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To my son. Allons-y!

 


To my sisters. One for all, all for one!

 


And to Triunity — One Love, thrice expressed.

 



Prologue

The Realm

June 24, 2012 (human reckoning)

 


Surely there was a way to explain this. “Your
Grace, I have certain moral objections to ending the world as our
race knows it”? Well, no… nice drama, but not strictly true,
and it was those little inconsistencies that ended up coming back
to bite you in the ass. “Yes, I could. No, I won’t.”

Liadan had begun to smile with Conall’s first
pronouncement, but her smile quickly faded. Liadan Mavelle was
evidently not a Fae accustomed to hearing the word ‘no.’ Most
Nobles weren’t. When one could channel the element of one’s
Demesne, one got used to everyone—well, everyone who wasn’t a
Royal—dancing to one’s tune. “Somehow, I don’t think I heard that
correctly.”

Of course, if there was one thing a Noble of Air
could be sure of doing, it was hearing correctly. Even a commoner
such as himself could hardly claim to have missed anything the air
might have brought to him. “Then allow me to repeat myself, your
Grace.” He bowed slightly, letting his mildness carry the weight of
his sarcasm. “No.”

“Perhaps you misunderstand. This is not a
request.”

Conall closed his eyes. Maybe the Noble would mistake
it for a commoner’s subservience. But it actually was discovering
there was a point at which inane clichés gave him a headache. “I
understand perfectly. But no vendetta is worth the cost of what
you’re asking me to do.”

The Noble lady scoffed. “Cost? To the most powerful
mage since the Loremasters? Don’t make me laugh.”

““I wouldn’t dream of it.” Because it might break
your face. And come to think of it… No, Conall. Don’t go
there. Bad Fae. “Not to me, your Grace. To the Realm.” Was it
even worthwhile to try to make her understand? He’d given up hope
of driving away the greedy, the righteous, and the merely curious;
it was almost as if Fae were willfully blind to what the unchecked
use of magick did to the world around them. Especially his
magick.

But maybe this time… “Magick isn’t infinite, your
Grace.

Whether you channel the elements, as you and your
fellow Nobles do, or play with the raw stuff of magick itself,
after the manner of us common folk—”

Liadan snorted, a very unladylike sound. “There’s
nothing at all common about what you do, Conall Dary.”

Conall plowed a hand through his hair, until the
copper mane stuck out every which way. Maybe if he just looked a
little more imposing, a little more impressive, his words and his
observations would carry some weight. It didn’t help that he’d
stopped aging, physically, somewhere short of the mid—to late
twenties, the norm for a Fae. He just didn’t look like what
he was, and even a people accustomed to looking youthful for
centuries seemed disinclined to listen to him. Even when they could
see perfectly well what he was capable of doing.

“Look, your Grace.” He glanced around, then up; an
apple tree shaded them from the late afternoon sun, blossoms and
fruit of every color apples knew hanging just over their heads. He
reached up and plucked a perfect golden orb from a low-hanging
branch and held it out on his palm. “It’s in the prime of life,
wouldn’t you say? And yet, in the course of things, it ages.
Unlike, say, the luckless female who has her eye on your bragan
a lae.” Liadan’s intense green eyes narrowed—well, perhaps ‘toy
of the day’ hadn’t been the best choice of words. “Your pardon, her
eye on Lord Declan. Yet watch what happens, when I age this fruit,
the way you ask me to age her.”

Conall closed his eyes, cupping the apple in his
palms. The barriers he had to keep between himself and his magick
were formidable, in necessary proportion to his gift, and taking
them down even for so small a thing as this was not something he
did lightly, or easily. But if it worked, if he could make her
understand, it would be worth it. He sighed, and breathed deeply,
and reached within.

And the magick leaped up, as it always did. Swirled
within and around him, ecstatically. It gloried in freedom, the way
a caged bird did, once released. One of the definitions of
magick—one of the best—was that it was the essence of wildness, of
untameability. And though it lay quietly enough, stored in every
living thing in the Realm, it was never meant to remain
quiet. It was meant to be set free, channeled, by one with Conall
Dary’s gift.

Set free. And spent. Irrevocably. He focused, turning
his will to the apple in his hand. He filled it with the torrent
that poured through him, and shaped it with a whispered word, Air,
sculpting power. Pictured the fruit softening, withering. Beginning
to die.

“Yes.” The Noble lady’s voice was a hushed whisper,
almost reverent. “Exactly that.”

Conall’s eyes snapped open. The apple was what he had
expected, a moldering heap of skin and slime that made his skin
crawl. Dead petals brushed his skin as they fell from the branch
over his head; he looked up and shuddered at the sight of the dull
wood of the branch, the mottled fruit, the leaves hanging limply.
This was what the branch looked like, with most of the magick
sustaining it drawn from it by the demands of his channeling.

“Perfect.” Liadan smiled, a very cat-in-cream
expression. More a bird-in-cat, actually, anticipatorily sated.
“Why would you be unable to do the same to a Fae?”

For a moment, all Conall could do was stare. “Don’t
you see?” He gestured sharply upward with a curt nod.

The female shrugged lazily. “It’s a branch. It will
recover eventually.”

Conall’s jaw muscles worked as his teeth ground
together. “That’s not the damned point.” If he watched
carefully, he might be able to see the power gradually suffusing
the branch again, the leaves trembling as if in a breeze, the
colors gradually intensifying, the apples filling out, flowers
budding once again. But recovery would take time, and the branch
would never be exactly as it had been. Everything in the Realm was
formed of magick, and every use of magick drained it. Usually the
drain was barely perceptible, even to the exquisitely honed senses
of a Fae. But Conall Dary, the greatest mage since the Loremasters,
left a swath of destruction in his wake every time he tapped his
powers. Which left him with no choice but to lock them away, as
often and as securely as he could.

“A fruit is meant to age and die. A Fae is not.” He
fought the urge to speak more slowly, more loudly; to act as if an
Air Fae was unable to understand you was the worst insult
imaginable. And he had a feeling he was going to need some insults
left to fall back on, no sense wasting them all now. “As much power
as it took to do this, it would take a thousand times more to age
an immortal Fae.”

“And you lack the power?” The Lady Liadan pouted,
with all the sullen charm of a thwarted toddler. “I wouldn’t have
thought so, after all the tales I’ve heard about you. Do you save
your powers for those who bed you, so they’ll spread nothing but
glowing reports?”

Conall’s lip curled in a snarl. “Some of us have no
need to enhance our abilities, your Grace.” There was no way, of
course, he was going to tell this supercilious twat he had never
dared risk the magical power surge that overwhelmed every Fae
during sex. Never dared so much as friendship, not since just after
he came into his birthright of power, and learned in the hardest
way possible the only thing anyone ever wanted from him was that
power. Present company included. “And provoke me as much as you
like, I’m not going to damage the very fabric of the Realm so you
can have the satisfaction of the shrieks of a wrinkled, toothless
courtesan!”

Liadan’s hands balled into fists, catching up the
pale blue silk of her gown. But her voice was calm, even cool. “You
will do as I command, because I command it. You need no other
reason, and you will not speculate as to mine.” Her dark hair
stirred in a wind that seemed to cling to her. “And you will not
speak to me in this way.”

“I will not waste my breath speaking to you at all.”
Conall turned on his heel. “As well speak to a stone, it has better
chance of understanding.”

Conall stopped short, without time for so much as a
cry, as the air became solid in his lungs. Caught by surprise,
choking, he clutched at his throat, struggled in vain to draw
breath. His vision went white around the edges, and began to dance,
stars exploding all around him. His chest heaved, without result;
he fell to his knees. And in his panic, he reached within for
magick. But he stopped. No—not even to save my life, no—

—something struck the back of his head, hard, and
white went black.

 


***

 


There was something warm and wet under Conall’s
cheek. He looked up, and was seized with a wave of dizziness and
nausea so severe that his head hit the floor hard. When it did, the
warm wetness splashed; drops fell within his line of sight, and he
saw that it was blood. His own, presumably.

What the hell…? He pushed himself up. Well,
no, he didn’t. His hands were chained behind his back, and the
chains were burning him. He sucked in a breath, and damped down his
magickal abilities with everything in him. The searing heat told
him he was bound with truesilver; truesilver burned at the touch of
magick, and chains forged from it burned more fiercely with every
use of magickal power by or near the one chained. Unfortunately for
him, unless he kept his own abilities under rigid control, he
channeled enough magickal energy as a matter of course to burn his
hands off at the wrists. Even the small trickle of magick it had
taken, and was still taking, to heal the wound that had only just
stopped trickling red down the back of his neck was raising
blisters. Throw in the way his gut roiled every time he even
thought about actively using magick, and no, he was most definitely
disincentivized to use any kind of magick.

Where the hell was he? He managed to turn his head a
little, and saw a curved gray stone wall limned in moonlight. A
bare room, with a polished floor that reflected the moonlight like
a flawless mirror.

No, not quite flawless. There was light within it,
the faintest traces of it. Points, slivers, arcs. His vision
blurred the traces at first; they almost seemed to dance, to shift.
But slowly, as he focused, it came clear. Light, like the finest
wire imaginable, set in a floor of midnight black, in a pattern
of…

Bile rose in Conall’s throat, burned at the back of
his throat. Not a pattern. The Pattern. The bitch had
stopped the air in his lungs, bashed him over the head with
something—probably the tree branch he had so thoughtfully killed
for her—and then, somehow, had him truechained and dragged to the
Pattern’s portal, here to await the proper alignment of the moon to
trigger its magick. Disposing of a witness? Or simply mortally
offended by his refusal to tear a hole in the magickal essence of
the Realm for the sake of her jealousy? If he had to guess, he’d go
with the latter; the Lady Liadan didn’t seem bright enough to be
worrying about the former.

No amount of blithering was helping him ignore the
deadly danger just below his face, or doing anything to relieve his
growing panic. Gathering all his strength, he pushed against the
floor with his legs, and rolled onto his back, away from the lethal
gleaming black surface beneath him. Once his head stopped spinning,
though, he saw the last confirmation of his suspicions, the round
window set into the wall, the circle of the full moon nearly
filling it. And when the window was full…

As he watched, shivering, a black shape passed
between him and the moon’s disk, wheeled, and passed again. A
hunting night-hawk, by the look of it, and a savac-dui, a
black-hooded hawk, his own House-guardian, by the piercing call
carried to him by the wind. An Air Fae could understand any
language carried by the air, and legend had it that there was a
spark of Fae soul in every bird. They understood. Especially the
predators, closest kin to a Fae. In their language that was not a
language he heard:

*fREE yOURSELF*

He shook his head, despairing. Small wonder the hawk
saw his predicament; nothing escaped the eyes of the night hunters.
But as perceptive as it was, he dared not take its advice.

Not that he couldn’t. The portal chamber was warded
from within by the mightiest magicks of a score of scores of the
ancient Loremasters—he could feel the wards, sense the intricacy
and the sheer power of the channelings—but if any Fae since the
Sundering had any chance at all to break through those wards, it
was he.

But, as he had tried to tell Liadan, the cost was too
great. Not to him—although he would surely lose his hands to the
truesilver, channeling magick so intense. No, the loss of his hands
paled beside the toll that would be taken by the magick itself.
Magick strong enough to shatter the wards around this place would
leave everything for hectares around blasted and devastated, never
to recover. It could damage the Pattern itself—even destroy it.

*tOO lATE*

As the cry reached Conall’s ears, the full moon
filled the window. A cold light flooded in, and it was as if the
floor fell away beneath him, the smooth, unyielding blackness
giving way to the brilliant, cold tracing of the lines of the
Pattern. A wind began to swirl around him, fierce, battering, and
for one heart-stopping moment it seemed he hovered above the cruel
edges. He looked down… down… it went on forever, there was no
bottom; he hung suspended over nothing but the glittering wires.
Panic was a metallic taste in his mouth, a sick fire in his veins.
He could be free; the magick was surging in him, itself
desperate, trying to get away from the yawning chasm below. All he
had to do, it gibbered at him, was close his eyes, block out the
stomach-twisting sight, and whisper a word. One word.

“No.”

And on the word, all fury broke loose. The wind
slammed him against the wall, wrenching his shoulders in their
sockets; sucking the very air from his lungs, silencing him
utterly. His own element, turned traitor.

And then the wind came for Conall Dary.


Chapter One

 


Greenwich Village

New York City

 


“What?”

“I said, I can’t thank you enough for doing this.”
Terry laughed softly. “You aren’t going to tell me you can’t hear
me over the needle, are you?”

“Sorry.” Josh felt himself blushing a little, and let
up on the foot pedal. “What do you mean, ‘this’?—giving you a
couple of days off, or inking your Firebird?”

“Both. And no apologies necessary, we both know how
wrapped up you get in your work.” Terry took advantage of the pause
to tilt his leg so he could look down his calf and see the bird’s
brilliant plumage. “That is absolutely exquisite.”

“So is the bird.” Josh grinned, and turned to dip the
needle once again in the bright red ink, stepping on the foot pedal
a few times to fill the reservoir. Just because he and Terry hadn’t
succeeded as a couple was no reason not to appreciate the other tat
artist’s incredible dancer’s body. “You sure you don’t want to take
a break, here? We’ve been at this for what, two hours now? And we
have to start lining up for the march in a couple of hours.”

“You think you can finish in an hour?”

“Well, I could, but—”

“But nothing.” Terry’s jaw firmed. “I want you to be
the one to do this, and if we put off finishing it till tomorrow,
Bryce will be back, and—”

Terry’s voice shut down, but Josh easily finished the
sentence for him. And he’s not going to want my hands all over
your leg. “All right, baby, I’ll take care of you.” He gently
patted the hard-muscled leg propped on the table before him, and
stepped on the foot pedal again. “Though you could do this last bit
yourself, just as easily.”

Dark curls swung and bobbed as Terry shook his head.
“Nope. Your ink is special, you know that. It always has been. Why
do you think my appointment book filled up within half an hour
after I sent out the e-mail blast that you’d be here for a few days
before the march?”

Josh cleared his throat and bent to study his work
more closely. “Probably just a coincidence. I haven’t worked in
Greenwich Village in what, five years? Six?” Carefully, he filled
in a tail feather, the vibrant color seeming almost to glow.

“Six sounds about right. But you’re magic, I tell
you. People don’t forget that.”

Josh chuckled, wiping away excess ink with a soft
white cloth and moving on to the next feather. Magic? The Village
had been magic, for a while, sharing Terry’s tattoo parlor by day
and his bed by night, whatever nights the other man hadn’t been out
pursuing his avocation at dance rehearsals, or performances, or
meeting rich patrons of the fine arts.

He bit back a growl, gradually etching the
finely-grained pattern into his ex’s flesh. Their breakup hadn’t
been Terry’s fault, the man was as innocent as a kitten, for God’s
sake. He lived for ink and ballet, and Bryce had been passionate
about both and willing to help bankroll Terry’s second life, his
trockadero company, something Josh had never been able to manage.
And then he’d found out about the opportunity in D.C…. and it had
just seemed like the time to go. You lived, you learned, you cried,
and you moved on.

And every once in a while, you came full circle. Even
if only for a couple of days. “That does it, baby. Take good care
of it.” He patted Terry’s thigh. “I’m clocking out, as soon as I
clean up here. See you uptown.”

 


***

 


Josh’s shoulders ached—the careful padding of the
Mother Ginger puppet’s light pine frame wasn’t much help, this late
in the Pride march. Mother Ginger needed to make some serious time
with Jenny Craig, in his humble opinion.

Helping Terry out like this was still more fun than
just about anything legal, though. The dancers of Terry’s trock
company were marching in costumes from the Nutcracker, and
of course all the ‘little children’ who occasionally scurried to
hide under Mother Ginger’s voluminous skirts were in fact large,
sweaty men in nothing but tights and overstuffed jockstraps.
Emphasis on the ‘sweaty’—even the swamps of D.C. had nothing on
dear old New York City in late June.

Almost done. The last glimpse he’d gotten from
under the skirts had been of Grove Street just branching off
Christopher. Just a few blocks from Terry’s apartment, and not all
that far from the end of the route, either. Then he could shed his
burden and head over to Rose’s Turn for a cold one, assuming he
could get in the door on Pride Day—oh, no, wait, Rose’s had closed,
the year after he left the city. Wonder what that hot
bartender’s doing now—

Josh stumbled, nearly fell headlong, and barely
caught himself as Mother Ginger teetered precariously. What the
hell—

There was a man under his feet. A gorgeous, chained
man.

He stopped dead, convinced for one awful moment he’d
somehow knocked the guy down, that he was responsible for the dead
weight not responding to the accidental nudge of his foot. But that
didn’t make sense, he hadn’t been walking fast enough for that even
with the big wooden frame he was carrying. Whoever this was, he
must have been down already, and rolled under the puppet.

Carefully, Josh lifted the frame off his shoulders
and set it down, kneeling under it, letting it shelter the two of
them as he took the other man by the shoulder. At the contact, all
the air left him in a rush, and a tingling sensation swept across
his skin. But before he could finish sucking in a breath, it was
past. It’s the heat. Must be.

There was a bit of dried blood on the man’s shirt,
worst toward the back, so Josh rolled him gently. There wasn’t much
swelling, and no bleeding at all, though there was a long,
mostly-healed-over cut barely visible through the short red hair.
And the back of the man’s head was flecked with what looked
like—but surely couldn’t be—shreds of bark. What did he do, back
into a tree at a dead run? A week ago?

“Josh? What is it? You okay under there?”

Terry’s voice, God bless him. “Got a man down, baby.
Get this thing off me, will you?”

As Terry awkwardly moved the heavy puppet off the two
of them, Josh rolled the stranger to face him. And found himself
short of breath again. The guy was beautiful. There was no other
word for it. Thick, wavy, copper-colored hair, fine straight brows,
cheekbones that could probably cut paper, and the most perfectly
shaped mouth Josh had ever seen outside of a few dreams he’d never
admitted even to his boyfriends. Totally compelling.

“Hey—” He didn’t want to shake the guy, not with a
chance of a head injury, so he did the best he could with just his
voice, as he reached down and cradled his head in the crook of his
arm. “You with me? We need to get you out of here, get you to a
doctor.” Because the march wasn’t stopping, at least not for long;
the columns of the marching band just behind them were parting like
a river around them.

Long eyelashes fluttered; eyes of a startling green
opened; gazes met, locked. Damn, I could look into those eyes
forever. And the odd thing about the thought was, it didn’t
feel odd. Not at all. In fact, the eyes were as hauntingly familiar
as the mouth, and were giving him thoughts that he had absolutely
no business entertaining at the moment.

The perfect brows furrowed in concentration.
“Doctor?” The redhead shook his head, ever so slightly, even that
movement making him gasp. “Out of here… me, with you.” His voice
was soft and halting, his accent thick, musical.

Terry appeared beside Josh, the Sugar Plum Fairy’s
tiara askew in his riot of dark curls, the front of his tutu oddly
crushed from carrying Mother Ginger over to the sidewalk. “I’ll run
ahead and get Bill or Jaquon to come back for Big Mama—you need
help?” He nodded toward the redhead, obviously trying to keep his
eyes averted; for a tattoo and piercing artist, Terrence Miller had
a not entirely comfortable relationship with blood.

Josh opened his mouth, intending to tell Terry to
find a doctor in the crowd, or even call an ambulance, though how
long it would take one to get here through the parade was anyone’s
guess. But the redhead’s gaze caught his again, held it.

“Help. You.”

The words were barely audible, but as far as Josh was
concerned, the din of the parade didn’t exist, and the quiet plea
dropped straight into his ears. “You need a doctor.” Where the
words were coming from, he had no idea—it sure as hell wasn’t his
brain. That had left the picture as soon as they’d locked
gazes.

The redhead shook his head again, more emphatically.
“You.” His voice caught on the single word; he groaned softly, and
his head fell back against Josh’s arm.

What the hell am I supposed to do? Josh
swallowed hard. Maybe if I take him to Terry’s place, I can call
a doctor from there—an ambulance would have an easier time getting
to someplace off the parade route, anyway. If he even needs
one. “All right,” he whispered back, impulsively reaching to
move a lock of hair out of the other man’s eyes with the tip of a
finger.

At the delicate touch, the other man nodded slightly,
and the amazing eyes closed again, leaving Josh feeling as if some
kind of current had been cut off. He blinked, shaking his head as
he became aware of the clamor around the three of them once more,
startled, almost deafened after the strange silence.

Without turning his head, he pitched his voice to
carry to where Terry was hovering. “I got this, baby. Is it okay if
I take him back to your place?”

“Not a problem. See you in a couple of hours.” And
Terry was gone, racing to catch up with the rest of the
dancers.

Wasting no time, Josh gathered the redhead into his
arms, and cursed, softly, as he noticed for the first time the
other man’s hands were chained behind his back. Who the fuck did
that? Growling low in his throat, he lurched awkwardly to his
feet, the stranger in his arms; the other man was an unwieldy
burden, but Josh was reluctant to leave the slight form in the
street, even for the moment it would have taken to stand, bend, and
pick him up. He staggered to the sidewalk; by the time he cleared
the curb, he’d gotten his balance, and people moved aside for him
to let him hurry off.

The breathtaking eyes didn’t open again on the way
home. The man hardly moved, except when jostled. Although… well,
Josh had to be imagining it, but it felt as if the redhead was
nestling against him. And damn, he liked the feeling. He more than
liked it.

I want him. The thought was startling, both in
its clarity and its urgency. He’d had his share of brief
encounters, sure, but he’d never felt anything like this, the need
to be closer to a man than the man’s own skin. Not even with
Terry.

There was another awkward moment when they made it
back to Terry’s building; fortunately, Terry and Bryce lived on the
ground floor, so there weren’t stairs involved, but getting out his
keys without dropping the injured man was still a neat trick. He
managed, though, and carried the other man straight through the
tiny apartment to the bedroom, setting him down carefully on the
neatly-made bed before turning for the bathroom.

“Need… you… with me.”

The whisper reached into him, brought him up short.
Slowly, he turned, almost believing he’d imagined it. No one said
that sort of thing to him. Ever.

The redhead lay where Josh had left him, in the
middle of the bed. He wore a linen shirt, of a strange,
old-fashioned cut, stained with dried blood, and trousers of the
same, with what looked like—but in lower Manhattan couldn’t
possibly be—grass stains. But he only had a moment to notice all
that, because those eyes were on him, the green of them washed out
with pain, but so intense, he felt as if he were falling.

“I need you.” The voice was of a piece with the rest
of him, hauntingly beautiful. And then the slight body jerked, and
he gave a soft cry—almost reluctant, as if admitting to pain, or to
need, was worse than the pain itself. And those eyes…

Josh slid into the bed beside the redhead, his arms
going carefully around him, gathering him close. He started out
being gentle, as gentle as he could be, but another long, intense
shiver ran through him as he wrapped himself around the other man;
his whole body was caught up in the need to be close to this man.
To protect him, to shelter him. Possess him? Hell, yes. “I’m
here,” he whispered. “Don’t be afraid. Please, don’t.”

Green eyes met brown, speaking even more eloquently
than the stranger’s musical voice. “Not afraid of you.”

I want to kiss him. Josh felt dizzy, for all
that he was lying down. Shit, I need to…

“Please.” There was desperation in the single word,
and confusion, and pain, and need. And then there was a kiss, and
arms that held tightly, a faint cry of pure longing.

Cry? Or cries?

 



Chapter Two

 


Washington, D.C.

 


One of these days, I’m going to figure out how to
thank my husband properly for this wedding gift. Tiernan
straightened up from behind the bar, scrubbing at his streaming
eyes with the heels of his hands and wishing to hell he had
something to tie his hair back with. Fae and full-strength
industrial bleach did not coexist happily. Well, maybe humans
didn’t exactly love the shit either, but this was a royal pain in
the ass.

But the health inspectors were due any day now, and
he couldn’t always bribe them. It looked bad. And he
couldn’t leave this for the setup crew, not with Mac’s lungs in the
shape they were in. Fucking shame the healing magicks of Earth only
worked on other Fae. Not that Mac McAllan, or any of the other
human staff, had a clue what their boss was.

Tiernan grimaced and bent to inspect the space under
the bar. Two more shelves, and then he could probably leave the
rest of the cleaning to Mac—

“What the fuck!”

A bolt of pain shot through the Fae’s head, directly
behind and between his eyes, in the spot his husband insisted on
calling his “third eye.” Humans are strange. DAMN. He
pinched the bridge of his nose in a futile attempt to dull the
pain, as he cast out with his magickal sense. Something was fucking
with the wards he’d set up around the building, and if he were just
a little more competent at warding, he might be able to guess
exactly where it was happening.

Though what was doing the fucking was a very poorly
kept secret, and Tiernan had to work to keep from shuddering.
Shit. Six months of expecting exactly what he was sensing
was making it no easier to deal with. He took a deep breath, and
carefully ‘felt’ around the perimeter of the club, not letting his
breath out until he was damned sure the breach wasn’t anywhere
below ground. There was no telling what might happen if the
Marfach got anywhere near the ley nexus that was buried
under Purgatory, but the odds were against it being anything even
remotely good. But the club’s wards were solid, and the extra
protections around what had once been the back half of the
sub-basement storeroom were even more so. No, the trouble was above
ground.

Son of a bitch. In broad daylight. Not that
the fucker needed the cover of darkness, any more than he himself
did, but Tiernan might have felt just a little better if his race’s
ancient enemy had seemed even slightly more intimidated by the
defenses he’d managed to jury-rig. His hand curled around a paring
knife as he eased himself out from behind the bar; a ridiculous
weapon, but better in the hand of a seasoned knife-fighter than
nothing at all.

He started for the stairs that led up to street
level, but thought better of it halfway there and Faded upstairs
instead. He’d seen the ‘closed’ sign in the window of Raging Art-On
these past few days, and remembered Kevin mentioning something
about Josh LaFontaine having gone to New York for the Pride
festivities there. So there would be no one there to see him
materialize out of nothing, or do whatever he might have to do
after that.

He Faded into a small, spotless room in the back of
the tattoo and piercing parlor; it helped for him to have been to
his destination the old-fashioned way before he tried to
materialize there magickally, and he remembered the padded table in
the little room very well, having spent several memorable minutes
there two months ago while the human gave him a Prince Albert.
Some of the best money I ever spent.

Tiernan eased himself off the table and into a
fighter’s crouch, all six senses fully alert. There was no sound in
the little storefront, though early Sunday afternoon traffic in the
Adams Morgan neighborhood came through in a muffled sort of way
from the street outside.

I’d hear it if it was still here, wouldn’t I?
The Marfach, the closest thing to a devil the Fae had ever
known, couldn’t survive without some form of magickal substance to
warp into an abode for itself; it preferred the living magick of
which everything in the Realm was formed, but after that form of
sustenance was lost to it in the Sundering, it had made do for over
two millennia in the ley lines of the human realm. Until, like a
fucking idiot, Tiernan Guaire had used magick to kill an asshole
who was holding a knife to his SoulShare’s throat, and in so doing
had left enough of the substance of magick in the corpse to enable
the Marfach to reanimate it and take up residence. It
won’t Fade, not in a human body. He shuddered, remembering all
too well what it had felt like to Fade with Kevin, in the
supercharged aftermath of the assault and the killing. It has to
be here physically if it’s here at all. And it’s not.

The sharp pain in his head had eased to a throbbing
ache. Quietly, he made his way out of the piercing salon, into the
narrow hallway that led back to the exit to the alley on the one
side—oh, fuck me sideways. The frame of the back door
was splintered, in the area of the lock, though it didn’t show as
much as it might have, since someone had attempted to pull the door
closed. In a way, that was a relief; he’d been worried for a while
that the Marfach’s human host, Janek O’Halloran, might
somehow have come into possession of a copy of the master key,
during his former tenure as Purgatory’s bouncer.

Tiernan pulled his gloves off and worked them into
the back pockets of his jeans, then knelt to examine the wreckage
of the door more closely, with his magickal sense as well as his
others, and cursed under his breath. Tread marks on the outside of
the door bespoke a boot; not surprising, O’Halloran’s feet were
large enough for each to need its own zip code. What was seriously
troubling was the fact that the magickal ward that should have been
part of the fabric of the door wasn’t there. It hadn’t been broken;
if that had been the case, his pain would have been a lot worse. It
just wasn’t there.

So where was it? He stood and ran his fingertips
lightly over the door, and the clean, white-painted walls to either
side of it, searching for the telltale glissade of energy left
behind when he had traced Earth magick through the outer walls and
the door. Nothing.

No. There. On the inner wall, where the door led back
into the piercing room; he picked up the trace just past that door,
and followed the tingle to the door that gave into the slightly
larger room that housed Josh’s tattoo studio proper. He made a long
arm across the narrow hallway and brushed his fingertips against
the opposite wall, just long enough to satisfy himself there was no
magick there either; frowning, he rested his palms, crystal and
flesh, against the closed studio door. It’s as if the wards
wrapped themselves around this one room, when they were forced.
What the hell? He pushed gently against the door with his open
hands.

And something pushed back. Something magickal.

Shit. Tiernan yanked the door open, and stared
in disbelief at nothing whatsoever. Oh, there were what he supposed
were the usual accoutrements of the tattoo trade, a pneumatic
tattoo machine with a foot pedal, an autoclave, rows of drawers, a
glass front cabinet full of clean white cloths and boxes of gloves,
a sink, biohazard containers. But nothing that should have pushed
back at him.

There has to be something here. His palms were
still tingling with the unmistakable residue of pure magick. Not
that it was something he made use of often; being a Noble, he
generally channeled the magick of his element rather than tapping
into the raw stuff commoners favored. He’d had no choice but to use
it during his battle with the Marfach, of course; Earth
magick had been his physical weapon, but without the near-lethal
supercharge from the great nexus, his Noble magick would have been
about as effective as trying to stop a bullet with a used
Kleenex.

Puzzled, he rested his crystal hand on the tattoo
gun, sitting in its rest next to the padded table. And jerked it
back, as magick sizzled along his palm. What the fuck? Not
possible. He worked his fingers, his hand, until the tingling
subsided, then reached out again, this time with two
fingertips.

He was ready for it this time, and let the tingle
flow up into his hand, up his arm. It didn’t feel like a
channeling, there was no pattern to it, no purpose. Just latent
energy. Maybe it just absorbs energy from the nexus. Tiernan
scratched his head, staring down at the floor between his feet. The
source of the ley energy was right under his shitkickers,
more or less. That had to be it. And the wards, being his own
half-assed creation, probably hadn’t been able to share space with
any kind of non-elemental magick in any concentration, and had
stopped contracting when they met it.

Tiernan shook himself; glancing around the rest of
the room, he reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone. Josh
LaFontaine was in his contacts, of course, along with the real
estate agent responsible for the vacant clubwear boutique and
massage parlor that took up the rest of the ground floor. It was
going to suck for Josh to get called back from a vacation to deal
with this, but life was what it was. He touched the number and put
the phone to his ear, all the while walking around the room,
touching the walls.

“Hello, you’ve reached Josh LaFontaine, proud
owner and operator of Raging Art-On. The shop is closed until the
26th of June, but if you’d like to leave a message…”

Tiernan grimaced, waiting for the message to finish
playing out. Best not to try to explain the whole thing in a voice
mail. “Josh, Tiernan Guaire. Call me back when you get this. It’s
urgent.”

Touching the phone off, he debated with himself for a
few seconds, then placed a second call.

“Lanan.” Kevin’s low voice, with its undertone
of delighted laughter, was instantly calming. In some ways, anyhow.
“Coming home early?”

“I wish.” Tiernan shook his free hand to free it from
the needle-like tingling sensation. “The Marfach’s paid us a
visit, it broke into the tattoo parlor. I’m up there now.”

“Oh, fuck.” The laughter was gone in an instant.
“What was it after?”

“Beats the shit out of me. But it bent the wards all
out of shape, they seem to be surrounding the tattoo studio proper
now.” Tiernan sat down slowly on the adjustable padded table,
looking at nothing, his magickal sense still extended, checking the
integrity of the remaining wards.

“Maybe it thought there was a way into the club
through the parlor?”

Tiernan cursed softly. The whole reason for warding
the club, and the building in general, was to keep that particular
crawling horror the hell out of Purgatory, and away from the ley
nexus that would probably serve to feed its power at least as
easily as it fed Tiernan’s own. “Let’s hope there isn’t. I’d better
get the wards back up, though. Stronger than before, if I can
manage it.”

“You need me to come down there and deal with the
cops?”

Tiernan chuckled. His issues with law enforcement
might have started with the Realm’s Royal Defense, but they hadn’t
ended there, and his husband had resigned himself some time ago to
being Purgatory’s liaison with Washington, D.C.’s finest. “Not
yet, lanan. I want to get the wards back up first, and I
can’t do that when the place is crawling with uniforms and
attitude. I’ll call them when I’m done. Shouldn’t be more than a
few hours, I want to do a better job this time.” He shook his head,
grimacing. If only he wasn’t so dependent on elemental magick, he
could put up a proper ward. There were times when being a
commoner, rather than a Noble, would come in very handy. “I might
need you to come down here later, though. If it turns out I need to
tap into the nexus for the power to finish the job properly.”

He could almost hear Kevin’s grin. In order to handle
the unimaginable energies of the ley nexus that lay below the floor
of what used to be the storeroom in Purgatory without frying every
nerve in his body, Tiernan had to be in a state of intense sexual
arousal, and his husband was more than adept at getting him there.
“Not that I have any doubts as to your abilities, my Fae, but I
find myself hoping you’ll need help.” A pause. “Have you called
Josh yet?”

“Yeah, I got his voice mail. I’ll try him again after
I get done with the wards and before the cops.” He left the tattoo
studio, and returned to the ruined back door, carefully fingering
the large splinters. “I’d better get my ass in gear. Talk to you
soon, lanan.”

Touching the phone off, he sank to the floor, sitting
cross-legged with his back to the door. He held up his hands and
took a deep, theoretically calming breath, the clear-as-crystal
living Stone of his left hand catching the light that filtered back
from the storefront and fracturing it into rainbows that skittered
around the hallway. He closed his eyes, letting out that breath on
a sigh, and rested his hands palms up on his knees, reaching within
for the energy of Earth. Trying to weave the stuff of living Stone
into an invisible, intangible barrier strong enough to at least
slow down a being of ultimate evil.

Slowly, the shards of light began to coalesce,
following the magickal energy, painting the plain white walls with
colors invisible to human eyes. Hopefully the fucker would last
this time.

Maybe the Marfach had turned up here looking
for a way down into Purgatory. But Tiernan was willing to bet it
had at least been willing to stop to sample the magick to be had in
Josh LaFontaine’s tattoo studio.

 


 



Chapter Three

 


Greenwich Village

New York City

 


What the hell was that?

The Fae stared into the warm brown eyes just inches
from his own, his own eyes wide, his heart racing, his lips still
throbbing from the force of the kiss that just ended. His head
ached, spun; pain chased itself down every nerve, yet somehow it
was less where their bodies touched, where this male’s hands
wandered over his body. There would be time enough later to be
astonished that he was letting the dark-haired one do this—no one
ever touched him.

The worst of the purely physical pain had subsided as
he had been carried through the crowded streets; his only actual
injury, as far as he could tell, was what was left of the lump on
the back of his head, which had surely healed as quickly as any
other injury not mortal. But the agony of being sieved through the
Pattern was another matter. He sucked in a breath through clenched
teeth, the memory still both raw and untouchable.

A gentle finger touched his lips. “Are you
hurting?”

“Yes… no…” Damn this gift of Air, that let him repeat
back like a moderately intelligent parrot only that which he had
already heard. He needed more words. Specifically, he needed
kiss me again and don’t stop until I quit shaking. Which
made no sense. This male’s touch eased him, yes, but it also
aroused him. And arousal brought magick; arousal was dangerous,
deadly. Letting anyone get close to him was even more so. Yet this
stranger’s touch eased the pain, like the hands of a Water Fae
sculpting Fire. He should push this human away. He would.

Just not right now. He needed him too much.

Conall pulled at the truesilver chains that bound his
hands; there was no burning now, no nausea. They were only chains
now, on this side of the Pattern, with no power to do him harm even
if he drew on the store of magick bound within his body. Truesilver
knew its purpose, and the purpose of these chains had been to keep
him from channeling until the Pattern could take him.

But even ordinary chains were enough to prevent him
from doing the astonishing thing his body told him he needed to do,
which was fit this male to him, carefully and deliberately. His
gaze played almost reverently over the vividly colored designs that
covered the smooth hard flesh of the other male’s arms. Do all
humans look like this? For a moment he was torn between fears;
fear of the rising clamor of the sensations he had never dared
allow himself, and fear the dark-eyed one would pull away before
anything more could happen. But then a shiver ran through the
other’s frame, and one hard-muscled thigh slowly insinuated itself
between Conall’s. Not demanding, not forcing; merely
inexorable.

And, incredibly, with that touch he felt the faint
caress of what could only be magick. That shouldn’t be possible,
not in the human world. Every Fae knew that all living magick had
been withdrawn from the human world and sealed into the Realm with
the Fae at the time of the Sundering. So what was he sensing? Not
magick, surely, not from a human. But then what was he feeling,
washing over him in gentle, sensual waves? His own wishful
thinking?

“What the hell am I doing?” the other male murmured.
His voice was hesitant, his dark gaze confused; his body, though,
showed no sign of either hesitation or confusion, taking gentle
possession of Conall. Awkwardly, he yielded to the larger male’s
weight, the force that rolled him onto his back and pressed down
into the cradle of his hips. As unfamiliar as the position was, his
memory of the pain of the Pattern’s sieve still yielded to the
promise of an unknown pleasure; he gasped for breath, his tongue
stroking over his parched lips.

Yes… The word whispered itself in his head in
two languages at once, Fae and human. Yes. Arouse me. Let the
magick build, my own or this strange newness. He shivered, and
whether it was from fear or need, he had no idea. Just long
enough to let me finish healing.

“Oh, shit.” The other male rolled slightly,
the sweet weight leaving Conall as a hand slipped behind his back
and ran down his arm to his wrist, feeling at the chains. “We have
to get these off you.”

The human surged up, off the bed, disappearing almost
instantly through an open doorway, leaving Conall slack-jawed.
How could he just stop?—but I wanted him to stop, didn’t I? I
can’t let him make me feel like that—I can’t let anyone make me
feel like that. King’s arse, my head is spinning. With the
human out of his arms, and out of sight, the pain and the
sluggishness were closing back in, along with the confusion that
made it difficult to track the muttering that drifted back in
through the doorway.

“I know Terry used to have a pair of bolt cutters.
Where the hell did he… oh, under the sink. Right.” A clattering
sound followed, and the dark-haired male returned, bearing a
red-handled implement and wearing a triumphant grin. And also
wearing, Conall now saw, an odd sleeveless doublet and short
leggings of heavy blue fabric that had seen better days. Both of
which clung to his body in a most enticing manner. “Can you roll
over for me?”
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