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PROLOGUE

 


The Realm

165 years ago

 


“The kinslayer’s awake.”

Tiernan heard the words like the loving caress of a
needle blade driven directly into his ear. It was also dark around
him and cold. Well, no. Yes, it was cold, but not necessarily dark;
whatever covered his head let in just enough light to give his eyes
the same sweet attention his ears had already received. He tried to
raise a hand to magick off the sack—or whatever the hell it was—but
the vicious cramp in his gut told him his hands were chained with
truesilver an instant before he felt the cool clasp around his
wrists.

His movement, as slight as it was, was greeted by the
sound of steel being drawn. A hell of a lot of steel. Tiernan
froze, even his lip hidden by his shroud ceasing to curl. He was
sick, probably drugged, blinded, and truechained, against at least
six. Not odds he liked.

“Wise choice, kinslayer.”

If the sound of swords had paralyzed his body, the
voice reaching him through the darkness damn near stopped his
heart. Ardan Carraig. The Prince Royal of Tiernan’s own house, that
of Earth. And… kinslayer. The word was like ice. I. Am.
SO. Fucked.

Tiernan drew in a deep, slow breath. The Prince
didn’t necessarily know anything. And even if Ardan thought he
knew, the crime of which he was accusing Tiernan was so unthinkable
for a Fae, he might yet be persuaded he didn’t know, after
all.

“Highness.” The word didn’t so much issue from his
throat as crawl out over shards of broken glass; he coughed and
tried again. “Highness, are the chains really necessary?” The
truesilver, which had been quiescent while he was unconscious, was
heating now that he was awake, and feeding off the magick inherent
in his nature. If he tried to actively use magick, or had any used
on him, he’d be greeted with a twist to his gut like the length of
it wrapped round a spiked pole, and more heat as well. He’d end up
permanently branded, or worse. Although there was at least the
possibility he wouldn’t be around to care.

Growls came from several places around wherever he
was. From the echoes, it sounded like a stone cell of some kind.
Small. And crowded.

“Hands that slew a brother should be severed. Would
you prefer that?” Ardan’s voice was cold, almost a monotone. “It
could be arranged easily enough.” Someone muttered, as if in
agreement or perhaps it was meant as an offer of help in the
arranging.

A muscle jumped in Tiernan’s jaw. He has no proof.
There’s no fucking corpse. “If those are my
choices, Highness, I’ll wear the chains. But why?”

A booted foot slammed into his kidneys, and he
shouted as his back spasmed hard, arching like a speared fish. “Do
you insult our intelligence, boy? Or our honor?” Tiernan couldn’t
quite place the voice, especially over his gasps of pain, but
somehow it sounded as if the speaker wore the tabard of the Royal
Defense. Trimmed with gold, no doubt, And probably stained with the
blood of the last luckless son of a bitch who’d pissed him off.

“Is there…” He sucked in a breath. “…any answer… that
won’t get me another one of those?” Tiernan realized in that
moment, something in him had accepted his imminent death, and had
apparently chosen this way to embrace it. Well, fuck it. The Prince
Royal could get away with using that tone with him. But Tiernan
Guaire was of a Noble house and line—albeit a line now shorter by
one—and he still had some small shred of pride left to die
with.

“Highness, time grows short.”

Tiernan cursed under his breath as another piece of
what must have happened to him during the last few hours fell into
place in his abused brain. This voice he knew; he’d last heard it
over cheap uiscebai in The Maid’s Round Heels. His hands had
still been shaking from the committing of murder and the aftermath
of the magick that had done away with the evidence, and a shot or
two of the amber liquor with his chance-met former lover had seemed
just the camouflage for that little problem at the time. But he’d
forgotten the dear boy’s sister was in the Royal Defense, and he’d
also overlooked the peculiar taste of the uiscebai.

Shit.

“What did you put in my drink, Niall? Veissin,
I’m guessing from the headache, and knowing that you’re too damned
cheap to spring for anything that could have done the job without
leaving me with—”

This kick caught him in the throat and left him
gagging. “You’re lucky the Prince Royal had a sworn warrant for
your delivery alive.” Niall’s usual silken tenor had taken on a
hard edge, disgust and anger. “Else you’d be dead by now, and I’d
have had much more pleasure by it than dragging your oblivious ass
here from the tavern afforded me.”

Tiernan shook his head, trying to clear the last of
the drugged haze from it. “So sorry my ass seems to have lost its
capacity to please you—”

The sack was pulled off Tiernan’s head, cutting him
off mid-jibe. His head was jerked up, then slammed back down onto a
floor of black stone. Bright lights flashed behind his eyelids, and
he groaned. And then he groaned again, as he opened his eyes to try
for more than a brief glimpse of his surroundings. Torchlight
flared, dazzling him until his eyes watered and his skull pounded.
Whoever had removed the sack stood before him. Blinking tears out
of his eyes, Tiernan recognized the boots. Niall had always been
one for leather play, and the boy did love his spikes.

He struggled up onto an elbow, awkwardly since his
wrists were still chained together, with blisters rising under the
truesilver links. The room lurched, swam, and finally came into
focus, though the edges of things still seemed to vibrate with the
beating of his heart. Niall was nearest, stepping back in the
sudden silence to give him a clear view of the pale, raven-haired
Prince Royal. In that moment, Ardan could have been sculpted of
stone, every inch an embodiment of the element of his Demesne. He
was clad all in black, wearing both his circlet of rank and his
signet. Tiernan’s heart sank. Whether or not there was any evidence
against him, the Prince had obviously come prepared to pass
sentence, and Tiernan was as good as dead.

Surrounding the Prince Royal stood men who Tiernan
knew well, the heads of the four Noble houses of Earth other than
his own, likewise arrayed for judgment in their various somber
finery, together with a lapdog bodyguard from the Royal Defense, a
sandy-haired swordsman with a bored expression but a fine array of
weaponry. The round room itself was unremarkable, with walls of
ancient stone, the only visible feature being torches fixed in wall
brackets..The floor was black stone, smooth and featureless, almost
mirrorlike.

Mirrorlike? No. Something in the floor was catching
the torchlight. No one spoke or moved as Tiernan studied the
elaborate tracing of hair-fine silver wire set into the gleaming
black surface. His heart started racing, bile rose in his throat.
“You’re exiling me.” The polished floor showed him his own eyes
gone wide with fear, whites clear around the blue of them, before
he turned his gaze on the Prince and the four councilors who
flanked him with drawn swords. “To the human realm.”

The Prince Royal nodded gravely. His gaze flickered
from side to side, as if to take in the four Heads of House.
“Execution would also have been proper, but there was no one who
wished to defile a blade with a kinslayer’s blood.” Ardan’s fingers
tightened around the hilt of his own undrawn sword, as if they took
issue with the decision. “We could have left you here to await the
opening of the portal alone, but your accuser is oathbound, and
wished to confront you.”

Tiernan’s head bowed as he fought to stop the room
from spinning. No lawful decision could have been taken in his
case, of course, not without a vote from the head of Tiernan’s own
House, and since that particular piece of shit had bled out his
life at Tiernan’s hand several hours previously, it wasn’t fucking
likely. But even that notion faded away to nothing beside the
Prince Royal’s assertion of someone bringing an accusation against
him. There had been no one there…no one but himself, his
brother, and the one he’d killed the bastard to protect and avenge.
“That’s… not possible.” His voice was thick, unsteady. No one could
be oath-bound for him, sworn not to eat or drink or sleep until
justice was done against him. No one.

Ardan beckoned, and someone stepped over Tiernan from
behind. The face attached to the legs wasn’t one the Fae knew, but
it undoubtedly belonged to the hard-case who had kicked him in the
kidneys. Tiernan tried to rise again, opened his mouth to protest.
He’d never laid eyes on the fucker in his life, and he wasn’t going
to go meekly into exile based on a lie—

He closed his mouth again, this time on a sob, as the
Defender extended a hand to help another step over his prone body.
Moriath. Still in the mud-stained silk she’d been wearing when he
pulled their brother off her, still barefoot, her face bruised, her
long fair hair now caught back with a length of cord, but still
disheveled and filthy.

The eyes she turned on him were red with weeping, but
her lips curled in a knife-edged snarl. “I assure you it’s more
than possible.” She spat the word at him, and looked ready
to follow it with teeth, nails, and anything else capable of doing
damage. “Did you think I’d let Lorcan go unavenged?”

“But he—” The words stuck in his throat. The naked
pain in her eyes rendered him mute. She suffered, not for him, but
for the feral creature who dared to defile her. For what he,
Tiernan, had done to that animal.

And his own pain was more than a match for hers. By
her bearing, and her silence, she told him she refused to have it
known what their brother had done to her; she loved her older
brother enough to wish to keep his name and his memory clean of his
crimes, and had instead chosen to give the younger up to face a
kinslayer’s fate. That he loved her enough to avenge her honor,
even on the body of his own brother, meant nothing to her.

“He will be well avenged, then.” Tiernan kept his
voice low, kept tight rein over his rage and despair and the hurt,
deeper than bone and blood. He looked up at his sister, seeing all
at once the beauty even Lorcan’s malice and lust hadn’t been able
to mar, and the coldness all his own love had proved insufficient
to touch. Perhaps there was some flaw in his bloodline? Love of kin
was the only love that endured, among the Fae; though other loves
were not unheard of, no other ever lasted through the centuries of
a Fae’s life. But love of kin had mattered not to Lorcan Guaire,
and if it mattered to Moriath, it was only in some dark and twisted
way. And to Tiernan himself? “Do you know what will happen to me,
sister mine?”

Her dark blue eyes could have been Fire Fae, for the
sparks they shot at him. “I only wish I could watch it happen,
watch the Pattern sunder your soul.”

Tiernan’s gaze involuntarily went to the silver
tracing within the gleaming black surface of the floor. His soul
would be torn in two… protection of a sort, for a Fae condemned to
exile in the human realm abandoned by his kind nearly two thousand
years ago. A half-souled Fae, it was said by those of the Realm,
could not die; and half-souled he would live, unless he chanced to
meet, and love, the human who would someday be born with the part
of his soul that was about to be wrenched from him.

And what chance was there of that? When his line was
clearly incapable even of the one kind of love the Fae knew? He
would be safe. And alone. Forever.

His eyes met hers, held them. “Beware Niall, sister.
Whatever you promised him, to persuade him to deliver me up, it
won’t sate him long.” He smiled, just a little, as she tried to
cover her shock—had she believed him too stupid to put the pieces
together? Or had she assumed he would be too stunned to care?
“Nothing ever does—I learned that long ago.”

“Lady Moriath.” Ardan’s deep voice cut in, and her
head jerked around… and the heart Tiernan thought scarred past any
further pain wrenched once more. His older sister was now the head
of House Guaire. And the votes of the heads of all the Houses would
have been required, in order for him to have been lawfully
condemned to exile.

She shot him one final, cold, triumphant smile before
turning her full attention to the waiting Prince. “Highness.” Her
bare feet glided over the polished floor; she moved to stand beside
the Prince Royal, capturing Niall’s hand on the way. Oh, you’ll
regret that one day, snake. Something in him cried out, already
torn, as he thought of his sister so. But that something fell
grimly silent as it watched her go, the tear already beginning to
scar over. There was no room for love in the heart he would take to
whatever new life awaited him.

The Heads of House, Niall, and their Defender escorts
gathered around the Prince Royal. For some reason, Tiernan thought
of birds, flocked together for safety and all of them prepared to
take flight at once. And perhaps that wasn’t such a poor comparison
after all, for they looked up as one, at a small round window set
high in the wall, giving onto the night sky and more than half
filled with the full moon. Looks were exchanged, and nods, and then
as one they turned to him.

Tiernan laughed harshly. “Get the hell out of here.”
He held up his hands, the truesilver deeply blistering the skin
around his wrists in advance of the Great Magick already building
in the floor beneath his body. “It’s not like I’m going to escape
justice, and frankly I’d rather have my last sight in this world be
fair stone and the face of the moon than any of you.” Ah, Moriath
at least had the decency to blush at that.

The Prince Royal growled, no doubt less than thrilled
about being dismissed, but just the same he was the first to Fade.
One by one his companions did likewise, the color fading from their
forms until only the hint of them remained. Then even the hint
vanished, with a flicker-like motion not quite seen, out of the
corner of the eye.

Moriath was the last to go. She watched him,
intently, expressionless, not so much as twitching, And he watched
her with the same intensity; he told himself he eyed her the way he
would a venomous snake, alert for one last deadly strike. But he
lied to himself, and the lie was bitter.

“No repentance, even at the end?” The hatred in her
voice quivered in the air between them, and his head jerked as if
she had slapped him. When his gaze fell on her he saw, not the
ancient stone cell, not the beauty that could still take his breath
if he let it, but what had been done only hours before.

 


Lorcan has her by the hair, pulling her head back as
she kneels in the mud, beside the base of a waterfall; the water
isn’t enough to drown out the sounds of her cries as he takes her.
Short, sharp thrusts, like a rutting animal. And laughter. You are
too late to prevent this. Too late to spare her the pain. But you
could end it, if you could do the unspeakable, the unthinkable.
Lorcan turns; he laughs, a low, sick, gloating sound, and offers
you a turn. A red crystalline haze shrouds your vision, crazing
everything you see into shards of blood. You don’t even realize
you’ve drawn your stiletto until it’s in your hand, and his hair is
in your fist. You yank him off her at the last, not wanting to add
the defilement his blood will be to what’s already been done to
her. Your grip on the hilt white-knuckled and trembling with the
enormity of what you are going to do; you draw his head back hard,
closing your ears to his desperate pleas. You stop the sound of his
final scream by nearly severing his head from his body. And when
the body slumps to the ground, the panic starts. You sheath your
blade and extend your hands, drawing on one of the Noble magicks.
Flesh to stone, transforming what once lived to the Element of your
House and Demesne. A statue will not do, here, though; you can’t
leave an eternal witness to your crime. No. Still trembling with
rage and terror and reaction, you channel the power and warp the
air, watching as your brother’s bleeding corpse slowly transmutes
to sand and crumbles away under your hand. And you meet Moriath’s
gaze over what remains, but only for a moment. You can’t bear to
add to her shame or increase her pain, so you Fade…

 


“No repentance, mo dre’fiur.” Beloved
sister. It was half a taunt, half a truth that would burn them
both as long as they clung to it. “I would do it again. Even
knowing how little value you place on your honor.”

She snarled, lips drawing back from her teeth. “You
stole my vengeance.” Her fingers flickered, in an insult too vile
to be contained in mere words. “Do you think I would have let that
pass? All the while he was at me, I was dreaming of the thousand
years of revenge that would be mine.” Her hands trembled, nearly as
much as his when he had wielded the knife. “But you stole that from
me, mo dre’thair.” Her voice could have etched steel, it was
so corrosive. “And what you stole from me meant more to me than
what Lorcan stole.”

Tiernan could not speak. Their line was truly tainted
beyond redemption, if brother raped sister, brother killed brother,
and sister despised both brothers. Better an eternity alone,
untouched, than risk defiling another with the poison that passed
for love in House Guaire.

The moonlight was brighter. Almost unbearable.
Flooding the cell, the outline of the moon nearly filling the
window. “Go,” he choked. “You’ll be caught here.”

Moriath spat, as she began to Fade. The spittle
landed beside his hands, as if she refused to let even that much of
her touch him. The color leached from her, and then the form, her
eyes the last of her to go, hate-filled sapphires to the very
last.

“Live, brother. Live and suffer. As I will.”

Tiernan wanted to look away. Tried. But he managed to
keep from crying out after her, as she Faded. The echoes against
the walls were merely her last words to him, and the wind. He would
live. He would outlive her. And he would remain untouched by pain,
by love. Both were suffering, and neither would have him. Ever.

The moon now perfectly filled the small round window,
and Tiernan held his breath. The torches went out. All that
remained now was the moonlight, gone suddenly baleful and cold and
impossibly bright.

The floor disappeared. The Pattern, beautiful
intricate looping of silver wire looking merely decorative, was all
that remained beneath him, and he lay atop it, afraid for his very
life. Afraid to move, his instincts whispering that the wire would
cut with an edge even keener than a sister’s hatred. If he just
stayed still until the moon passed…

The wind roared to life. A fury of wind. Sucking him
down.

Tiernan screamed.


CHAPTER ONE

 


Washington, D.C.

Present Day

 


Kevin Almstead leaned his forehead against his
clenched fist, where it rested against the floor-to-ceiling window
of the corner office, and looked down. The streets of D.C. were
choked with cars, and the sleet wasn’t helping matters. One
pedestrian caught his eye, a woman in a bright yellow coat, like a
sunbeam, making her way up the middle of K Street as if she were
navigating the sidewalk. A spring in her step and a “fuck you very
much” attitude toward the drivers honking at her—just his type—

“Kevin? You okay?”

He started, straightened, and ran his hand
thoughtfully over his five-o’clock shadow, the one that always
seemed to start by ten in the morning. He slowly turned away from
the window, back into the office. “Yeah, Dave. Fine. Couldn’t be
better.”

David Mondrian was a generation older than Kevin, and
looked it, paunchy and balding and sporting the bifocals that
proclaimed his disdain for laser eye surgery. But the older man was
a good friend, as well as his mentor here at Gladtke, Ross, and
O’Halloran, and at this moment he was eyeing Kevin over those
bifocals with a great deal of don’t-give-me-that-shit-buddy. “Well,
now, that’s odd, because in your position I’d be pissed to the wide
and looking for someone to use as a punching bag.”

Kevin shrugged, crossing to the chair opposite the
enormous mahogany desk and sinking into it with a sigh, leaning
back and crossing his legs in more or less unconscious mimicry of
the man on the far side of the desk. “What good would that do?”

“Probably none at this point.” David shook his head,
his gaze keener if anything. “But the fact that it doesn’t even
occur to you goes a long way toward explaining why you didn’t get
the offer again.”

“Oh, hell, Dave.” Kevin pinched the bridge of his
nose, willing away the headache he could feel starting. “Don’t tell
me you buy that shit, too. They drill that into us from day one of
law school—you don’t make it in this business unless you’re
cutthroat, ruthless, yadda yadda yadda. Swim with the sharks.” He
waved dismissively with his free hand. “Those days are over, or
they should be.”

“Yes and no.” David toyed with a pen, staring at it
as if it were some kind of magical inspiration wand. “Sure, it’s
possible to make partner without being an asshole who would screw
his own grandmother if it would make a buck for the firm. I’d like
to think I’m a case in point.” He chuckled softly, and waited for
Kevin’s responsive smile before continuing. “But there’s more.
There’s drive. Hunger.” Gray brows drew together in thought. “A
nice guy can make partner, Kevin. But he has to want it. He
has to need it.”

“And you’re saying I don’t?” Despite himself, Kevin
was intrigued. No one had said anything like this to him before,
and it certainly never would have occurred to him. He wanted to
protest, but the older man’s words were striking a chord somewhere
deep down. He wanted this. Hell, it was the capstone of a life’s
work; the best schools, head of the class at every one of them, and
too many sleepless nights to count, a fair number of them in this
very office, working his ass off. Yet… how much of that was because
he’d never known what else to do? Because he was filling up his
life until something better came along, and was stubborn-ass enough
to want to make a good job of it?

David shook his head. “Kevin, don’t take this wrong,
you’re one of my best friends, and there’s not a damned thing wrong
with you… but sometimes I think the good Lord left that drive out
of your soul, when he put you together. And without it…”

“…I’m in the wrong line of work.” Kevin tried to make
light of it, but the words caught in his throat, insisting on more
weight than he’d intended to give them.

“I didn’t say that.” David winced.

“You didn’t have to.” Kevin ran a hand through his
dark hair, making a fist of it and wincing slightly at the pull.
Anything to distract him from his thoughts. “What happens the next
time the partners meet to consider candidates?”

After a moment looking from side to side, as if he
desperately wished he could be somewhere else, David took a deep
breath and sat forward in his chair, elbows on the desk, leaning
forward and looking the younger man squarely in the eye. “You can
put your name in again, Kevin. Nothing stopping you. But this will
be the third time. And if you’re turned down three times…”

“Yeah.” A sharply raised eyebrow was all the comment
Kevin allowed himself. He’d been over this bit of math too many
times in his head during the last six months. Three strikes, and
you’re out. No one would force him to quit, of course. But if the
Big Boys told you three times that they didn’t want to play with
you, no one else would want to, either. And even if he wasn’t
sufficiently hungry, the prospect of spending the rest of
his life sharing an office and a secretary with a succession of
kids straight out of law school and on their way up a ladder he’d
never climb was not part of his plans.

“Think about it, Kevin.”

David’s voice startled him back from wherever his
musings had taken him; he blinked a few times and got to his feet.
“I will, Dave. Just… not tonight, okay?” Kevin looked around for
his suit jacket, spotted where he’d thrown it over the sofa when
he’d come in to David’s office to get the bad news. Reaching, he
snagged it, slipped it on, and settled it over broad shoulders.
Good thing Armani did custom work, or he’d split the shoulders of
every jacket he owned. Though how long custom tailoring would
continue to be a concern, or even affordable, was anybody’s guess.
“I’ll see you Monday morning, okay?”

The partner’s chair creaked as he stood up. He came
around the corner of the desk, apparently looking to cut Kevin off
as he headed for the door. “You going to be all right?”

Kevin stepped around him, paused with a hand on the
doorknob. “All right?” He spoke softly, with a little laugh
underlying the words. Amazing how calm he felt, really. “With any
fucking luck at all.”

 


***

 


God, the music was loud in here. But it matched what
he had going on between his ears. And the liquor was good.

Kevin looked around, bemused, sipping a Jack and
coke. How many times had he driven past Purgatory on his way home
from work? Of all the bars and the clubs in the Adams Morgan
neighborhood, this one most often piqued his curiosity. But he’d
never gone so far as to stop the car, much less look inside the
doors to discover what happened once in the doors. A club
named Purgatory seemed a natural enough choice tonight, though,
given his current situation. If he made a third failed try at
partnership, Purgatory would be the rest of his professional
career, so the name appealed to his sense of poetic justice. Then
he’d walked in the door and seen the leather. And the bare skin.
And the poles set up for dancing. And he’d stood in the doorway and
taken it all in. And he’d entered. Informed consent, his
inner barrister muttered, as his inner don’t-give-a-shit drained
his third Jack.

He growled, involuntarily, as he motioned to the
shirtless and tattooed bartender for another round, sliding his
empty glass over the glass-topped bar lit from below in shifting
patterns of red and yellow and every now and then a painful
pulsating lance of blue-white. There seemed to be a little bit of
everything imaginable going on in Purgatory. Most of the patrons
had more metal sprouting from their visible body parts than he was
accustomed to seeing, and come to think of it, they had more
visible body parts than he was accustomed to seeing, period. Suit
and tie was definitely overdoing it. Although a few more drinks,
and it probably wouldn’t be an issue. Fuck it, a few more drinks
and he’d probably be out there trying his hand, or whatever, at
pole dancing. Along with a half dozen or so men of varying ages and
physiques. Either Friday night was amateur night, or the floor show
started really late.

He picked up the fresh drink the bartender had left
by his elbow, and downed half of it without noticing. How long had
it been since he’d been out to any kind of bar at all, never mind
one where the dress code ran to body ink and serious metal? Not
that it mattered to him what kind of bar it was. He wasn’t looking
for a pickup, he was looking to get shit-faced. Seemed like the
thing to do when he felt like one of those stupid cartoon
characters that runs over a cliff, and then hangs there before it
realizes it’s supposed to be falling.

Hell, he wasn’t fooling himself. He turned on the bar
stool to watch an incredibly limber young man wrap himself around a
pole in ways that were probably illegal in several jurisdictions,
and utterly mesmerizing. He took off his tie and stuck it in a
pocket, unbuttoned his collar, all without really being aware of
what he was doing. Why was he here? He was here because he was
fucking sick of being himself and wanted to be someone different.
Just for tonight, maybe, or for the rest of his life. No knowing.
No caring. Just let it happen.

“Enjoying the show?”

The voice was right next to his ear, low and rich and
carrying a hint of laughter. Kevin straightened, his drink sloshing
over his hand. He took a deep breath, and turned.

And stared. Into the bluest eyes he had ever seen.
Long blond hair framed a chiseled face, a strong nose, full sensual
lips. Odd, he’d never thought of a man’s mouth as being
particularly sensual before, but this one could be nothing but.
More so when smiling, as it was now.

“The show? Remember?” The man chuckled, a wicked
sound barely audible over the music. Somehow, the fact he had to
strain to hear it made it more wicked. Decadent. “The boy was
holding your attention well enough a moment ago. Have you become
distracted?”

The blond had an accent, one Kevin struggled to
place. Scots? Irish? Not that he could tell the difference between
the two, but trying to puzzle it out gave him an excuse for closing
his eyes, turning away. Distracted? Hell, yes.

“I’m sorry.” The laughter lingering in the voice told
him the speaker was anything but sorry. He was enjoying Kevin’s
reaction. He’d bet anything that when he opened his eyes again,
that devastating blue gaze would be locked on his. Anything.

Fuck, I hate being right sometimes.

“You’re incredibly sexy when you blush.” The blond
didn’t sport nearly as much metal as most of the patrons of
Purgatory, just three gold rings in one ear and one in his eyebrow.
Damned if Kevin didn’t want to run his tongue over that one to see
what it would feel like.

Wait… he wanted to what? “You might want to
find a different come-on. It’s too dark in here for you to see a
blush.” Kevin’s throat was tight, his heart was hammering loud
enough for this guy to hear it.

“You’d be surprised how perceptive I am.” Suddenly,
there was a hand resting on top of Kevin’s on the bar, the hellish
light playing over it. And two fingers, sliding under the lapel of
his jacket, lifting it slightly. “Armani, isn’t it?” When Kevin
didn’t answer, he leaned closer, nostrils flaring. “The scent, too.
Acqua di Gio.”

Fingertips stroked the back of his hand, gently,
possessively, and Kevin fought to suppress a shiver. Not hard
enough, though, because there was that smile again. A lazy, sensual
smile that absolutely should not be on the lips of anyone he hadn’t
spent at least 24 hours having mind-blowing sex with. Which short
list did not include anyone of this seductive blond’s gender.

Yet.

As if he’d heard Kevin’s thought, the man arched that
ringed eyebrow; the grip on his hand tightened, a thumb slid around
to stroke his palm. “You don’t even know why you’re here, do
you?”

“And I suppose you do?” His voice came out gruff,
harsh; the air thrummed around the two of them, tingling with a
dark electricity.

The blond chuckled, a sound like warm honey. “You’re
buttoned down tight, lanan. And you came in here
because…”

Shit.

“Secretly, you want someone…”

Damn, damn, DAMN…

“Someone like me…”

Long thick blond hair. Black leather jacket, gleaming
with a sheen like melted butter in the flickering light from the
bar. White muscle shirt. Jeans first painted on and then sliced
half off. God damn.

“…to unbutton you.”

Get up. Walk away. The voice in his head was
calm, level, reasonable. This isn’t for you. He isn’t for you.

Yeah, the voice was reasonable. And it was the voice
of the miserable bastard who’d never dared to want anything for
himself in his life.

“I don’t even know your name.” The hoarse whisper was
a surrender, and they both knew it.

The blond leaned in and kissed him gently. “Tiernan
Guaire. You don’t have to tell me yours if you don’t want to.
Although I’ll own it, I’d like to be able to scream it as I
come.”

Kevin’s eyes closed, almost in pain. Almost. “Kevin.
Kevin Almstead.” Esquire, he nearly added, like an
idiot.

Another kiss brought his eyes open, to meet the
haunting blue gaze, alive with a promise of pleasure. “Kevin.”
Tiernan’s teeth caught gently at his lower lip, tugged. “Did you
drive, lanan? Because I didn’t. And I’m impatient.” A low
throaty laugh seemed to hang in the air between them.

As he exited Purgatory with Tiernan, a young woman
was passing, a vivacious young woman in a bright yellow coat like
sunshine. Kevin blinked as he recognized her, as much from the
spring in her step as from her distinctive clothing. The woman he’d
seen from Dave’s window. A few hours ago. Another life.

“You’re too late,” he whispered as she passed.

And Tiernan smiled slowly, as if he knew exactly what
was meant.

 



CHAPTER TWO

 


It was going to be a damned good night.

Tiernan had no idea what had moved him to check out
Purgatory tonight. His weekends were usually spent in places far
darker, with humans unlikely to expect much in the way of
conversation or other pleasantries. Pickups in bars had grown old,
oh, half a century ago—and that was back when one still risked a
great deal, approaching a male in a bar and interesting him in sex.
It was almost too easy now. The thrill was gone from the hunt.

Except for tonight. Tiernan glanced sidewise at his
companion, who appeared to be having no small trouble getting a key
to fit in the lock of his own townhome door, and a smile of pure
anticipation touched his lips. A most satisfying hunt indeed, even
factoring in the torment of being enclosed in a car, too much like
imprisonment to suit him, or any Fae. And the prey was close, so
close to being brought to ground. The Fae’s erection was already
pleasantly uncomfortable, and the way Kevin’s full lower lip was
caught between his teeth as he fumbled with his keys was only
making it worse. Or better.

The door swung open, and Kevin stepped inside. When
light bloomed from within and the door opened wider, Tiernan took a
step forward. His eyebrows arched as the human reached out and took
him by the hand, drawing him in before closing and locking the door
behind them.

“Touching,” he murmured, looking down at the hand
Kevin still held, and then back up, in time to catch the blush
creeping over the dark-stubbled cheeks. The sight kicked his
arousal up another couple of notches. He raised Kevin’s hand to his
mouth, brushed his lips across the knuckles. “Are you sure you’ve
never done this before?”

“I think I’d remember.” The blush still lingered, but
the little laugh that accompanied the words was dry. “It just
seemed appropriate,” he added, his dark gaze flickering briefly,
speculatively to Tiernan’s brow piercing.

“You were looking at that earlier.” Tiernan smiled
slowly. “It appeals to you?” Kevin was hardly his first virgin, and
the surest way to drive a virgin wild was to make him admit, aloud,
to every new feeling, urge and sensation. Or at least as many as
possible while he was still capable of speech.

Kevin was no exception to the rule. He swallowed
hard, and a thin film of sweat appeared on his upper lip. “Yeah, it
does. I don’t know why, but it’s sexy as hell.”

The Fae chuckled softly. He buried the fingers of one
hand in Kevin’s thick black hair, pretending to ignore the way the
human shivered at the touch; he stepped closer, bowing his head
slightly and drawing Kevin’s mouth toward his brow. The thought of
those lips on him was exquisite. He barely stifled a groan, turning
it into a low purr. “Try biting it. I like that.”

His cock jerked hard as he felt not teeth but tongue,
a long, slow hot swipe teasing at the gold ring, then withdrawing
to the sound of a gasp. “Oh, God.”

“You enjoyed that.” Tiernan met Kevin’s melting deep
brown gaze with his own knowing one. “Your tongue on me. You
enjoyed it.”

“Fuck, yes.” Kevin dropped Tiernan’s hand with a
groan, but not before Tiernan noticed the human’s hand shaking; he
turned on his heel and took a few steps away, his stride choppy,
urgent.

For the first time, as Kevin moved away from him, the
Fae noticed the room. They had come in from a tuck-under garage,
into what would likely be described as a “family room” to a
prospective buyer, but which Kevin had turned into a man cave.
There was a fireplace at one end, faced by a dark leather loveseat,
with a companion table piled high with books. A matching sofa and
wingback chair faced a plasma screen television only slightly
smaller than a billboard, with several gaming consoles and a
computer hooked up to it. A freestanding wet bar occupied one
corner, a Nautilus machine another.

Kevin’s aborted attempt at flight had only gotten him
as far as the chair. He slipped his suit jacket off and tossed it
over the arm—and from the glimpse Tiernan got of the muscles of the
human’s back as they shifted under that oh-so-impeccably tailored
shirt, he knew he wasn’t going to make it as far as the bedroom.
Not the first time, anyway.

He reached into the pocket of his leather jacket,
palmed the little bottle of oil he always carried—because one never
knew when an emergency would arise—and shrugged out of his own
jacket, letting it dangle from a finger, over his back. When Kevin
turned toward the sound, Tiernan smiled, lobbing the leather jacket
over the back of the sofa and working his shoulders subtly. “Do you
see anything else you like, lanan?”

“I know what you’re trying to do.” A muscle worked in
Kevin’s jaw, his hands clenched briefly into fists at his sides.
But then the hands relaxed, the jaw likewise, and the eyes that met
his were clear and deep and far warmer than any turned on him in a
very long time. “And I’m letting you do it, because I want
you to.”

Tiernan’s mouth dropped open slightly as Kevin walked
back to him. The human hesitated, reached out his hands and then
his arms, slipping them around Tiernan’s waist. “Is this right?”
Now it was the Fae’s frame that rippled with a sudden shiver, as
the human leaned slightly into him. He was tentative, but his
arousal was obvious.

“Right?” Tiernan blinked, words having temporarily
deserted him. Definitely not what he expected. “It’s fucking
perfect.”

He reached up, caught Kevin by the back of the neck,
groaning as dark hair tickled his palm. He met that dark gaze with
his own, and waited for the human’s eyes to close in anticipation.
Tiernan never closed his eyes when he kissed, that was a level of
trust he shared with no one. Besides, watching was delicious. He
bent and took the other male’s mouth hard, forcing his tongue
between those sensual lips before Kevin’s breath even had time to
catch.

But it was Tiernan’s own breath that caught, hard, as
the human groaned softly and gave himself up to the kiss. Kevin’s
arms tightened around his waist, one hand sliding slightly up his
back, splaying over the hard-muscled skin, burning him even through
the thin shirt that was far too much to have between them.

Not breaking the kiss—deepening it, if
anything—Tiernan worked his hands between the two of them and
slowly, teasingly unbuttoned the other male’s fine tailored shirt,
parting it and running his open palm up what had to be an even
finer set of abs than he had dared to let himself imagine, heaving
with Kevin’s gasping breath. Further up he explored, pecs that
jumped and shuddered under his touch, a nipple that pebbled hard
just from a brush of his fingertips and puckered to a fine point
when he pinched it.

He couldn’t resist, he had to taste; he broke the
kiss and bent his head, deliberately trailing his pale blond hair
over Kevin’s smooth, tanned chest before licking the hard nub of
flesh with the same broad stroke the other male had used on him
minutes before. “Is this good, lover?” Another slow lick, and then
a bite—

OEBPS/tmp_490c07c15345baa91e93de37fd009db8_kDkm6Q_html_m5fc79089.jpg
Rory-Ni Coileain





OEBPS/tmp_490c07c15345baa91e93de37fd009db8_kDkm6Q_html_m6a459264.jpg





OEBPS/cover.jpg
Rory-Ni Coileain





