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      [image: ]Content Notes 


An Embrace of Smoke & Steel  is a well spiced paranormal romance that includes enthusiastically consensual movement restriction, explicit descriptions of magic used in an unconventional and up close and personal manner, rough handling, and a fae equipped with alligator teeth, pointy bits, and bone wings.

Some not-so-spicy flavors are there, too. Among those we have references to: eugenics (including infanticide) and violence (some toward children), recreational use of various substances, the Troubles, cultural erasure, and racism. There's also some family members not thrilled about the fact their brother has a boyfriend, misdiagnosed mental illness, actual mental illness, panic attacks, (valid) issues with various authorities including police, on screen violence and death (including a side character), and brief (but serious) consideration of taking oneself out of the story.

It also includes deep friendship, an immense amount of healing, so much dark humor, and, of course, a HEA for our MCs. 

For more details on the content warnings, visit us at www.rowanandtheo.com/contentwarning

See Denizens of Faerie in the back of the book if you’re unfamiliar with the fae or curious about our take on them.















  
  
For everyone who's felt they needed to change themselves to be accepted.



You deserve to be loved for all of you.
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Chapter One


Antonio





Always in threes. 

Three raps of Antonio’s knuckles against the wood of the doorframe. Three bells, tinkling as he passed from his garage into the lobby. Useless superstitions, and he knew it. But when you couldn’t find a gun, there was comfort in holding a stick.

“Yeah, you threw a rod,” he said to the slight woman sitting in one of the lobby’s worn chairs. 

It should be good news for him; an engine rebuild on an old Thunderbird would keep the lights on. But all bets were off when the client was a friend.

Or, in the case of Clara, his parole officer.

“Can you fix it?” Clara asked, sounding way too chirpy considering the news, the early hour, and the fucking location. 

People weren’t chirpy when their babied classic cars stopped running. Unless they thought they could get the work done for free.

“‘Fix,’ no. Rebuild the engine, yes.” Antonio forced himself not to scowl, fingers tapping against the side of his leg. “Look, ma’am, I’m happy to keep the old lady running smooth, but I don’t have the time to rebuild an engine gratis. Pretty sure you expect me to stay gainfully employed, and that means paying the rent on this place.”

“There’s no hurry,” Clara said, getting to her feet. “It’ll make a nice little side project for you. Keep you out of trouble. You can charge me for the parts.”

“Right.” Antonio’s smile hardly counted. “Happy to do it, ma’am.”

What choice did he have? What fucking choice did he ever have?

“We’ve got a meeting in a few weeks.” Clara tossed the words over her shoulder, already at the door. Her gaze flicked up, and her voice lost some of its brightness. “Thought you said you were taking that thing down.”

Antonio followed her gaze to the doorframe. A horseshoe, nailed to the wall with cold iron. “Yeah, well, I need the luck.”

“You seeing your shrink, Antonio?” As usual, their meeting was whenever Clara fucking felt like it.

“Yeah.”

“Taking your meds?”

Antonio tapped out a rhythm against his counter and tried not to bounce in place. Of course, he hadn’t been taking his fucking meds. They didn’t make meds for ‘used to hang out in Faerie.’

“Yeah.” 

“Good boy.” But Clara was still frowning up at the horseshoe.

“Thing is, one of my nieces gave it to me. Sister threw a fit when she came by and saw I didn’t have it up.”

Mentioning a sister was usually a safe bet. Clara considered them good influences. And sure enough, her frown shifted into a sunny smile.

“It’s good that you’ve been reconnecting with your family. I’ll see you soon.”

“Yeah. See you.”

More bells, as Clara left. Three of them. 

He didn’t have time to feel sorry for himself. Didn’t have time to stand there in the lobby, rubbing one of the heavy iron bracelets he always wore. But he was still standing there, staring at nothing, when the bells rang again.

“Good day!” said a feminine voice with the lilt of an accent. “I’m in a bit of a spot. May I speak with you a moment?”

Thank God, a hopefully paying customer.

“Morning,” he said, as he turned. “What’s the trouble?”

Jet black eyes, all pupil, and a too-wide, sharp-toothed smile in an otherwise soft, pleasant face. 

Fuck.

In the world of fight, freeze, or flee, Antonio’d always been one for running. You didn’t fight the fucking fae. There was no point. Might as well punch a damned tornado.

He stepped back, retreating until his back hit the solid wood of the counter, fingers returning to his bracelet. The rest might be superstition, but iron worked. The fae hated the shit. Calloway had always said it made his bones ache.

“I fix cars,” he said, barely managing not to snarl. “And you don’t got one. There’s nothing here for a fae.”

The fae blinked at him with too-large, too-dark eyes. He didn’t know what she was, had never seen a fae with eyes like that.

“Well,” she said, finally. “There goes that surprise. But, no, I don’t have a car. I’ve lost my cat,” The fae held up an empty leash with nothing on the end of it. “An actual cat.” 

“Try the Humane Society.”

“He ran somewhere towards you.” She peered around the lobby, all open curiosity. “I’m not here for you. Just my terror of a pet. And my son, I suppose. Declan wouldn’t know what to do without Puck artfully shredding his clothing.”

It was just ridiculous enough to be true. Antonio wanted to bang his head against the wall. Put his fist through it. Mostly, he wanted to hide with the covers pulled over his head like he was still a child, scared of all the monsters he knew lurked in the dark. 

No Calloway to protect him now. Not that Calloway ever had.

“Yeah, that checks out,” he said, smiling grimly. “Always losing track of your pets. Good thing they’re replaceable. I’ll check the garage. Don’t think you’ll like it in there.”

There wasn’t any choice. Not really. In the end, you always did what the fae wanted. There was no point in arguing.

“No, I dare say I won’t,” the fae said, studying the door with distaste. “May I go with you, though? Besides not being replaceable, Puck’s quite large and isn’t fond of anyone but me. I’m happy to give my word not to do whatever nasty thing you think I’ll do, unless that’s ‘fetch my cat.’ ”

“Promises from a fae are almost as useful as a three-dollar bill,” Antonio muttered, but he pushed open the door for her as he said it. “You wanna come, I can’t exactly stop you. It’s your migraine.”

“Unfortunate run-ins with banshees before?” The fae–the banshee–asked, as she slid past him, visibly flinching as she stepped into the garage. “Or just fae in general? I imagine Hollow sight leads to some situations when out and about.”

“Fae’s a fae,” he said, following her in, but not far. 

The garage was full with just three cars, and Antonio stopped at the first, a powder blue Mustang, resting his hand on the hood. The first car he’d ever stolen had been a Mustang, beautiful and shining and metallic, and Antonio all knotted up with anger and fear after spotting a fae outside his school. It’d made him feel safe.

Probably why he still drove one.

The banshee wandered further, making that soft tsking sound everyone used with cats and shaking a bag of something.

“Yes, that's what they say now, isn't it? Fae’s a fae.” The banshee laughed, the sound a little tight. “I suppose the fae you knew said that with a tone, too. ‘Oh. Those fae. The unsavory sorts.’ ”

Which, fuck, wasn’t wrong. Death aligned, that’s what Calloway had called them. Banshee, sluagh, redcaps, and the rest. But it wasn’t what Antonio’d meant. 

“Fae’s a fae because you’re all fucking dangerous. ‘Those sorts’ or not. You’re my first banshee. I’ve known wisps, mostly. Got cursed by a kelpie a couple years back.”

Why was he making conversation? He blamed his mother, all those lectures on manners. Shit.

The banshee clicked her tongue, standing on tiptoe to look behind a pile of boxes. At least she wasn’t watching him. That helped.

“I didn’t think Hollows could be marked, long term. Leave it to a kelpie to strongarm a curse onto someone who ought to be resistant to it.” She turned away from the boxes, frowning toward the cars. “What pebble got under their horseshoe enough to inspire a curse?”

“Bastard took up with a guy I knew. I tried to talk the guy out of it. Kelpie didn’t approve.”

Not one of his better ideas, trying to get between Bo and a fucking death horse. At least he’d gotten a friend out of it. If Bo calling every few months to bitch about the fae counted as a friendship.

“Ah,” the banshee said, like that settled it. “Do vehicles usually have wiggling sounds inside them?”

If Antonio were a proper asshole, he’d tell the fae to open the hood herself. Unfortunately for him, he wasn’t. With a grunt, he left the Mustang for the rusted-out Pontiac he’d been stripping for parts. The banshee stepped back as he leaned in to open the hood, far enough that he could breathe.

This was his life now. Standing too close to a fae, holding up the hood of a gutted Pontiac, and staring at what was probably the largest cat he’d ever seen. 

Pretty cat. Orange, long fur, paws like dinner plates. But it could’ve been one of those famous ReelSelf cats and Antonio would’ve still wanted it out of his garage. Even if it was an ‘actual cat’ and not some pooka playing games like he still half expected.

Ears back, it hissed, retreating toward the banshee.

“Don’t hiss at him, you naughty furry brat,” the banshee scolded. “I’d not blame him for dropping the hood on you for that. Get out of there.”

The cat stood, stretched, and made no effort at all to listen.

“Glad you found him,” Antonio said, keeping the ‘now get out’ behind his teeth because he didn’t need another curse to add to his collection. “My nieces like to hide in there, too.”

The banshee threw him a too-wide smile, showing all those sharp teeth. Funny thing was, it wasn’t so bad. Not as rough as spotting a sidhe or a wisp walking around, anyway. Looking the way she did, those graveyard eyes and impossible teeth, at least she didn’t remind him of anything that hurt.

“You hear that, Puck? You’ve reached new heights in clever mischief.” She fiddled with the leash she held. “I’d not have found him without your assistance. May I pay you for your time and allowing me to poke around for him?”

“You got your cat. I got to not have a cat breaking things in my garage. I call that square.”

Antonio knew better than to take anything from the fae or acknowledge any debt or favor. He bounced on his toes, needing to move and not wanting to rattle the hood and scare the cat. With his free hand, he rubbed the nettles inked on his wrist, just above his iron bracelets. Another useless symbol, but it helped.

“Square it is,” the banshee agreed, scooping the cat into her arms. “Would you be so kind as to get the doors for me once more? I don’t trust him to walk out without trying to squirm away again.”

“Sure.” He lowered the hood, then forced himself to step past her. The side door was closer. “Keep a grip on him this time. Even that size, he runs into the road, you’re down one ‘actual cat.’ ”

The fae laughed, while the cat chirped and purred in her arms. “I’ll do my best. He’s barely in his thirties. Still a kitten. Goodbye, shopkeep. My migraine will rest easier for your assistance.” 

And then she was gone, if not gone gone. Walking away down the sidewalk, not disappearing back to Faerie. Calloway’d always bragged about how easily he could cross the veil. Something only wisps could do. Other fae, like the banshee, couldn’t. They had to ask a wisp for help. Fae hated asking for help.

And that was why there was no fucking way the banshee had been taking her cat for a walk. She’d come for a reason. And even with her gone, Antonio couldn’t shake the sick feeling the reason had something to do with him.


      [image: ]“What about a Ferrari?” Mara stood with her arms crossed, her expression set in perfect teenage disdain. 

“What part of Classic American Steel aren’t you following?” Antonio asked his niece as he squared away the last of his tools. “Why would I risk jail time for a shitty Italian penis extender?”

“But it’s okay for an American penis extender?” Mara asked. She raised a high-heeled foot, as if to kick the wheel of the Mustang, but thought better of it at Antonio’s growl. “That’s kinda racist.”

“It’s not okay. Period. Marinha, your mother would murder me. And I like being alive.” 

“Mom said you stole a Mercedes, like, a new one. And that’s why you got arrested. That’s not ‘classic American steel.’ They’re French.”

“They’re German.” It wasn’t Antonio who answered, but the tattooed, red-headed white guy now leaning in through the open garage. “Classics for love. The rest for money. Right, Tio?”

“Long time ago, Reece.” He should’ve warned Reece off. Clara’d have kittens if she caught Antonio chatting with old friends. But what he said was, “This is my niece, Mara.”

“Hey, kid. You taking care of your Uncle Tio? Keeping him out of trouble?”

“I guess so.” Calling Mara kid was an easy way to get on her bad side. And correcting her was worse. “Are you one of Uncle Tio’s friends from when he was in … where he was? Mom says he’s not supposed to talk to them.”

“Nah. We go back way before that. Right?”

“Yeah.” Antonio squeezed Mara’s shoulder, pushing her toward the stairs. “Upstairs. I’ll be there in a minute. Gotta feed you brats dinner.”

Mara managed to aim a final, extremely pointed frown at Reece before stomping upstairs, heels loud with each step and the girls’ laughter carrying down when she pushed open the apartment door. 

“Shit man,” Reece said into the silence. “Thought you’d gone and had a kid there for a minute. Adopted. Since, I mean, not like you’re gonna knock some chick up.”

“Yeah, they don’t hand those out to batshit ex-cons. Doesn’t matter how much cock we suck.” One more reason to treasure the girls. He’d never have a family of his own.

Reece laughed, that slightly wild snicker. He’d always been ready to find just about anything funny. Even the insane gay kid who stole his car. 

“Fair enough.” Reece bounced in place restlessly, and the gesture was way too familiar.

“What is it? Know I like to see you, but you don’t just drop by.” He pulled out his wallet. “You and Kate need some help?”

“Nah.” Reece held his hands up, palms out. “I’m good. We’re good. Or. She’s good, and I’m good. Not so much good together.”

Reece and Kate had been high school sweethearts. On and off, ever since. And every off seemed to hit Reece worse than the last.

“Shit. Look, man, I gotta take care of the girls. But later? You come by, alright?” 

“Not your problem, Tio.” Reece smiled at him, crooked, glancing toward the door Mara’d used. “Uncle Tio. Don’t need me around, fucking shit up for you. It’s my fault–”

“It’s my own fucking fault.”

“Bullshit.” Reece grabbed him in a quick, rough hug. “Just passing, alright? Both know I’ll get you in trouble, being here. Later, man.”

“Reece.”

But the bastard just saluted and walked away.

Antonio took his time, straightening the shop. Getting his head right before facing the girls. Trying to decide what to tell Mara about the stranger that wouldn’t panic his sister. He was so damned tired.

But the girls made it better, giggling as soon as he opened the door. Mara was still pouting, eyes on her phone. But Gabriela and little Dulce were sitting on the couch together. Dulce was holding flowers. Where had she found flowers?

“Tio Tio, do you have a boyfriend?” Gabriela asked, in that childish, half-mocking singsong that all ten-year-olds seemed to master.

Was everything today going to be a fucking trap? Antonio’s sisters were (mostly) okay with him being gay these days. But that didn’t mean he avoided the occasional needling comment or suggestion that he just needed to meet the right girl.

“Nah, sweetheart. Don’t got time for it.” He turned to the kitchen, half an eye still on the pair of them. “I’ve got pizza in the freezer. Sound alright?”

The pair giggled again. Dulce wagged her flowers at him in an apparent attempt at mockery.

“Ooo. Tio Tio is lying,” she said, sounding very like her older sister in that moment. “We found these. And the horse foot.”

“Shoe,” Gabriela corrected.

Dulce wrinkled her nose. “But horses don’t wear shoes.”

“They do, stupid.” Mara, sounding utterly superior.

“Mara, be nice to your cousin.” Antonio let the freezer door swing shut, coming back around the bar. “What the hell are you little menaces talking about? Where’d you find flowers?”

“In your room,” Dulce answered, all seven-year-old honesty.

“We were looking for books,” Gabriela added, as if that would make it okay that the tiny terrors had broken into his bedroom. “And then we saw these propped up on your bed, with the horseshoe. You can tell us. He brings you flowers? Is it the guy Mara saw? I’ll bet he’s hot.”

Antonio was certain his sisters wouldn’t appreciate him explaining that the best that he could manage was the occasional Wreckd hookup. At least they thought their uncle had game.

“That was just a friend. Let me see,” he said. That they’d found one of his horseshoes wasn’t weird, he had plenty in the house. But flowers? Where the hell had they found flowers?

Dulce surrendered the bouquet of white flowers, while Gabriela held up a horseshoe. Antonio took them both, brow furrowed in confusion. 

The horseshoe wasn’t iron. The weight was all wrong, and instead of dull gray, it had a bright, cheerful shine. Silver. He’d never seen it before. The flowers were similarly weird, large white, cuplike blooms he’d seen everywhere, though he couldn’t put his finger on a name. 

“Does his name start with C?” Gabriela asked. “Clive?”

“Clive.” Mara chimed in, incredulous.

Antonio barely heard either of them. There was a C engraved on one corner of the horseshoe. An A on the other. Calla lilies. The flowers were calla lilies.

Antonio’s hands started shaking. That fucking fae today. “Looking for her cat.” She’d come from Calloway. But why? Why now?

“I’ll come back soon.”

It’d been a lie. The wisp had forgotten about him. Abandoned him. And Antonio was glad of it. He wanted nothing to do with Calloway or any of the fae. A childish infatuation and an equally stupid heartbreak. And his life entirely fucked by it.

“Tio Tio?” Mara asked, her voice taking on that cautious, worried softness that was so familiar. “They’re just flowers.”

“Right. Just flowers.” He forced brightness into his voice, even as he gripped the bouquet too tightly. “Sorry girls, I thought I’d thrown these out.”

He did just that, dropping them into the trash with the horseshoe then going to wash his hands, as if Faerie was a stain that could be scrubbed away. 

“But what about–” Dulce started, only to be loudly shushed by cousin and sister both. 

Subtle, his family was not.

“How about that pizza, huh?” he asked, returning to the freezer. “I’m starved.”

A chorus of agreement, all nervous, raw-edged cheerfulness. Everyone smiling. Everything fine. Don’t upset Tio Tio. He’s crazy, after all.

Antonio pulled the pizza from the freezer, breathing through clenched teeth. 

A present from Calloway. Calloway, who had forgotten him. Who had let him go. Fuck. Fuck.








  
  

Chapter Two


Declan





What in the multiple worlds had Declan gotten himself into.

He refused to let the thought be a question. Questions required answers and he, surrounded by scrolls and notes and bits of fancied magic with memories tucked inside, felt fairly sure he’d never find another answer in the whole of his cursed life. In fact, he’d never even leave this room.

One day, some poor soul would stumble over Declan’s bones stretched over a mountain of papers and still stained with ink. Not solely to feed his own sense of drama, Declan rested his elbows on the large desk in the center of his mother’s library, fingers pressed to his eyes, the very picture of academic despair.

Portrait of Frustrated Scholar in Jump Boots

A lamp near the door flickered on, lighting up the parts of the library Declan wasn’t lurking in. He lifted his hand, eyes narrowed at the sound of light feet and a swishing tail. 

“Mother?” Declan called warily, staring in the direction of clicking cat claws. “Did you bring your monster into the library?”

Puck, the miscreant, meowed in his high, bright way. It gave Declan enough time to hastily start tidying the desk, delicate documents tucked away from large paws and invasive teeth.

“Of course I did, darling,” Aisling answered. She appeared from behind a bookshelf, looking small and delicate against the solid, polished wood. Like Declan, she wore a minor glamour out of habit, her sharp, too-wide mouth gone smaller and blunt. “He’s been a wretched creature all day. I’m quite displeased with him.”

“So, you subject me to his attentions.” Declan frowned at the large cat as it ambled after Aisling.

“You sent me to fetch you an early grave, my precious boy. I’m quite displeased with you, too. What in the world are you doing in here?”

Aisling smiled sweetly at him. Declan’s father liked to say that his ruthless, charming wife’s simper hid steel. Always said with affection.

Declan busied himself with stepping out of Puck’s way, still frowning. What was there to say? 

He’d hoped to find something useful, something he hadn’t already read on bonds between fae and humans. They were possible, but he already knew that. Everil and Bo had proven it, and been verified by the Council, even if some pairs had stepped down rather than confirm it. 

“Still looking for any details on fae with human bonds. They remain elusive.”

“Pre-Convergence information is scarce, hummingbird. And my beithir associate hoards most of it.” Aisling patted his shoulder. “Even if it weren’t, it’s notoriously difficult to find things on any person’s day-to-day.”

“If you can keep that furry shredding machine alive for decades, why can’t anyone write a detailed diary for the whole of their lives and pass it on to you when they die? Is that so difficult, Mother? A little common courtesy?”

How had such bonds made a life for themselves? Had they been information merchants, Faerie weavers, artisans? Perhaps high-ranking courtiers, back when they had they had Courts and not the Council.

Aisling’s next pat was to his hair. Unlike him, she had no claws. Perfectly normal nails she didn’t need to glamour to keep from ruining her clothes. Declan, meanwhile, spent far too much time whittling his six-inch, razor-sharp talons to a more manageable two inches that resembled his teeth more than anything. Crocodile teeth. 

“Regarding that awful errand you sent me on,” she said.

“Mother, we’ve discussed this.”

Declan had spent centuries searching Faerie for a bond, only to be greeted by slamming doors and rejection. No one wanted an ambitious sluagh by their side. And, with the Council moving to make it yet more difficult to join their ranks, Declan was running out of time.

“Yes,” she said on a sigh. “We have indeed discussed my son’s desire to find a bond that will shorten his life by uncountable centuries.”

“Regarding the errand,” he prompted.

“I’ve come with two names. Tell me I am your very favorite mother and a gem.”

He wouldn’t get his hopes up. He wouldn’t. A human could turn him down, just as everyone else had. Seven refusals and only Tsuri, the very first option, had bothered anything more than a veneer of polite interest before sending an equally polite refusal.

“How did you manage two?”

“Three, technically. One of them isn’t suitable.” She clicked her tongue in disapproval, nudging Declan away gently in favor of dropping dramatically onto a newly materialized chaise. “And I’ve told you, darling: you align with a large number of magics. You’re a candle in the dim recesses of Faerie.”

“Which few are keen to burn themselves on,” Declan muttered, reaching for the nearest clutter. Something to keep him busy.

“The sheer number of humans makes it easy,” Aisling continued as if Declan hadn’t interrupted. “I went to exactly two countries. If any of them don’t work out, there’s at least a few extra to look over.”

“Matches?”

“Countries.” Aisling frowned at him. “Keep up, heart of hearts.”

Declan smoothed out the stack of papers he had been putting together, his eyes on the soft edges. He took too long in answering and, worse, didn’t look at her.

“Declan,” Aisling said, achingly gentle. Declan didn’t respond. “Sweetling. Are you getting your hopes up or talking yourself down?”

“I am putting things away,” he replied, glancing up to meet her eyes. “You are my very favorite mother. You are a gem. Tell me about them?”

Aisling worried her lower lip, and he worried she might not answer. They’d argued endlessly over Declan’s plan. Cutting her favorite child’s life down to a maximum of four or so more centuries did not, shockingly, entice her.

“What are your feelings on changelings?”

“On– Pardon?” Declan paused, papers forgotten. “Your barghest friend is … very large? Competent. And Metara’s bond is,” a nigh-unfathomably powerful creature who watched people sidelong and enjoyed parties as much as Everil, “curious. Though I can’t fault his taste in boyfriends.”

Well, he could. Judah’s jotunn lover was nice enough. It was only, Declan always grated under too much nice. Even if they came with impressive arms that were made for admiration.

“One of them happens to be a changeling.” Aisling studied her nails, nonchalant, as if she hadn’t just said something fascinating. And dangerous. Fascinating and dangerous. “We could weather the scandal. And you wouldn’t have to…”

Die. He wouldn’t have to die.

“Tell me everything. About both of them.”

“Just… my love, even a changeling, there’s no guarantee–”

“Please, Mother,” Declan said quietly, holding her gaze when Aisling looked up. “What’s a couple more, if they say no? They’ve been found; you may as well share what you’ve discovered. Indulge me.”

“You’re a wretch.” Aisling sulked further into the chaise. Then she sighed and patted the cushion next to her. “Fine. Sit down, you spoiled child.”


      [image: ]“They’re both a bit intense, love. You must have a type. Don’t look at me like that.” 


      [image: ]The first was called Kevin. 

Declan had only just settled in at the outdoor bar and ordered his drink, when Kevin appeared like a conjurer’s trick, sliding onto the stool next to his. Which, Declan supposed, answered the question of whether the man could feel that tug at his soul, the way Declan could.

Kevin smiled with his whole face, bright and easy, as if he had a hundred things to grin over. Muscular and tan, in a venue full of like men, as was the standard in Declan’s experience of beachfront parties.

“You’re pretty,” Kevin said, all sun-kissed skin and laugh lines, a good head and a half foot taller than Declan, even with Declan’s boots and Kevin’s boat shoes. “Hey. I’m Kevin.”

“Does the ‘you’re pretty’ line actually work? Truly?” Declan asked, amused despite himself. Large men trying to loom never failed to give him a laugh. One doing it by accident while unironically wearing a fitted, canary yellow shirt with Sun’s Out, Guns Out slapped on, even more so.

Kevin laughed, his head back until it wasn’t, his grin aimed at Declan. His soul, when Declan allowed himself to reach for it, taste it, sang of oilskin, fresh rain, and cedar. The man himself smelled of his mug of craft beer, mild soap, and cigarettes.

“Not really,” he admitted, though the way he smiled said otherwise. Declan suspected those charmed had less to do with the pickup line and more to do with those arms. “But that doesn’t mean it’s not true. What’s your name?” 

“Declan.” Declan raised his newly arrived drink in greeting and took a sip. Kevin watched his mouth, the press of it against the rim and the subsequent curve of Declan’s midnight purple smile. “May I ask you a question, Kevin?”

The smiley face between Out and Guns twisted with Kevin’s swig of beer, fabric stretched tight. Declan floated in thoughts of misting forests and protective coats over small shoulders. Blunt-teethed kisses and painlessness.

“Go for it, Declan.” Kevin said his name like dak-lahn. Hard to start, trailing soft and long, almost twisting to end in a y. Declan, being more of a dek-luhn sort of man, kept smiling. 

“Do you consider yourself a nice person?”

“I-” Kevin blinked at him from over his drink. Then he laughed, lowering it to the bar top with a clink. He leaned in, so Declan could taste the cedar and mist. “Fuck, dude, if anyone tells you they’re a nice person or a ‘nice guy’, you run for the hills. That’s a major red flag, the capital N, capital G nice guy.”

“Oh?” 

“It’s like saying, ‘I’m great at my job’, but my job isn’t a personality trait, you know?”

“Do other people think it is?” Declan wasn’t a nice person. The lack, somehow, did count as a personality trait. He was very much like his mother in that, personable but not nice.

“Assholes think it is.” Kevin shrugged. “I’m a person. I try to be a decent one. My friends say I’m shit at conflict. Does that count?”

Declan considered the question. Took the moment to drain his tumbler. “Not in the capital-N, capital-G nice guy fashion, no. But a standard, maybe normal nice person manner, I’d lean yes.”

Kevin laughed again, carefree and unfettered. And he was nice. Kevin felt like the sort of man to be sunshine on a dim gray day, bright as the voids-riddled shirt he wore over a chest that looked made for biting.

Faerie would eat him alive. Declan, too. Or Kevin would burn him with his light, too loud and too vibrant for a man who knew kindness as a danger when not offered by family.

“Can I buy you another drink?”

Declan smiled again, the kind that showed teeth, a flash of white against dark. Small, human teeth, rather than the sort to haunt the man’s nightmares. 

“I have to go,” Declan said apologetically. He held out his hand, with its short, rounded black nails. “May I have your number?”


      [image: ]“If I don’t see the entire establishment burn before you perish, I will be very disappointed in you, Declan. Do you hear me?” That had been Aisling’s requirement of him, when he suggested this. 

Declan remembered his response to her demand. The not-quite promise made. “No need to worry on that front, Mother. I’ve every intention of spreading the ashes myself.”

A changeling would mean something different.


      [image: ]Thus: a bench in some random park. The early morning light shone thin and gray, reminding him of similar mornings halfway across the world. 

Florian eyed the bench with some distaste, the look only deepening when Declan dropped into it without flinching. 

“I believe this is considered stalking,” the old wisp informed him, that lined human glamour pulled into a mask of disapproval. “You’re stalking your future demise, changeling or no.”

“Very likely,” Declan agreed, smiling up at him. He showed teeth, this time. A few of them. “Do you think this one’s shirt will proclaim that he’s ‘totally tubular’?”

Florian snorted, glancing down the lane where a slight, pretty man and a small dog were just out of plain sight if one were human. “I bet my rooms he does not. I’m getting coffee.”

“Cream in mine,” Declan called after him, turning to watch Florian hunt down a coffee stand. The surly wisp said something in turn that sounded rude, though the words were unintelligible. Declan shrugged, resettling just as the man jogged down the sidewalk, out of the trees.

Intense, Aisling had said. One shone too fiercely, the sort of soothing that echoed on metal sheets in the rain, overwhelming and comfortable alike. Declan thought the second one might be along those lines: large, both physically and in personality, laughingly facing their own lack of edges.

But this one did not, in fact, wear a shirt with a saying on it, nor was it bright enough to wake the birds. A logo, yes, of a charity Declan vaguely recognized, the garment well past his waist. Cargo shorts, sneakers, and a tiny canine accessory that looked more fur than substance.

Micah. His name was Micah. Aisling hadn’t caught the dog’s name, or, at any rate, had failed to report it to Declan. 

Micah slowed when he saw Declan, watching with hesitant eyes the same brown as his messy hair. Unfortunately for Micah’s wavering, his pet sped toward Declan. The dog, tail wagging, tried their best to haul Micah’s delicate self toward Declan, despite the changeling’s half-hearted, “Pepper, please.”

“Good morning, Pepper,” Declan greeted. “Are you a puppy that’s allowed ear scritches?”

“Uhm,” Micah said, his voice soft and lilting and sweet, “If– If she, she’s bothering you, you don’t need to pet her. I’m sorry. She’s just– She’s friendly.”

“She’s grand.” Declan leaned over, offering his hand for a sniff. Pepper snuffled at his fingers, licked at his nails, and squirmed closer with a happy whine. Dogs were supposed to dislike strange things from the voids, but she was very small. Maybe it was a thing for dogs over a certain size. Aubergine, minimum. “Her name is Pepper?”

“I– Yes.” Micah twisted his hands together, big eyes curious and wary by turns. “I’m Micah.”

Micah was rosemary and spring blossoms, threaded through with sweet, soft sugar. Fragile. As small as Declan, and all the more delicate for it with the flutter of thick, long lashes, and teeth nibbling at his own lip. Meadows and glimmering hooves, and-

A bloody unicorn. Had to be. A unicorn changeling? He–

A question for later. Not for now, with Micah’s careful step closer, hands now trembling and lips parted to taste the air. His eyes flickered gold, silver, and then back to the lovely soft brown.

“Hello, Micah. Pepper.” Declan rubbed the dog behind the ears, studying Micah from under his lashes and short hair, left loose. “I didn’t mean to alarm you.”

Micah blushed. He blushed, a fierce scarlet over skin only a few shades darker than the bleached bone of Declan’s. Those eyes dropped to Pepper, staring as if she held all the answers.

Declan hadn’t made someone blush without trying in … ever. He stared, fascinated, as the heat crept over Micah’s cheeks and temple to ears, neck, and voids knew where else.

“You– You didn’t. I mean, I wasn’t, we weren’t, there isn’t usually anyone … here. That’s all. What I mean. I– Do I … know you?” Micah swallowed hard, daring another peek at Declan. “I’m sorry. That– I don’t mean to be rude. Presumptuous.”

Declan needed to speak to his mother about her definition of ‘intense.’ Kevin had that glaring vibrancy to him. Micah swung to the other side, shivered like a flower wilding in the cool dark of a monster’s shadow.

“You aren’t being rude,” Declan assured him. Micah’s breath caught, big eyes all the more so, pretty and breakable and quivering from Declan’s existence. “Don’t worry, Micah. You aren’t for me.”

“I’m- I’m not, that’s… You make me think of fire.” Whispered, that, and Micah’s eyes gone wet. At their feet, Pepper whimpered. Bloody unicorns. “A field of flowers and flame. It’s… I–”

“I’ve a friend who might remind you of something happier than that,” Declan interrupted, making himself tread gently. He pulled Kevin’s number from wherever those things went, when fae had no pockets, and offered it to Micah. “This was a mistake.”

“But–”

“I’d burn you.” Declan leaned in and tucked the number into a pocket newly created on the changeling’s shirt. He patted Micah’s chest once, when the paper was safely tucked away. “You should have someone kind. Call my friend. Or text, if you fear you’ll cry on the phone.”

Declan wasn’t a nice person. He left as Micah’s eyes welled with fresh tears.


      [image: ]Declan found his mother in the kitchen. His sister, Eithne, cooked by hand as her trade, but other than her visits, it remained largely a space for Aisling’s small magicks. She enjoyed shaping the world in little ways, stitching magic into trinkets, rather than leaving it to Faerie’s whims. 

She glanced up expectantly when Declan stepped inside, then behind him. He saw the moment it clicked for her, when her brows, thin and dark, furrowed together, lips pressed into a line.

“Productive visit, darling?” Aisling looked back to her project, curling it tidily into a ball. 

“Oh, yes.” Declan leaned against the counter, his fingers splayed on the cool surface. “When you said ‘intense’, I imagined brooding. Focused. Not good-natured sunshine and a changeling who cries at the taste of magic.”

“I thought you wanted someone with emotions, hummingbird.” 

“Mother, he said I reminded him of a field of flowers on fire and still wanted to be near me.”

Aisling sighed heavily, as she liked to do, and tucked the project away in a pocket. “Are you upset with me because your prospects liked you? That isn’t the face you make when you’re turned down.”

No, it wasn’t. Declan hid away when an invitation to discuss a possible bond returned with rejection. His face was silence and absence for a day, and back to normal the next. He allowed himself that day.

“They were very nice,” Declan admitted, quiet. “I’d break either of them, Mother. You said there was a third?”

Plates of food slid into existence on the counter. Aisling nudged a plate toward him, head shaking, eyes large and depthless. “He’s unsuitable, precious. I told you that too.”

Unsuitable, and Declan didn’t care. Everil had said much the same about Bo, the first Declan met the human. Declan himself fit the definition as well as any human if the rest of the world had anything to say about it. 

Sluagh were the dangerous and toxic fascination of Faerie, acidic and rotten. Few wished to bond a thing others called monster. Declan’s father was one of the rare sluagh to find someone willing to share his soul. And he’d been selected for his bond as a child, raised up to be a proper companion to a seelie. As much a bodyguard as anything. 

Now he was busy with his wisp bond, Yomore, and House duties more often than not. But at least they liked each other. That too, was rare, for sluagh.

“Unsuitable how?” Declan picked up an impossibly small pie between index finger and thumb, studying it with narrowed eyes. “If he’s a public figure like Bo, I insist on meeting him.”

“No, precious. He was a fae’s pet, once. Put away when no longer entertaining, I imagine. He seemed quite put out about the whole thing. And I gathered that his opinion of the fae hasn’t improved since.” 

Aisling shrugged, the picture of nonchalance. Declan’s attention focused in on her with a raptor’s intent. Aisling nonchalant sat at the same level of alarming as did her smiling sweetly. 

“Oh?”

“He mentioned an encounter with a kelpie a couple years past. Apparently, the kelpie took up with a mortal. When he attempted to warn the mortal off, the kelpie cursed him.”

Cursed by a kelpie. Even if Declan weren’t clever, it didn’t take a genius to work out which kelpie; not many fae took up with mortal lovers. Certainly no kelpies, as far as the fae gossip network was concerned.

Only Everil and his Bo, crowned by Faerie and confirmed by the Council.

“He was upsetting Bo. I didn’t eat him.”

“Well, Hollow are rare. Too bad I wasn’t there. Would’ve given him a proper fright.” 

“He’s a Hollow?” Declan asked, flat as the kelpie in question might.

“Yes,” Aisling answered, soft. So damned soft. She didn’t look at him. “He’s a Hollow, lovely boy.”

Hollow, the scant number of humans who couldn’t see fae glamour. Declan hadn’t studied the specifics, but he knew that as well as anyone. Rare, as he told Everil. 

Hollow, and what hope stubbornly attempted to wriggle into being dissolved once more. Oh, it would be ideal, having a partner who knew of the fae already. Less of a jolt. But a Hollow?

Few fae knew what sluagh looked like without the niceties of glamour.

Eyes like a bird of prey, but pale, nearly white from pupil to lashes, bright against the dark circles that spanned eyebrow to zygomatic. Conical teeth made for crushing and rending flesh. Monster’s teeth, blunted at the ends than the shark razors of Everil’s kelpie form. Gaunt. And the wings, bat-like and bones only. Claws that would bury several inches deep into flesh, though Declan kept his trimmed. Midnight purple at lips and those claws and matching bands at his wrists, with cracks up the length of his arms and torso and neck, legs. Starting black to purple and fading to pale gray. 

Everything sharp.

“Ah,” is what Declan said. The pie tasted neither of oilskin nor sugar. Only ash. “What did he do?”

What had the Hollow done when he saw Aisling. Banshees, all teeth and eyes, angles and pitch black, smiles fit to split their own skull. Declan thought it a lovely combination, but Declan thought a lot of things others disagreed with.

“He told me to leave, then helped me find Puck. Very polite about it, or as much as I imagine he could be with the circumstances.” Her lips twitched in wry amusement. “To his credit, it was more on me being fae than a banshee.”

“Ah.” Voids and starshine, when did he stop being able to speak?

“There’s– Sweetness, there’s no chance he’ll say yes. It’s why he’s unsuitable.” She said it so softly. Declan loathed that softness, as if he were about to break over a single rejection. “Not because of you. Not anything about you. He doesn’t want to be a part of this world, hummingbird. He’s a mechanic. He surrounds himself in iron. It’s kinder to leave him be.”

The Hollow would say no. Declan knew that. If anything in the worlds was certain, it was that. A no or a look so filled with disgust and fear as to be a rejection without words.

If he said yes, though–

He wouldn’t. But if he did, it would be a bond with a human who knew how dangerous fae were. One with survival instincts, or at least enough brass to face Everil, knowing what he was, to help Bo.

At least a rejection would be familiar. It’d not sit the way knowing he threw two possible bonds together for being too nice and too soft. He had standards. (So did the mechanic, from the sounds of it. Another reason Declan would return home without.)

“Will Florian take me?” he asked.

Aisling sighed. Declan waited, glancing up to meet her eyes.

“Yes, my sweet boy,” she said at last. “Florian will take you.”








  
  

Chapter Three


Antonio





A glass calla lily on the hood of his car. 

A cloak of iridescent feathers in his closet.

A delicate silver bracelet that rang like bells on his bedside table.

A rain of flower petals when he opened his kitchen cabinets.

Every day, everywhere he turned, Calloway haunted him. 

Antonio paced the length of his garage, the doors open to let in the sharp chill of the evening air. He should go upstairs. Rest. Throw on a show. Sleep.

But the gifts were always waiting somewhere in his apartment, and he couldn’t make himself brave the stairs, because he hadn’t found today’s yet.

He picked up a little toy Camaro from a shelf and tossed it between his hands. A gift from the girls. Maybe he’d drop in on one of his sisters. Or go out for the night, find a hookup. Anything but facing another mocking gift telling him he’d never really get away.

“Good evening.” The low, rasping voice interrupted Antonio’s churning thoughts.

He glanced up, ready to explain that the shop was closed. Then he saw who’d spoken. Pale blue eyes, ringed in ink-dark skin, giving way to milk white. Wings of bone–bat wings, said his morbid high school self–branching from narrow shoulders. Black lips and sharp teeth. All of that, dressed in tattered black jeans and a jacket covered in pins and patches. A fae who’d gotten lost on his way back from a punk show.

The crisp evening air suddenly carried the smell of smoke and something else that Antonio could only think of as “purpleness.” The fae felt purple.

Twice in one fucking week. And all the sick little gifts in between. The toy car clattered to the ground.

“Fucking fuck,” he said. “Is the iron fortress too subtle? Do I need to get a sign? Tell Calloway– Shit, I don’t even know. Whatever he’s playing at, tell him to back off.”

The fae didn’t recoil or step forward. Only looked down at the little car, then back at Antonio, obviously confused.

“Calloway is a prat with little in the way of logic or merit.” That rasping voice had a lilt to it. Scottish maybe? No. Irish. A fucking Irish fae. “The day he consorts with the likes of me is the day somewhere very hot turns to snow. I’m not here on his behalf. Nor do I play a part in whatever plan he may have rattling about in that empty head of his, should it exist.”

Antonio would’ve liked to believe him. But a pattern was a pattern. Then again, fae were weird about Hollow. They liked to stare and poke and test their charms. If nothing else, this one got marks for calling Calloway a prat. Maybe a few extra for being a freaky-looking bastard like the last one. Better than the airy, impossible prettiness of most he’d met.

“Sure. And the last one was looking for her cat.” He toed the toy car toward the corner of the garage. “Fine. I’ll play. What is it this time? You want a cup of sugar? Need directions to a Clash concert?”

“They’re back together?” The fae almost grinned, a flash of those pointed teeth, quickly hidden. “That’s good to hear. Less so Mother’s recovery of her monster.” 

“Pretty sure they’re dead.” Or maybe not. Antonio wasn’t exactly an authority on British punk bands.

“That doesn’t need to stop things,” the fae said with a shrug. “But no. To be quite blunt? I’ve come to inquire about a possible affinity bond. Between you and me, specifically. No Calloway involvement expected, desired, or required.”

Affinity bond. Why did he know those words? They itched at Antonio’s memories as he shifted to lean against the trunk of the Pontiac, his fingers tapping their usual restless rhythm.

Bo. ReelSelf streamer and professional skeptic turned kelpie fucker. Bo and his “it’s not a sex thing” followed by it absolutely being a sex thing. Two souls made one and all that bullshit.

“You want to tell me what part of this,” he rapped his knuckles against the Pontiac with a hollow, ringing sound, “says ‘I’m yearning for a fae soulmate?’ Because I can redecorate if that’s the vibe this place is giving.”

“The ‘vibe’ leans more into ‘shove off, you iron-hating fucks’ than ‘yeah, baby, soulmates apply here,’ I’d say.” This time, when the fae smiled, his lips stayed pressed closed. “Even so, it’s not soulmates. More of a mutually beneficial arrangement? No, ah, mating involved.”

“Sure. Tell that to the kelpie fucker.” Too late, Antonio realized he’d muttered the words, and followed them with a quick, “What, I’m not your type?”

Whatever the bone-winged fae had been about to say, lips quirking up in another closed-mouthed smile, something in Antonio’s comment changed things. Those piercing eyes went searching, and his lips pressed in a thin, too-long line.

“I’m not of the mind to obligate anyone to my bed.” The fae’s words weren’t angry. Just flat. Maybe a little sad, beneath that. “I’m a sluagh.”

Sluagh. Antonio’d never met a sluagh. Didn’t know a thing about them except that Calloway had seemed terrified of them. Grouped them in with all the other death-aligned fae. The ones who wouldn’t be nice to meet.

In Antonio’s experience, the nice ones were plenty cruel.

He stepped out from behind the Pontiac and lifted his hands, palms up and out, like Reece had just a few days back. Before the first of Calloway’s presents.

“Look, man, it was a bad joke. Kelpie fucker aside, ‘let’s tie our souls together’ is too weird to be a pickup line.” He didn’t apologize. You didn’t apologize to the fae. But he could try to blunt the edge of whatever’d cut so deep. “Nothing personal, alright? I just don’t mess around with fae shit. And I’m not your special match. Guessing maybe you took a wrong turn somewhere.”

“You were well within your rights to ask.” The fae tucked in those strange wings, held them tight against his back. “The kelpie and his consort are more in line with the standard. Sluagh are not…” He glanced away, then back again. “We are not sought after. On that note, I need to admit you are not all that special. Hollow aside, I suppose. You’re the tenth match we’ve found.”

Something about the fae’s rasping voice gone cool, and the way he stood, bone wings tucked in tight, felt wrong. It made Antonio think of a blank white page, curling with flame or stained black by a spill of ink. Which made no fucking sense. But the image was unshakable.

Antonio walked closer, hands at his sides. Because… Christ, he wished he knew. Getting closer was a shit idea. And still, he did.

“You really need to work on your sales pitch,” he said, because maybe he could at least make the guy smile. “I mean, negging’s one thing, but ‘I don’t wanna fuck you and you’re not special,’ is taking it a bit far.”

The fae didn’t move as Antonio approached. But those blue eyes remained fixed on his face.

“I don’t know what negging is.” And yeah, there it was, the hint of a smile back on those black lips. “But I said nothing of want. Would you prefer something more impressive? ‘Human I don’t know the name of, I come with the offer of power, a bond-tie to a House, and a chance to take down the Faerie equivalent of The Man.’ I could throw in a bit about being my one and only, but that would only be true after the oaths. I strongly recommend not requesting poetry.”

“See, that’s more like it.” When had Antonio gotten so close to the guy? Little more than an arm’s length away now. Antonio forced himself to stop inching nearer, rocking onto his toes to keep from pacing. “And maybe try introductions before the whole, ‘I want your soul’ schtick. Name’s Antonio.”

“I go by Declan.”

Declan the sluagh, sharp-edged and gaunt, with piercing, pale blue eyes and bone-white skin run through with cracks of gray.

“Look, Declan, the only thing I want from the fae is to be left alone. This isn’t me playing hard to get.”

“For what it may be worth, I don’t think you’re playing coy. Though, if I may be quite frank, Antonio, I expected you to close the garage doors in my face. Maybe throw a wrench at me.”

“Yeah, I’ve already got one curse. Not really looking to start a collection.” He shrugged, rubbing the back of his neck and the horseshoe inked there. “I don’t want power. I’ve got a perfectly nice shitty apartment. And, in my experience, taking down The Man gets you an enforced vacation in a 6’ by 8’.”

Or an overcrowded dorm, guys stuffed fifty to a room. He’d done both.

“Fair enough. I only hoped to meet you and make my offer, which you’ve allowed me to do. No strings.”

It hurt, just looking at Declan. Something about his tight smile, lips drawn over sharp teeth. Something about the careful way he chose his words. Something about soft purple petals, dipped in black, wilting under an unforgiving sun.

No fucking sense. Fae made Antonio crazy. He knew they did.

“Right, well, we met. You made your offer.” Antonio glanced back at the garage he should retreat into. Shut the door and keep the monsters out. 

“And you’ve made your answer clear.” Still, that closed-lipped smile. That feeling like dying flowers.

Don’t apologize. He’s a fae.

“Nothing personal. I don’t mess around with fae. But, good luck with the other nine. Names first, yeah? Maybe try a handshake.” The fae’s nails were long, curved, and sharp looking. Black as ink or ash. “And don’t make it sound like you think either of you is unfuckable.” He didn’t quite look Declan up and down. Too sharp to be pretty. But definitely hot, with those wings and those bright blue eyes. “'Murder punk' is definitely someone’s type.”

“I will keep the advice in mind,” Declan rasped. “Maybe even put all the piercings back in. Be well, Antonio. Mother will keep a better eye on her beast next time.”

Declan turned away and started walking. Antonio didn’t follow him. But he watched him, like he shouldn’t have, until he couldn’t see him anymore. Then he closed the door, picked up the toy Camaro, and climbed into the gutted Pontiac, resting his head on the wheel. Steel, leather, and oil.

Safe. He was safe.

He wasn’t fucking safe.


      [image: ]Another gift, right there on Antonio’s bed. A crystal ring, just Antonio’s size, surrounded by calla lilies. And a letter. 

One Antonio read and reread, trying and failing to change the words purely through will.

Three days before Calloway came for him. Three fucking days. All the bullshit along the way, and none of it had prepared Antonio for this. For “my beloved, soon we shall be wed.”

Antonio was supposed to be the crazy one. He hadn’t seen the wisp in eighteen years. You didn’t ghost someone for eighteen years and then decide you were getting married.

Married, just like they’d promised.

And they had. Twelve years old and clinging to his best and only friend, the boy he worshiped and adored. Terrified of losing him. Knowing he was about to.

Stupid, twelve-year-old Antonio had asked for the only thing he thought he wanted. To stay with Calloway.

“We could get married. And then no one would say that I can’t stay with you. No one will think I’m just a pet.” 

Calloway kissed him. Antonio’s first kiss. Soft and sweet and a memory that’d haunted Antonio for years, after. 

“Soon,” Calloway promised. “I’ll come back for you soon.”

And then he hadn’t.

Eighteen fucking years and the bastard thought he could drop off a pile of cheap trinkets and drag Antonio back to Faerie.

No. Didn’t think. Would. 

Would because Calloway’d always chosen the games and made the rules, while Antonio hurried after. 

He wouldn’t listen. Antonio could lock himself in his iron bunker and the wisp would walk through the fucking walls, call it all a new game they were playing, and take him back to Faerie.

Antonio crumpled to the floor, the letter still gripped in a white-knuckled hand.

Faerie, where he was a game people played. See if you can enchant the Hollow. Change his shape. Change his mind. 

Faerie, where creatures of impossible, ethereal beauty, all delicacy and floating gestures, spoke in mannered phrases about whether a Hollow bled different, and wouldn’t it be fun to find out. 

Antonio bled as red as any human, much to the disappointment of some.

Faerie. Where he was a toy. A pet that Calloway occasionally remembered to feed. Where nothing he’d built for himself would matter, and if he ever escaped, saw his family again, they wouldn’t believe him. Institutions and drugs that made the world soft at the edges, but never changed what was and what wasn’t.

If there were a pill that made the fae go away, Antonio would’ve already been taking it.

This, he recognized distantly, was a panic attack. The ragged breaths and the shaking. The race of his heart and the tingling in his fingers. The unshakable knowledge that it was over. All fucking over. Done. Climb into his Mustang and hook a hose to the tailpipe.

And leave his corpse for one of his nieces to find? No. Drive somewhere else first. Somewhere far the fuck away. He had three days. He’d have to leave a note. He knew what it was like to wait and wonder. So did they. Too many disappearances his family had already weathered. But what did you even say?

“Turns out you’re right. Tio Tio’s a crazy, selfish bastard. Kisses to the girls.”

Maybe a river would be better. That’d been the kelpie’s curse, that he’d drown. Might as well use one fae to stick it to the other. Didn’t they say drowning was peaceful? It hadn’t seemed that way, with the kelpie growling in his ear.

No. The car was better. Go out surrounded by iron. Make it a final fuck off to Calloway and the rest. The kelpie. The banshee with the cat. The murder punk sluagh with his pained smile and his ten not-so-special bonds.

Declan.

Declan who’d made his offer and walked away.

Burnt petals. Spilled ink. 

Calloway had been terrified of sluagh. Even his shitty, puffed-up cousins had been. Genuinely, turn tail and run terrified.

Terrified…

And Declan, he’d at least listened. Backed off, when Antonio asked him to. It was more than Calloway would ever do.

Still shaking, but at least able to breathe, Antonio stayed on the floor, thoughts spinning instead of spiraling.

How the fuck did you find a sluagh? Fae were never around when you needed them.

This was a stupid plan that wouldn’t work. But if it was going to work, it would only work now, before the sluagh made a pact with someone else. Like Declan had said, Antonio was only special to him if he said yes.

Shit. He’d have to say yes.

He wouldn’t. He couldn’t.

Then what? Calloway? Suck on a tailpipe?

“Declan?” he tried, tentative and hoarse, because who knew, maybe the fae was watching. Calloway sure as hell had been. “You listening?”

No gaunt, bone-winged fae materialized from the shadows. No black lips twisting in a thin, sad smile. No odd, lilting rasp, vibrated deep through Antonio’s chest.

Fuck, this wasn’t even a stupid plan. It wasn’t a plan. Just Antonio talking to himself in a dark room.

Poor crazy Tio Tio.

He didn’t know how you summoned the fae. He didn’t want to know how to summon the fae. That was more of a Bo thing. The kelpie fucker had a summer house in Faerie.

Bo. Had a summer house. In Faerie.

Antonio had Bo’s number.

His phone was right there, sitting on the floor where he’d dropped it. He should think this through, but there wasn’t time. He picked up the phone instead and scrolled down to Bo’s name. Two months since they’d last talked, apparently.

Fuck it.

It rang long enough that Antonio started to rehearse a message, and then Bo was on the line.

“Antonio, hey. What’s up?”

“Bo?” Did he sound as shaky as he felt? “Shit, man. I need a favor.”








  
  

Chapter Four


Declan





How strange it still felt, to sit across from Everil again. To see him bonded and safe with an adoring man. Everil looked happy, there in his little two-story home with his family, making tea by hand while Bo flittered off to do something else.

“The man declined your offer, and, in turn, you would like me to remove the curse?” Everil asked, his always pleasant voice tinged with the barest brush of curiosity. The gossip.

“There are worse ways for your chit to be paid, my friend,” Declan answered, his cup of tea halfway to his lips, an eyebrow raised. “It was your magic I felt on him. So what if he turned me down? He heard me out.”

“And so endeared himself to you?”

“His rejection was kind enough,” Declan said with a rise and fall of one shoulder. “Doubly so, all things considered.”

Kindly done, that talk of luck with those other nine. The advice offered with the twist of a knife the human doubtlessly didn’t know he held. Soft encouragement and kindness offered with rough words and coarse phrasing, and each sweet blow squarely landed.

Antonio had pressed the blade deep, tender with the action, dug into all the unhealed parts Declan tried to forget, those shut doors and well-mannered refusals.

Only Tsuri had seemed keen on the idea. Kin to the Monarchs, a favored cousin. A soft-spoken and sad kinnari, blunted sweetness with a sharp sense of humor and sharper mind. A brief chance of a bond who liked Declan, dismissed before final negotiations could begin.

None, not even Tsuri, had turned Declan away with the consideration Antonio had shown, even as the human’s distrust hung, copper-sharp on the air, the hot scorching of sunbaked earth curling the edges of worn-soft leather. 

Stranger still, his attention, that incomplete study entirely inappropriate for someone who could see Declan, ghastly and bone white with his claws and teeth.

Murder punk, those words on grinning lips, as if he didn’t have the tip of his blade on Declan’s tongue, waiting to draw blood there as well.

If Declan had said, “There’s no need for luck. They’ve refused me, save for two. Those were best suited for each other.” or, “I am, actually, unfuckable to fae. I’ll show them the deaths of their loved ones, and few welcome someone that looks like me to their bed,” would Antonio have pitied him enough to reconsider?

Likely. But he didn’t want a pity bond.

A bond built as a business arrangement? That he could do. But not pity.

“I’ll not deny your request,” Everil said, at last, measured. Careful. “If it’s truly what you wish.”

“It is.” Said easy, as if there were nothing to explain. And perhaps there was not. Declan could do this, so he would. “I–”

Before he could say more, Bo’s voice rang out, hard and sharp through the door. 

“Declan’s been bothering you? Yeah, fuck, of course. Yeah, no, it’s not a fucking favor, we’re good. Just give me– He’s with Ever. Declan!”

“I’m being framed,” Declan called back, best he could without sending things rattling. Bo stepped into the room, frowning at him. “What am I being accused of?”

“What? Fuck if I know. Call’s for you.” Bo shoved his mobile at Declan, the words WEIRD FAN FRIEND splashed on the screen.

Declan stared at it blankly, then back to Bo. “What am I to do with this?”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake, you’re supposed to be the modern one. You fucking take it and put the shiny part to your ear. Here.” Bo pushed the mobile at Declan again, scowling.

Declan lifted the mobile to his ear, frown deepening, as Bo looked past him, toward Everil.

“Things are fine, kelpie. It’s all good.” The human’s voice always went so disgustingly soppy when he spoke to Everil.

“Tell me the game, sweet Bo?”

A sound, from the other end of the line. Ragged breathing. 

“This is Declan?” The last he had held one of the bloody things, it was a flip contraption with a solid weight and terrible reception. 

This did not have any issue with reception. It conveyed the tight anxiety in the previous topic of conversation’s tone quite well.

“It’s Antonio. The mechanic. You came to my place yesterday?” Antonio said, an edge of panic poorly hidden under that upward lilt of a question. 

Declan could nearly feel the scorching heat of a high noon sun when he closed his eyes. 

“Yes, of course.”

“Right. Yeah. I need to talk to you. In person, I mean.”

If it were thirty-odd years prior, Declan might have thought the call was the creation of some particularly interesting pills. It wasn’t as if Antonio knew to phone Bo in order to speak with Declan.

But he had left those days, and those pills, behind him. So, it was Antonio, requesting to see Declan, who he’d kindly told to fuck off thirty-six hours or so earlier.

“Of course,” Declan said again, putting his cup on the sitting room table. Questions, loads of them, crowded behind his teeth, hungry for answers. In the end, only the most important thoughts made it through: “Immediately?” and “Does in front of your shop work?”

Antonio snickered, the sound sharp and reedy. And alarming. Declan straightened his shoulders, on his feet without realizing he’d already stood.

“Yes. No. Shit.” Another sound that wasn’t quite laughter. “Yes, immediately. No, not in front of my shop. There’s a park about a mile south of me. Whole granola vibe, all wood. Won’t be any kids around this time of night.”

“Very secret agent of us. Given that I’m not the glittering, ethereal sort of fae, lack of children is likely best. May I have the address?”

Declan could feel Bo’s glare from across the room, ‘sweet’ or bloody well not. Everil had odd ideas of what constituted as sweet. 

“Need me to repeat that?” Antonio said, a beat too late as if he realized he’d rattled off the address without breath.

“No. But,” Declan paused, mulling over how to word the next part, “if you see me with a will-o’-the-wisp, he is a friend of the family.”

“Great.” Flat.

“My family. Not the one you were familiar with. I’m unable to travel without him.”

“Sure. That’s fine. Bring whoever you want. There’s a little pond with benches. I’ll, um, see you.”

The mobiles Declan knew once upon a time made a sound when disconnected. This one did not. Just silence and a dark screen gone bright with a background of Bo, Everil, and Talia.

“What the fuck was that about?” Bo asked, suspicious. Odd, being so protective over a man he’d allowed to be cursed and remain so.

“I’m not sure,” Declan replied truthfully, glancing to a quiet, considering Everil. “I’ll be off. Give Talia my regards.”

It’d not do to be dramatic, now. Better to leave to find his wayward ride, resolutely not thinking of the thin edge to Antonio’s words. Why, of all the monsters in the shadows, he’d called for Declan.


      [image: ]Florian refused to find a way to wisp walk them to the park. (It was not, Florian also informed him, called a ‘wisp walk.’ Declan, nearing four centuries alive, honestly didn’t care. Florian, perhaps edging toward a millennium and a half, didn’t care about Declan’s lack of caring. A terrible cycle of apathy.) 

Rather, they stepped into the world just in front of Antonio’s garage and went to the park on foot. Quickly, yes, being fae and Declan more than a little concerned, but on foot nevertheless.

“You’re not going to tell me this is a bad idea?” Declan asked when the park came to view, lips pursed. “Color me surprised.”

“The last time I tried you said, and I quote, ‘I’ll likely regret this. It’s why we’ll have a snack first.’ ” Florian replied. 

He was rolling his eyes. Declan could hear it.

“You like sweets.”

“Whelp,” Florian muttered, but it lacked heat. The fact his glamour was that of a man in his later years, middling brown skin lined with irritation, only cemented the picture of a scolding elder. Which, Declan supposed, he was. “Why do you insist on doing things like this?”

“I’m so alone, Mother,” Declan’s voice whispered in his memories. “I’m so tired of being alone.” 

“I grew out of going out with the lads to test out what new brightly colored pills have hit the street,” Declan answered, mild and smiling.

Florian sighed.

“If Calloway is here, try to not kill him,” is what the wisp came back with, his dry voice harder at the edges than before. “His mother throws a nasty fuss when her precious baby breaks a nail.”

“I’m sure I don’t know what that’s like.” Declan allowed himself a quick grin at Florian’s surprised, short laugh. “Stay out of sight. I’ll be… however long I’ll be.”

Declan didn’t want to think about what Aisling would say when he returned to Faerie without a bond, and Declan still having come at a human's beck and call. The sad look and, “oh, hummingbird.” Voids, if word got back to Colm–

Declan’s brother had always said he was soft. Too eager to be liked. He hadn’t understood why Declan kept a friendship with Everil after Nimai’s entry strained their relationship and had voiced his anger when Declan agreed to stand witness to Everil and Bo’s oaths. 

But how could he ignore someone reaching out to him in genuine need? It wasn’t in him. Not when they had treated him as they would anyone else, rather than as the feared thing lurking in the dark. It cost Declan little to meet the human. Just time.

Perhaps Declan was too soft.

Not that it mattered, not when he came upon the pond. Spotting Antonio was no great feat. Dark shirt and dark jeans still, his broad back to Declan. Even seated on the little wooden bench, the man moved constantly. Shifted in restless anxiety, with each adjustment tugging at Declan’s eyes like sunlight on sharp metal.

The human glanced over, tension writ on each line of his face. Hunted. The look of a man grasping at straws, and– 

Declan faltered, blinking. He must have imagined the emotion that flickered across that roughly handsome face. There’d been nothing in their talk that would lead to Antonio looking happy to see Declan. 

“Good evening,” Declan said after a beat, continuing his careful tread to the bench. “So to speak.”

Antonio stood quickly, movements jerky now. Awkward. He didn’t move toward Declan, only shifted his weight from foot to foot, thumb picking at one of his fingernails.

The last time Declan had seen someone that on edge, it’d been at the end of a white powder line. It hadn’t been amusing, nor a cause for concern, as, well, twitchy happened.

Antonio wasn’t that kind of restless. He was parched earth, cracked and bare in the blaze of whatever set him alight. But not high.

“You came,” he said, sounding so grateful and surprised Declan wasn’t sure if he ought to be insulted. 

“I said I would.” Declan studied the constant movement that was Antonio, fascinated. “You said it was an immediate request. I don’t like to leave people waiting.”

“Yeah, no, I appreciate it. You– Can we– Did you want to sit? Or standing’s fine. It’s not much of a walk around the pond. Lots of duck shit.”

Declan reached the bench, his fingers light on the back of it, wood irregular and cool. The sense of the man had shifted since last he’d seen him. Sharp copper curled through the rust, blotted out the sun, and seeped over the scraped-soft leather of him. Declan didn’t like how it sat on the human.

“Sitting or standing is fine. The ducks might have plans for their shit.”

Antonio sat, clearly wary, despite being the one who’d called Declan. Wary for his own reasons, Declan perched on the far edge of the bench. Too close, too long, and this–

This was not the time nor place for his deathsight to trigger. Antonio may very well tumble into a coronary in response.

Not that he was doing much now. Picking at his finger, looking at Declan and away again. And Declan, a man used to using silences to his advantage, felt wholly uncomfortable in this one. 

“I admit to being surprised that you contacted me, especially via our mutual friend. Bo’s general opinion of me ranges from ‘should eat a bag of spiked dicks’ to ‘dry humored prick.’ ” Declan smiled wryly. “Affectionately, of course.”

Antonio’s exhale sounded amused. A half triumph, perhaps. Declan would keep trying.

“I didn’t know you and Bo were friends. Just figured he might know how to get in touch with a fae. And, look, I– shit, I don’t got much to offer. I’m sure the other nine are more–” A shrug and Antonio’s dark eyes still trained on his hands. “I’m a Hollow, for what it’s worth. Some fae seem to like that. But, I’m not gonna lie to you. That’s all she wrote.”

“I… Pardon?”

Dramatics aside, Declan had a head for politics. For people. He knew how to play the game as well as most, if not better than. He’d been judge and jury. The fop. The evil fairy invited to parties so as to not curse the baby if left off the guest list.

This was far beyond something he ever had to know what to do with before.

It didn’t make sense. Doubly so with Antonio picking at his fingers, eyes downcast and words erratic.

“It means, that’s all I’ve got.”

Bugger.

“Yes, I– Excuse me, I’m afraid I missed part of the conversation, Antonio. What are you proposing?”

Antonio shifted his weight, moving closer to Declan. The pull of the bond, same as it called to Declan. He fought against it, that urge to edge closer. He fought and failed. Moved a scant breath nearer.

There were chaperones around when two possibles met for reasons, voids take it.

“Right. I guess I could be a little less of a fucking wreck.” Antonio laughed, an ugly, small sound that sat ill. “I really wasn’t expecting you to come. And I’m not great at waiting. I … before I waste more of both our time, what’d you mean earlier? ‘Inquiring about a bond.’ You said there were ten, so you’re, what, test driving the options? Seeing who you like?”

And that, that, was what had broken Declan quietly outside the garage. Antonio’s ready assumption that Declan might be a desirable match. The human didn’t know what being a sluagh meant. What he risked by being around Declan at all, let alone in such close proximity.

“There’s been ten over the last three centuries or so, present company included,” Declan agreed, following Antonio’s lead by watching the man’s restless hands. Strong, stained from work, attractive even when frenetic, near vibrating with what ailed him. “The majority of fae have perhaps three or four possible matches in a lifetime. I’ve received eight refusals, five of which I never met. The two before you, I didn’t make an offer to. I did, in fact, start with my name.”

Antonio breathed deep in the darkness and shifted a little closer. And, voids, Declan knew what to do with handsome men watching him in the dark, their mess of brown curls and matching eyes catching the moonlight. 

He knew. But not like this.

“So not test driving?”

Declan grinned. He didn’t look up. It was easier that way. “Not test driving. Mother said you had bad experiences with fae. You didn’t strike me as the sort to appreciate sugarcoating, especially as fae aren’t known for being forthright. I continued to press the idea as I enjoyed most of our talk.”

After all, one couldn’t really enjoy rejection when acceptance was sought.

“I’ll do it.”

Flat. Devoid of any joy, disgust, fear. Empty.  

Declan had expected it to be like this if he ever found someone willing to take him as a bond. Once, young and ridiculous, he’d allowed his hopes to creep up. That’d been Tsuri. Dismissed with an impersonal letter, rich with formality. A lesson hard learned and closely kept.

He knew better than to look up at Antonio with a thrill of finally in his breast, eager for a future with someone who might, perhaps, someday, not mind his very core. He did, had been taught better, and still met Antonio’s eyes so the man’s expression could snuff those thoughts out fully.

It shouldn’t have hurt.

“You’ll do it?” Declan ought to look back to Antonio’s busy hands. He didn’t.

“If you’re still ‘inquiring.’ I’ll do it. I just need you to protect me.”

“I… Did something happen?”

Antonio stopped picking at his fingers long enough to reach into his pocket and pull out a crumpled letter. He held it out to Declan, hands on the wrong side of unsteady. 

“I got this today.”

Declan took the paper, half crushed by a desperate hand. He smoothed it on his knee, eyes narrowed. Flowery bloody bullshit. Calloway. Declan’s lip curled despite himself, disgusted.

“This is why I dislike it when fae try to be poetic. They become their own bloody heroes.” Declan allowed his distaste to drip into his words. Antonio shrugged and shoved the paper back into his pocket with rough force.

“He’s not making it up. I wish he was.” An obviously uncomfortable admission, Antonio’s voice tight with it. “I said it. About staying with him. Fuck, marrying him. Just, I was twelve. A stupid fucking kid.”

A stupid fucking kid, but to the fae, a promise was a promise. Declan understood that. He hesitated, feeling the solid comfort of leather over his shoulders and sharp metal at his mouth. Declan licked the taste of it, Antonio, from his lips.

“There are things you must know about sluagh before you agree in full. Will you hear me out? I’m happy to weave between duck shit while I explain.”

And Antonio– Antonio shoved himself to his feet. Turned, and held his hand out to Declan. 

“What I know about sluagh is Calloway’s fucking terrified of them. That’s about it.” 

The fact he extended his hand to Declan showed that in spades. Humans and family willingly touched Declan, sometimes. Mostly his mother and human lovers who didn’t know him as a fae. Minders, when he had been younger, chosen for their lack of family and strong outside friendships.

And Antonio, Hollow Antonio who saw Declan from bone wings to black claws to boots, offered his hand with its wide palm and blunt nails without hesitation. Declan, helpless to resist the temptation of contact, willingly given by someone who agreed to be his bond, took that warm, callused hand and stood.

Declan would protect the human for this moment alone. No bond needed, just this. Declan’s palm sang and sang and sang.

He kept that to himself, even as he tucked the memory of rust, earth, and leather away. Though he let go of Antonio’s hand, he did so with care. It wouldn’t do to jerk away as if Antonio were the sickening thing.

“Calloway isn’t alone in that fear. For double surety, we can always put in our bond oaths that neither will wed without approval from the other.” He meant it as a joke, wry smile and all.

“Bond oaths,” Antonio echoed, taking the first few steps back along the path. Declan fell in step beside him. “Bo never said anything about oaths. He just said they touched and it happened. Was– Fuck, wait.”

“Mm?” Declan shot him a curious glance.

“Was that it? Did I– Shit. Shit.”

Ah.

“You did not,” Declan said with as much conviction as one could without sounding angry. He aimed for emphatic. For whatever would get air in Antonio’s lungs again. “Everil and Bo are a unique case with very specific circumstances. Oaths are for surety, safeguards to protect a person or family from exploitation, or to– What’s the phrase? Sweeten the pot. Make an unappealing bond more agreeable. The bond itself, we make with intent.”

Antonio, thankfully, breathed. Breathed and smiled in Declan’s direction, vaguely apologetic. He kept walking, too, his shoulder nearly touching Declan’s. Declan, selfish Declan, allowed himself the luxury of that closeness, and returned the smile, though without apology.

The rich brush of leather and metallic tang of a show gone too loud and too long, with a pit that begged to be thrown into anyway. The soft earth and grass underfoot did little to chisel away the ghost touch of solid ground, cracked and dry, sun-baked.

“I’m not usually this wired. Been having a slow-motion breakdown all week. Calloway’s been leaving me ‘presents.’ I get the contract thing, I guess. It might help. He’s– Christ, I don’t even know. He was fourteen when I last saw him.” A pause, a sidestep of duck shit, and a sidelong glance Declan felt like a brand. “Tell me about the sluagh thing.”

Ah.

Yes.

The sluagh thing.

“What do you know of aspects?” Declan asked, as he was a coward. He didn’t meet Antonio’s eyes when the human glanced at him.

“Calloway said they were, like, why you exist. Not just as people, but the…” Antonio waved his hand, the one not being picked at. “The ‘embodiment of ideas or phenomena.’ Wisps being the unknown or something.”

Declan smiled thinly. Leave it to a bloody seelie.

“The lure of the unknown, as kelpies are the hunger of the river, watery deaths. Banshee, such as my mother, are the embrace of finality. Does that make sense?”

“Sure.”

“Sluagh are… We are the awareness of impending and inevitable death. Not of a death by fire newly set, but of a back to the wall, no windows, and flames licking close.” Declan smiled, bitter with it. “Few things are ‘fate’. Set in stone. Not even bonds, as we’ve talked about. There are paths. We sluagh, we see the paths that have found a single ending. No more branching.”

“Right,” Antonio said after a long pause. “Okay. So, it makes people uncomfortable?”

“Oh, aye. Though I would put their discomfort down toward how our aspect manifests itself. Banshees sing for the person about to die. A warning. We–sluagh, of course, but others around us–are not so fortunate.” Declan slowed his steps, wings pulled in tight to his back. “Deathsight. It triggers when we’re near a person who cares for another, whose path has reached that single ending. A vision of that death. Those final moments. Sluagh see it once. The other will see again and again, until the vision’s fulfilled.” 

And, because he was not truly as much of a coward as he accused himself of being, Declan forced himself to add, “Contact and time spent with us heightens the risk of deathsight triggering. It’s not an immediate thing. Not usually.”

Silence. 

So much bloody silence that Declan went tight with it, fingers forced still, not tapping or shifting as they walked.

Then: “That’s why all the refusals? I’ll deal. Won’t say I won’t get really fucking wasted when it happens, but I’ll deal.”

Declan laughed, albeit acrid and just a bit choked. They always thought that, didn’t they? Every time, until it happened.

“I didn’t hear from my only friend for a century after a vision,” Declan said on another rough laugh, a not-smile with a flash of teeth, white and sharp in a smile as sweet as his laugh had been. “I’m grateful to Bo for breaking that silence. Yes, Antonio. That is most of the reasons behind the refusals. Bonds want to be in contact. Physical touch, even if just shoulders.”

“That’s– shit.”

“There are standard additions to oaths most employ when bonding sluagh. Stipulations to protect bonds as much as possible from them.” Declan didn’t have to tell him this. He could stop bloody talking. Spin it. And still, he continued on, not quite able to keep the resignation from his voice: “Ten, fifteen minutes a day near one another, and the sluagh half to leave them be outside of that.”
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