft protest.

None came.

Oh, that’s right. No Terry. Somehow it still
came as a surprise every morning to wake up in an empty bed.
After... how long had it been? Almost three months since he’d come
stumbling home from some kind of drunken carouse in Washington
God-forsaken D.C. to find Terry gone and the apartment smelling
like that field in Tennessee where they left bodies to rot for
science. And yet he still woke up in the morning expecting to feel
the hot little dancer’s body spooned up against him.

He was pathetic.

He could still remember, kind of, a time when he’d
occasionally dared to hope he might figure out how to be something
other than pathetic. Those would have been the days, years, before
his lost time. Maybe he’d been better at bullshitting himself
then.

Bryce swung his legs over the edge of the bed with a
groan and hauled himself to a sitting position. The sun was just
barely up, the thin sheen of sweat on his skin and the way his
boxers were already sticking to him told him the landlord hadn’t
fixed the fucking air conditioning. It was Saturday morning, and
the nagging ache at his temples wasn’t going to let him get back to
sleep any time soon.

He propped his elbows on his knees and ground the
heels of his hands against his eyes. Maybe I’m getting too old
for the club scene. Yeah, and maybe he should have thought of
that back in March, before going down to D.C. in nothing but
too-small leather shorts and a harness.

Water under the bridge, and all that shit. He’d paid
for that trip. Whatever he’d done, or whatever he’d had done to
him, had cost him about eight months of his memory, and those eight
months included whatever had happened to make Terry move out. Some
designer drug, no doubt, dropped in his drink. Or slipped into his
ass. He’d heard stories about that kind of thing. Though he’d had a
lump on his head, too, when he got home, so maybe it was just good
old-fashioned amnesia.

“Well, fuck.” Lurching to his feet, Bryce padded out
of the bedroom, down the short narrow hallway to the kitchen. He
yanked open the fridge and took out the nearly-full green glass
pitcher of Naoki’s awful juice-and-herbal hangover remedy. The guy
had had a gymnast’s physique but no clue what to do with it, total
bore in bed but some of his weird-ass ideas about health foods had
been worth keeping. For a second he debated getting a glass from
the cupboard, then shrugged and took a shot straight from the
pitcher. Tomatoes, celery, cucumber, peppermint, ginger, jalapeños,
lemon, all run through the juicer, it tasted a little like he’d
thrown up in his mouth but he could already feel the headache
easing.

He carried the pitcher over to the little table in
the corner of the kitchen, pulled out one of the two chairs, and
sat down heavily. It had been a while since he’d needed that second
chair at breakfast. Naoki had stayed over a few nights, and Derek.
Or had that been Darren? But other than that, the last face—the
only face—he’d grown used to seeing across that table was
Terry’s.

How the hell had that happened, anyway? Bryce shook
his head, and glared at the pitcher as if doing so might make the
shit taste better. It had been a challenge, getting the dancer and
tattoo artist away from his then-partner, Josh LaFontaine. Had cost
him a small fortune, in fact, pouring money into Terry’s ballet
company.

“Maybe it was temporary insanity.” His voice was a
croak, but so what? And yeah, temporary insanity sounded about
right. Why not? It would be just one more mental defect in a whole
string of them, going all the way back to the big one, the one that
had manifested at age twelve.

 


“There has to be a place we can put him.”

Bryce’s back straightened. And that hurt. Daddy had
broken a cane on it a couple of hours ago. An actual cane. Right
after the cook caught him messing around with her son in the
pantry. But he looked Grandfather in the eye anyway. You didn’t
look away from Loren Newhouse when he was mad, not unless you
wanted a hell of a lot worse than a caning. He was in enough
trouble without that.

But a ‘place to put him?’ What was the old man
talking about?

Daddy looked just as confused as he was himself.
“What do you mean? Are you suggesting I put him away?”

“I’m not ‘suggesting’ anything. I’m telling you.
There must be institutions. For... people like that.” The old man
sneered. Or maybe that was just one of the weird things his stroke
did to his face. “Good Lord, Charles. You don’t want him corrupting
your other children, do you?”

“Oh.”

Now Bryce was really confused, because Daddy looked
relieved. Like things were okay again. He almost said something,
almost asked why Daddy was smiling, but he knew better. Usually,
when Daddy was smiling, he didn’t want to know why.

“There’s nothing to worry about.” Daddy’s hand
fell heavily on his shoulder, a warning to keep his mouth shut.
Like he needed one. “It was all the Darnell woman’s son’s doing.
And she’s been fired, so that’s done with.” Daddy squeezed, hard,
right over the collarbone where he’d hit Bryce with the knob on the
end of the cane. “There’s no faggot blood in this family, I can
promise you that.”

 


Bryce grimaced. Daddy would have done anything to
make the old man happy, as long as there had been any chance at all
that Grandfather might disinherit him. None of ‘it’ had been Shawn
Darnell’s doing, of course, but Bryce had taken from the whole
incident the lesson he was meant to take, and slammed his own
personal closet door shut. Until his grandfather’s second stroke
nine years later had set him free to go on a tear that had crossed
three continents and involved two Fashion Week designers, three
days in a French jail, the mayor of a village in Sicily, and an
entire rugby team. Totally disgracing Daddy in the process had been
a pleasant bonus.

And reminiscing like this was something he only did
when he was seriously hung over, because that was the only time
that particular shitload of memories was an improvement over the
real world. Bryce took another long pull from the pitcher.

Maybe I should go to the gym. Sweat this shit
out. He glanced down at himself, at the body he so carefully
maintained. Sometimes he wondered why he bothered—it wasn’t as if
he needed to be buffed to get a guy into bed, his money was always
more than enough to take care of that.

But, then, it was nice to bullshit himself, every
once in a while, into thinking that maybe he had something besides
his family fortune that other men might find attractive.

If I get my ass moving now, the gym shouldn’t be
too crowded. BodyLab was a great place for a quick-and-dirty if
he was in the mood, but the great thing about the fitness studio
was that he could also be left the hell alone when he wanted to be.
He pushed his chair back from the table, grabbed the pitcher and
turned toward the fridge—

He staggered under an onslaught of indescribable
pain. It lasted only an instant—it was over even before he fetched
up hard against the granite countertop, dropping the pitcher to
shatter on the floor. Not that he saw it, or heard it, or felt it;
there wasn’t a nerve ending in his body that wasn’t completely
occupied sending back echoes of that moment of agony.

He braced himself against the counter, gasping for
breath, locking his arms just in case whatever it was happened
again. Holy fucking shit. His head hung down between his
shoulders, and his eyes were screwed tightly closed against the
possibility that he’d actually been turned inside out, which was
kind of what he felt like. Turned inside out and forced through a
strainer made of razor blades.

Don’t be an ass, Newhouse. Gritting his
teeth, he opened his eyes. Naturally, the only outward sign that
anything had happened was the fact that he was standing in a puddle
of mud-colored juice liberally garnished with shards of
bottle-green glass. And there was a dull, throbbing, sullen ache in
his side, right where he kind of remembered being stabbed, right
where his gut usually felt like it was trying to tie itself in a
knot and his doctor had given up trying to figure it out and
concluded he was perpetually full of shit. He took a slow, careful
breath, and when nothing happened, he let it out slowly and stepped
over the mess on the floor, reaching behind the stove for his broom
and dustpan.

It took a while to get up all the glass slivers,
find the mop, and clean the floor, but it was time well spent. Ever
since coming home to the stench that had cost him five grand to get
rid of, he had a horror of having anything around the apartment
that might smell.

He stowed the mop back in its cupboard. There was a
place for everything, and everything in its place, especially in a
little New York apartment.

Of course, he’d been that way for a long time. His
grandfather had moved in with them when Bryce was seven, after his
first stroke, and overnight Bryce’s room had become the one—the
only—place where he’d been able to have things the way he wanted.
Most of the time, anyway.

He limped back to the table, nursing a bruise on his
hip where he’d fallen against the counter. Funny how he’d never
managed to pair up with a man as fastidious as he was. Or even
close. Aren’t we all supposed to be fussy? He usually drove
most of the men he picked up, or who latched on to him, completely
bugfuck crazy in the space of a few days.

Terry hadn’t minded, though. He’d been perfectly
happy to let Bryce be Bryce, all the while scattering costume
sketches and leotards and water bottles and leg warmers everywhere.
On purpose, sometimes, he suspected. There had been one time, when
Bryce had started to pre-heat the oven for coq au vin, and the
strange smell that had filled the apartment had turned out to be
roasted ballet slipper.

Bryce’s throat felt tight. He tried so damned
hard to drag me out of myself. Why the hell did I throw him
out? He still couldn’t remember, even after almost a year. He’d
asked Terry, but Terry hadn’t wanted to talk about it. Bryce
supposed he wouldn’t, either, under the circumstances, but it still
would have been nice to know, to get back some of those lost
memories, even second-hand. Even painful ones.

Painful? Who am I kidding? I’m a dick. I probably
laughed when I did it. Though he couldn’t have treated Terry
any worse than he’d treated the parade of men who had followed
him—

Bryce froze. What was that?

A barely audible sound, but he realized it had been
there, on the very edge of his hearing, for a while. A soft
whimpering. And, just as he started giving the sound his full
attention, a tiny howl.

What the hell? The guy on the second floor,
whose name Bryce had never bothered to ask, had a Rottweiler, but
it had a bark like you’d expect from a monster that size and he’d
never heard it whimper or howl. Besides, the noise sounded like it
was coming from downstairs, not upstairs.

Fucking wonderful, an animal of some kind trapped in
the basement. The landlord had a strict policy, all vermin were
supposed to be reported to him so he could take care of them before
the city caught wind of any problem. Not that Bryce gave a shit
about anyone’s policy, but having someone other than him take care
of rodents in the basement was his idea of common sense.

Another faint howl.

Rats don’t howl.

No, but dogs did. Bryce hated dogs. Not just Cujo
upstairs, he’d hated them all as long as he could remember. His
grandfather had kept mastiffs, before his stroke, and Bryce had
been about four years old the day one of them had run him down on
the front lawn until he tripped and fell, and had gone for his
throat. He’d pissed himself from fear before his grandfather called
the dog off. His mother had demanded the dog be put down, his
grandfather had laughed, and dear Daddy had taken a belt to him for
wrecking his new trousers.

The howl didn’t sound like a mastiff, though. Not
even close.

I should at least find out what it is.

Bryce methodically unlocked all the locks on the
front door, turning the second deadbolt on his way out so the door
wouldn’t lock behind him and leave him in the foyer in his
underwear. The door to the basement was closed, but not locked; he
let himself in and left the door ajar.

The whimpering continued. Bryce reached around the
doorjamb and fumbled for the light switch. The light didn’t stop
the sound, either. Frowning, he bent to peer down the stairs.

A man lay unmoving on the grey cement of the
basement floor. A man with long blond hair curling in soft waves
around his face, and an amazing body in what looked like someone’s
idea of a Ren Faire costume, dark green. Wrapped around in silver
chains, so tightly he wouldn’t have been able to move even if he’d
been awake, and the linen charred where the chains touched it. And
a whisker-faced brown and grey puppy lay on the man’s chest,
sprawled out on its side, shivering, its belly rising and falling
with rapid panting breaths.

Bryce took a few steps down the stairs. The pup
stirred, raised its head maybe an inch, and howled. Not really a
howl, more like a pitiful wail. Then it turned away from him,
nosing at the man, crying.

Bryce was confused as fuck, and he didn’t like the
feeling. What the hell was going on with the man? He tried to
imagine some combination of circumstances that could have ended
with a Robin Hood type—a fucking gorgeous Robin Hood type, probably
a model, just the kind to put a tent in his shorts under other,
less bizarre circumstances—chained up in his basement. Unconscious.
Smelling of smoke. With a dog. He came up blank.

Great, now the puppy was looking at him. There was
something strange about its eyes; he could see that even from this
distance. It was having trouble holding its head up, too, he
thought.

What the hell am I supposed to do about this?
About a dog he was supposed to hate, and a man he was supposed
to... well, what? Catch and release?

One thing, at least, was clear. Bryce owed the
intruders as much as he’d ever owed anyone else.

Nothing.

Clear, right?

 



Chapter Three

 


Washington, D.C.

Demesne of Purgatory

 


“What’s this all about, then?”

Cuinn paused GTA 5—his favorite way to wind down
from a night’s clubbing—and looked back over his shoulder. Rian
Sheridan, formerly and lately Rian Aodán, the Prince Royal of Fire,
de facto ruler of all the exiled Fae of the human world, and
Cuinn’s SoulShare and bonded mate, was doing some winding down of
his own, draped all sexy-like across the seat of his great chair,
his long legs hanging over one red-velvet-covered arm. He was
paging slowly through a leather-bound journal, head tilted slightly
to one side like a cat listening at a mouse-hole.

“Where’d you find that, dhó-súil?” He tossed
the controller onto the sofa and levered himself to his feet,
looking down over Rian’s shoulder. He knew what he’d see, page
after page of elaborate knotwork with a blue-silver sheen, records
of past conversations with the souls of the Loremasters trapped in
the Pattern. The humans who had seen d’aos’Faein script
usually thought it looked like Celtic knotwork, or some sort of
tribal design; Josh LaFontaine, Conall Dary’s partner and
SoulShare, and the most kick-ass tattoo artist on the East Coast,
complained that it changed from one to the other, usually when he
was trying to convert it into flash.

“You were using it to prop up the foot of the sofa,
there.” Cuinn could see sparks dancing in the blue of Rian’s eyes,
as wicked as the Belfast Fae’s smile. “Under the leg we broke.”

“First of all, that was never ‘us,’ that was all
you. And second, I would never use one of my journals to prop up a
sofa. That must have been Twinklebritches, I swear he’s OCD. And
third—hold on just a second.” Cuinn lifted the book out of Rian’s
hands, ignoring the startled “Hey!”, and flipped through the pages.
This was his most recent journal, mostly empty given that right
before everything fell apart he’d finally taught his fellow
Loremasters how to use an iPad like civilized people, and hadn’t
used it much after that. Though it did contain the intricate symbol
that had advised him that Conall had found his SoulShare. I
wonder if the Loremasters will bother to tell me if any more Fae
come through. Or if they can.

There. A shaping he hadn’t written, hadn’t had any
part in. It looked like Aine’s script. Cuinn waited for his jaw to
unclench and his eyes to quit burning. Aine’s self-sacrifice had
been the worst part of breaking the Pattern, breaking it and
mending it in order to carve a channel for ley energy to return to
the Realm. Well, nearly losing Tiernan’s human SoulShare and
accidentally turning a fucked-up Bryce Newhouse loose on the
streets of D.C. hadn’t been wonderful either. But Aine... damn.

Cuinn’s brows went up as he read the shaping. It was
a set of instructions for a channeling, one he’d only seen
performed once. Not even seen performed, really, he’d just seen the
effects. “Now, when did she give me this?”

“When did who give you what?” Slowly, Rian swung his
legs around where they were supposed to be, stretching them out in
front of him with a smirk that made it clear he knew just what the
stretching was causing inside Cuinn’s jeans. “And I’d not repeat
that OCD crack where Conall can hear you. One of these times, he’s
going to be just irked enough to sort out a channeling to make that
gag he likes to use on you permanent.”

“I trust his Prince will put a stop to that kind of
anti-social behavior. Besides, I’ve already had to stop calling him
a horndog, thanks to you. Se an’agean flua, a’deir n’abhann,
and all that.”

“Come again? That’s just close enough to Irish to
give me a headache.”

Cuinn grinned. “‘The ocean is wet, says the river.’
Pot, kettle, black, that sort of thing. The last time I mentioned
his overactive sex drive, he channeled me a pair of vibrating
nipple clamps and told me to go find my mate and leave him the hell
alone.”

“Oh, so that’s where those came from, I was
wondering.”

The Loremaster’s smirk faded as he studied the
silver-blue design in the familiar hand. “On my last visit to the
Realm, Aine was able to reach out from within the Pattern and use a
dragon-fly as her eyes-and-ears. So I could talk to her without
needing to use a journal. It was a channeling I’d never seen
before. Apparently she decided to make me a gift of it, before
she...”

Rian’s hand rested on his arm, the heavy gold signet
on his finger winking in the early morning light. His mate didn’t
say a word. He didn’t need to, and not only because the two of them
could share thoughts when they wanted to.
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