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Chapter One

 


November 14, 2013 (human reckoning)

The Realm

 


Slowly Maelduin gave ground, up the uneven terrain of
the washed-out river bank. The high ground was his friend, and his
opponent’s enemy, provided he could stay on his feet. Blood dripped
from his sword-arm, splashed on the toes of his boots, the stones
and earth under his feet.

His opponent moved in, keeping a tempting but careful
distance; Maelduin was certain that if he yielded to that
temptation and lunged, he would come up an exact hair’s-breadth
short, overextended, and in danger of losing a limb, and then his
life. He knew, because that was what would happen should his
opponent do likewise.

It might have been a bad idea, letting that mage
imbue it with the ability to kill me if it can.

Maelduin shook his head, sending sweat trickling into
his eyes, blurring his vision. He would never have learned what he
needed to know, never honed his skill to such a lethal edge, if his
life had never been at risk.

His opponent smiled. A rarity—it, he, had never
spoken, and had seldom smiled, during all the years of their
extended contest. Like Maelduin himself. Why waste time on
pleasantries, when his opponent was all that stood between himself
and the prize he sought? Smiles would not make him the greatest
blade-dancer in the history of the Fae race.

His opponent circled below him. Seeking another way
to come up the bluff, most likely. And he would surely find one,
because Maelduin had.

He stepped back onto flat ground and continued to
pace backward, following the line of the bluff to keep his opponent
on uneven ground, and to give himself time to catch his breath, to
let the burning pain in his sword-arm subside. The wicked slice had
been meant solely to distract, of course—Fae healed too rapidly
from any wound not lethal for his opponent to have had any other
intention.

His opponent followed, inexorable. Watching him flow
up the bluff was like watching a parasol-seed caught in a breeze,
beautiful and iridescent and weightless.

Only this seed would be his death, if it reached
him—

His opponent blurred into motion, leaping to the high
ground, his sword raised despite his own evident exhaustion. Not to
parry or defend, but to attack. And even at the limit of
exhaustion, after a day and a night and a dawn of fighting for his
life, Maelduin was breathless, in awe of the beauty of the other
male’s lethal purpose.

His own purpose. His own face, his own form.

His opponent was a mage’s creation, a
comhrac-scátha—a magickal ghost, a living mirror, with all
Maelduin’s skill with a blade, all his grace, both natural and
learned, as well as the wiles and unpredictability of living
magick. And all the hatred in the Fae’s heart, his single-minded
need to become the best scian-damhsa, blade-dancer, the Fae
race had ever known, to allow him to kill the one whose death was
the true focus of his life.

The comhrac-scátha was contained in a crystal;
normally when he fought it, he carried the crystal in a pouch
attached to his belt by a thin cord, easily broken, so he could
cast the thing away and end the combat. Yesterday, though, in
preparing for this combat, he had laced the crystal into his boot,
where there could be no retrieving it in the heat of the fight. It
was time to discover whether his decades of training had prepared
him to fulfill his vow. The only end to this combat would be
death.

And not his own.

Maelduin charged at the same instant his opponent
did, sword raised to guard position. Swords rang against each
other, louder and more musical than the birds in the dawn light.
Gazes locked, two pairs of faceted blue topaz eyes promising pain
and death. If there had ever been any strangeness to looking into
his own eyes with such hatred, he had accustomed himself to it long
ago.

He could feel his opponent’s exhaustion, even
desperation, where they strove together. It was time to end this
trial. He twisted back and away, opening up enough space to size up
the other. Grappling was useless—neither of them had the advantage
of physical strength. Just a moment’s opening was all he
needed—

His magickal twin slashed down through the space
between them. A line burned down Maelduin’s forehead, his cheek,
his chest. Blood spilled hot, blinding him in one eye, soaking his
blouse.

Distraction. Only a distraction.

Maelduin stepped back. His opponent, still engaged,
followed him, off balance. Maelduin spun on the ball of one foot,
stomped with the heel of the other on the back of his opponent’s
knee, staggering him. And in the instant his twin’s gaze dropped,
Maelduin’s sword slashed down, slicing through long blond hair and
spine and softer things.

He barely had time to yank his sword free before the
mutilated corpse, the image of his own, vanished. The crystal in
his boot burned cold with the return of magick to its source.

Slowly, slowly, Maelduin straightened, hardly
noticing the crawling burn as flesh knit to flesh or the tightness
of drying blood on his skin.

The test was over.

 


* * *

 


Maelduin glared at the iridescent dragonfly hovering
inches from his face. The dragonfly, unimpressed, glared back, its
eyes tiny opals afire with the rays of the setting sun and a spark
glinting between its open jaws. The crystal gazebo he had channeled
for his garden was a delight to the eyes, but given his lack of
knowledge of appropriate warding channelings, he was required to
share it with the local microfauna. Which cared nothing for whether
or not a Fae might have things to be about, other than staring
crossed-eyed at bronze-scaled wings and a minute barbed tail.

Grumbling, Maelduin bent again to his work, smoothing
his open right hand over the soft vellum spread out on the table
before him, clearing away its fine sprinkling of metallic scales.
He raised his head again, sharply, at the smell of scorched hair. A
few strands of his pale blond hair fell to make elegant patterns on
the vellum before him, their tips charred black.

I swear it’s laughing at me. Dragonfly fire
smelled like burning uiscebai.

Enough. Maelduin cupped a hand around the tiny
creature and urged it on its way, then bent again to regard the
document he was writing. Was trying to write. The first few words
he had written still gleamed wet and black on the fine sheepskin,
sprinkled with tiny bronze shards.

Eithne, mo colcathrair le cúrtés…

Even Maelduin wasn’t certain whether he spared
Eithne, by naming her as “cousin by courtesy,” or insulted her. She
was, in fact, a near-cousin by Fae standards, her grandmother
having been the half-sister of Maelduin’s grandsire. Fae, even
bound as they were beyond all reason by love of kin, were loath to
be recognized as sharing his tainted bloodline. Distancing the fair
Eithne from the Cursed House was, perhaps, an act of kindness. But,
then, Eithne and her entire line had rejected him from birth
onward, because of that taint. So why concern himself with whether
or not he spared her anything?

Probably because considering such matters allowed him
to put off what he had to do. What it was, at last, time to do.
Taking a deep breath, he picked up the quill once again.

By my own hand and will, I do resign to you all
rights and titles and magicks falling to me as Head of House…

The ancient words were pretty, but carried little
true meaning, at least the part about the magicks of a Head of
House. Some of the Great Houses, the lap dogs of the Royals,
invested their Lords and Ladies with unique magicks. His own House
had been poor even before its fall, and now possessed little more
than its pride, which had been destroyed, utterly, before Maelduin
had been born.

Now he would reclaim it.

No Fae would ever know that the honor of his House
had been restored, of course. Not even the new Head of that House.
Maelduin supposed that was a pity. He couldn’t be sure, though, as
he’d never had any use for pity, and knew himself unlikely to
recognize it in whatever guise it presented itself.

But he, himself, would know. That would more than
suffice.

Single-minded Fae were rare. No one discipline could
hold the attention of most Fae for longer than a double hand of
years or so, before the Fae grew bored. To the extent, that is,
that any Fae other than a mage would bend to something called a
‘discipline’ at all. But Maelduin’s entire life, over a century and
a half of it, had been devoted to a single purpose. A purpose he
had at last achieved.

The cost had been high, as other Fae might reckon it.
The last of his House’s wealth, save only what was needed for the
crafting of his blade, had gone to an ancient mage, years ago, for
the creation of his comhrac-scátha.

The crystal that had housed the comhrac-scátha
sat on the edge of the table, now, glowing a faint, dull violet. A
good keepsake, perhaps the only one that interested him. He palmed
it, and tucked it safely away.

Fae had no patience for signs or portents. Yet his
victory had been one such, he knew. The time for training was over.
It was time, now, to pay the final cost, half his soul. Time to
take up the weapon he had become, and kill the male who had been
the best scian-damhsa before him. The male who had murdered
his father and disgraced his House, and left behind a child to be
suckled on scorn, never to so much as imagine the cherishing every
other Fae child knew.

Maelduin stared at the sheet of vellum, pondering. He
had nothing more to say. His journey lay before him, the journey
from which no Fae ever returned. It was time to lay down the pen,
and take up his sword, the oath-blade with truesilver beaten into
the steel of it, the blade that would not taste blood until it drew
the blood of his father’s killer, or else it would turn on him and
take his own life for his oath-breaking.

One last task for the pen, though. He dipped the
quill, and waited for his hand to steady. And signed away his old
life, to make room for the new.

D’rér mo lámh—

Maelduin Guaire.

 


* * *

 


You should be away, sister.

The word forming out of the silver-blue lines under
Aine’s feet was not ‘sister’ in any language remembered by
post-Sundering Fae; it had nothing to do with the blood kinship so
prized by the Fae, and everything to do with the ties of magick,
the web of the Loremasters.

“I know,” Aine murmured. Her official task was
complete; she had added to the Pattern the channeling she had
discovered in the Loremasters’ ancient library, to give those who
passed through an Air Fae’s gift of understanding all languages
borne on the air. Time was too short on the other side to risk any
misunderstanding.

But she made no move to rise; her lilac skirts still
pooled where she knelt, gathered close in places where she had had
to move it to read the d’aos’Faein script used by the
Loremasters still within the Pattern. “I must go. Yet I do not wish
it.”

She tilted her head back and looked up, at the sliver
of the full moon visible at the edge of the round window. She
shivered slightly, wrapping her arms around herself. Of all the
strange news from the human world, Cuinn’s tale of binding the moon
and its magick—no, her magick—was the most unsettling. Cuinn
had bound one of the Mothers of the Gille Dubh, and forced
her magick to serve the Pattern.

The Dancer must pass through.

“He is death itself, dancing the blades. And he is
sworn to kill the guardian of the nexus. How can this bode
well?”

Lines could not shrug, but these lines tried. We
have not Foreseen everything. But we know he must be allowed to
pass.

Aine closed her eyes with a sigh. She had
participated in the group Foreseeing, as best she could; she knew
the truth of the vision as well as her voluntarily imprisoned
peers. And if her unofficial task bore the fruit she hoped it
would, perhaps the worst possible consequences could still be
avoided. Her fingertips brushed the little parchment scroll tucked
under the hem of her skirt; she dared not be too specific in her
warnings, but surely even a vague oracle was better than the
silence upon which the other Loremasters insisted. And might
distract the Dancer from his purpose. “Let us hope, then—”

And froze, like a dart-wing in amber, in the throes
of a lesser Foreseeing. The dark-haired human, Kevin. Tiernan’s
SoulShare. His body wracked with sobs, shuddering, unable to draw
breath. Alone.

She would have collapsed as the vision released her,
had she not already been kneeling. Not trusting herself to stand,
or even to speak, she extinguished the magick of the wall-mounted
torches with a whispered word, and Faded.

But only to a copse of trees, a stone’s throw from
the tower. She was, after all, the closest thing the Pattern had,
or needed, to a guardian.

And when the moon rose, and with it the wind, and the
screams, she was the closest thing to a witness.


Chapter Two

 


Washington, D.C.

 


“This floor is going to be fucking amazing.”

Terry couldn’t help laughing at Garrett’s enthusiasm.
The blond pole dancer was bouncing up and down on the balls of his
feet on a six-foot-by-six-foot section of ash sprung flooring, with
a grin on his face that could have lit up any of the monuments on
the Mall. “It is. Talk Tiernan into installing it downstairs on the
pole stage, too.”

“Hells to the yes.”

The square of flooring Garrett was checking out was a
sample—one of several supplied by various dance floor manufacturers
eager to get the business of a brand-new state-of-the-art dance and
fitness studio, and in Terry’s opinion far and away the best of the
lot. And it looked as if his business partner agreed with him. Or
would, once he stopped bouncing.

“You look ready to get back on the pole.”

“Once again I say, hells to the yes.” Garrett jumped
down, circling his shoulders and pulling his elbows across his body
to stretch out his triceps as he wandered around the shell of what
would eventually become one of the three planned studios—one
ballet, one pole and aerial, and one that would be used mostly for
fitness classes, but could be tricked out as a small performance
space for special occasions. Even a shell was better than what
they’d had a month ago, and it would be even better soon, once some
of the workers who were busy with sheet rock, flooring, and
ceilings in Purgatory proper were freed up to start on the
studios.

Not that anything about Purgatory was, or had ever
been, proper. Terry missed the hell out of the place, and he knew
that whatever he was feeling wasn’t even close to what Garrett was
going through. Terry had only been forced to put off his studio
dreams for a few months when Purgatory imploded after the gas
leak—dreams he had only let himself start to have a month or so
prior to the collapse. But the club—more importantly, the dancing
in it—had been Garrett’s whole life for more than ten years.

Except for the part of his life that involved
Lochlann, of course. By now, the twinge of jealousy that plucked at
Terry every time he was reminded of a friend’s partnered bliss was
such an old familiar companion, he barely noticed it. Except, of
course, when he was reminded of Josh and Conall, given that Josh
was the proverbial One Who Got Away. Or maybe the proverbial One
He’d Been Dumb Enough to Leave for a Rich Asshole. Who had then
dumped him for a supermodel, or close enough to one.

Garrett paused next to a pile of construction debris
and nudged it with a toe, simultaneously nudging Terry out of his
swiftly-deepening funk. “What’s this all doing in here?”

Terry frowned. Paint trays and rollers, a couple of
tarps that had seen better days, a flat-bladed concrete rake, a
stack of ceramic tiles and lengths of pipe, and what he thought was
a urinal, albeit one designed by someone with Tiernan Guaire’s
sense of humor. “Looks like we’re the dumping ground for all the
miscellaneous stuff from downstairs.”

Garrett shook his head. “I suppose they’re running
out of room outside.”

True enough—the trailer the general contractor had
been using as an office had been hauled out three days ago, once
enough of the electrical had gone in downstairs to let them set up
in a corner of the once and future club, because the walls of the
new building were crowding the trailer out. “And most of this can’t
go in the dumpster in the alley.”

“It’s ruining the aesthetic.” Garrett pouted.

“Soon, Little Grasshopper.” Impossible to stay in a
funk when Garrett was trying to make him laugh. “Let’s worry about
getting the floor in and the walls up before we worry about the
aesthetic.”

“Says the man who spent 14 hours last week looking at
paneling samples.”

Terry laughed. He couldn’t help it. “Guilty.”

Garrett glanced at his watch. “Damn. I have to run,
or I’m going to be late for dinner. You want me to talk to Mac
about getting this shit out of here?”

Mac had been acting as Tiernan’s liaison with the
general contractor since construction had started, with occasional
help from his husband Lucien, and their partner Rhoann, when a
construction worker needed a talking-to. Lucien wasn’t big on the
talking part, but a bouncer who was nearly as broad as he was tall
and furry from neck to toes could be amazingly persuasive without
saying a word. And Rhoann… well, 6’5” of spectacularly well-muscled
blond could get more or less whatever he wanted out of more or less
anyone.

“Nah, don’t make yourself any later than you already
are. I’ll take care of it.”

“If you’re sure…”

“Shoo.” Terry waved a hand toward the door. “I’m
going to be around for a few more hours anyway.” Truth—he had a
client booked at Raging Art-On in half an hour, to add some color
to a lion he’d outlined for the guy last week, so he’d still be
around if Mac showed up.

“Okay.” Garrett glanced around one more time before
grabbing the hoodie he’d left draped over a saw-horse—D.C.’s
November was doing its usual November thing, balmy one day and raw
the next. “See you tomorrow.”

“Sure thing.”

The door clicked shut behind the departing pole
dancer, the sound satisfyingly solid. It was nice to be able to
close off the studio space. Made him feel like they were making
some real progress.

Terry huffed out a breath through his nose, and
wandered off into the next studio. The front studio, the space
where its large window was going to be currently occupied by
reinforced plywood, was going to be used mainly for pole and aerial
work—the sight of Garrett and the other Purgatory dancers doing
their thing would bring people into the new studio in droves, and
both of the proprietors knew it. There would eventually be a short
hallway leading back from that studio, with a door on one side
giving onto a changing room with showers, and another door opposite
opening onto the fitness studio-cum-performance space. Right
now, all there was was a row of support beams, but Terry’s
imagination could fill in the rest, no problem.

And then, tucked into the back, would be Terry’s own
pride and joy.

Even when he’d lived in New York City, even when
Bryce Newhouse, cursed be he, had been bankrolling his trockadero
dance company, he’d never had his own custom-designed studio and
rehearsal space. He’d never even let himself dream about it. He’d
begged space, and borrowed it, and pledged too much of the box
office from every performance for it.

No more.

Terry hugged himself against the chill of the evening
air, turning around and around in the starkly-lit space, his
imagination filling in walls and floors and brilliant lights. And a
room full of dancers, shaping Tchaikovsky and Minkus and Ravel and
Stravinsky with their bodies. Making magic, like in the old
days.

The best old days had been the days with Josh, before
Bryce had entered the picture. Terry knew that, now that it was
years too late to do anything about it. Working
shoulder-to-shoulder with Josh in their hole-in-the-wall tattoo
parlor, running out for midday classes and rehearsals.
Performances, a season of three performances here, four there, and
the chaotic Nutcracker season when the company earned most of its
working budget for the rest of the year.

And coming home to Josh every night, or in the chill
clear hour before dawn, when even New York City held its breath.
Giddy with the joy of another performance, and Josh grinning with
delight at Terry’s happiness.

Yeah, well, I took care of that, didn’t I?

The light clipped to a wall stud in the ballet studio
space was humming loudly; Terry wandered over to check it out, his
footsteps echoing in the open space. Not that he’d know an
electrical problem if one leaped up and bit him in the ass, but if
felt better to think that he was doing something.

Things with Bryce hadn’t actually been a total
shit-fest at first. Not that it had ever been good enough to make
up for the way he’d hurt Josh, letting himself be lured away by the
investment banker with the fancy suits and the fat wallet. But it
had seemed like Bryce had cared, for a while. He really had seemed
to enjoy playing Santa Claus to Terry, and to Trock Bottom. Terry
had realized the enormity of his mistake fairly early on, though.
Bryce had wanted to take him away from Josh, period. And once he’d
managed that… well, for Terry, there had been no way to go
back.

Terry changed the angle of the clip-on light to keep
the built-in fan from vibrating against the metal stud or column or
whatever the hell it was it was clipped to. The humming
stopped.

What do you know?

He shrugged. Dance was his first love. Always had
been, ever since he could walk. And that love made him stupid, made
him make bad choices, especially when it came to the other kind of
love, the kind of love that involved another man and a life
together and being in love. Maybe you only get one kind or the
other.

Maybe he was cursed.

Terry rolled his eyes. When he started dwelling on
what he no longer trusted himself to look for and was never going
to have, it was a sure sign it was time to get back to work on what
he did have. He walked down the hallway leading from the
back studio to the reception area, though there wasn’t any need to
use the hallway given that neither hallway nor studio nor reception
area actually existed yet. They would soon. That was enough.

He laughed softly at sight of the piece of sample
flooring. Apparently readjusting the angle of the light had done
something he hadn’t expected, because it almost looked as if the
thick square of sprung floor was glowing, or spotlit. Like the omen
he wasn’t looking for, because he didn’t believe in omens.

Like magic.

Magic. Ha.

Terry slipped out the door, locking it behind him as
he went. He was only going to be across the little courtyard the
reconstruction had added to separate the storefronts—the new
studio, Big Boy Massage, Raging Art-On, and the spot where
Purgatory’s above-ground entrance would soon stand—but better safe
than sorry.

All the magic in the world wasn’t going to keep his
dream safe. Because there was no such thing. Any idiot knew
that.


Chapter Three

 


Breathe. Just breathe.

Considering that Maelduin had been unable to do just
that, only moments before, breathing felt like an unspeakable
luxury. He lay motionless, curled in on himself, his left hand
still on the hilt of his oath-blade. Still shivering in the
aftermath of what he had just endured.

If it worked, it was worth the pain. It will be
worth any pain imaginable.

But for now, breathing was enough.

Maelduin sensed light through his closed eyelids,
light that was neither moonlight nor the silver-blue flare of
magick—the last thing he had seen as the chaotic wind had forced
him through the sieve of blades that was the Pattern.

Maybe I’m safe.

He managed a little laugh as he opened his eyes.
‘Safe’ was, he suspected, going to be a highly relative term for a
while, at least until he had adapted to his new world. But anything
was safer than the crystal floor falling away beneath him to show
him the stars through a net of knives, the whirlwind hammering him
through it. And the moon gazing coolly down on it all through a
tiny round window.

There was no moon where he was now. A yellowish light
coming from somewhere behind him showed him what looked like a
mostly-unfinished hall, a maze of slender pillars of wood and metal
and a floor of flat gray stone. He wasn’t sure, but it seemed as if
he lay on a dais of some sort. And the wood beneath him glowed
faintly, in the unmistakable hue and patterning of living magick.
Which seemed wrong, somehow, though he could not recall why.

But he had other hawks to train to fist at the
moment. Steeling himself against the pain, he pushed himself up on
an elbow. Higher, relieved as the pain proved to be more a memory
than a present truth.

Something beneath him rustled.

Maelduin frowned. He wore only leather and linen, and
the fastenings of his sword-belt were bronze and copper. He had
carried nothing with him from the Realm, or at least nothing that
would make such a sound.

The corner of a piece of parchment poked out from
under his loose linen blouse.

Reaching under himself, Maelduin pulled out a small
scroll, once probably rolled, now flattened. He pushed himself up
to a sitting position, more slowly than he would have liked, and
unrolled the scroll.

Maelduin, late Lord Guaire, salutation and warning.
If you have survived to read this, it is well, I suppose.

Maelduin blinked, wondering how much gratitude it was
appropriate to feel for his unknown correspondent’s lukewarm
concern for his welfare.

Yet you are still in danger. There is a flaw in the
Pattern, and that flaw has surely maimed you. In soul, or in body,
or in some other way only the Pattern knows.

Heart racing, Maelduin touched his face, his ears;
flexed fingers, toes; shifted his weight enough to feel the
pressure of fabric against his cock. Nothing was missing. Nothing
physical.

Your only care now must be finding your human
SoulShare, and regaining what you have lost. You can imagine no
task more important than this.

Maelduin snorted. He had heard the stories, of
course—children’s cautionary tales, mostly, warning of the loss of
part of one’s soul to pay the passage between worlds. He could
imagine several things more important than regaining something he
would not have missed had he not been told he had lost it.

More cautiously than was his wont—in case the pain
returned—he gathered his feet under himself and stood.

He stepped on the scabbard of his sword. He
staggered, thrown off balance, and fell off the low dais. Or
whatever it was.

The sudden sharp pain of his ankle twisting sent
Maelduin stumbling to one side. Catching himself, he stepped on the
blade of what he had a split second to identify as probably some
sort of gardening instrument before the long handle arced up and
struck him squarely in the nose.

Tears of pain—and humiliation—burned in Maelduin’s
bright blue eyes. Blood poured from his nose and splashed on the
floor and the dais. He could feel his ankle swelling in the
confines of his boot.

There is a flaw in the Pattern, and that flaw has
surely maimed you…

By rendering him unable to avoid maiming himself?

Maybe regaining what he had lost was going to be more
important than he had thought.

 


* * *

 


“You don’t have to stick around if you don’t want to,
Terry.” Josh looked up from where he was bent over the light table
next to the register. “I doubt we’ll be getting any walk-in
business tonight.”

If Terry craned his neck, he knew he’d be able to see
the design Josh was working on. Something fabulous, he was sure.
Terry’s own designs were good, but he was nowhere near being in his
former lover’s league, and he knew it. And as grateful as he was to
Josh for taking him in as a business partner after Bryce had
ditched him—and no matter how many times Josh told him it had been
the best business decision he’d ever made—he was going to be glad
to get the studio off the ground and be back on his own two feet
for good.

Still, he owed Josh. And despite everything, the
easygoing brunet was a good friend. “You’re sure? You aren’t
looking for an excuse to get home early?” Terry’s appointment had
cancelled on him, a good ten minutes past the scheduled time. Terry
would be within his rights to charge a cancellation fee, but he
usually only did that if the client was being a straight-up
asshole, and that hadn’t been the case tonight.

“Are you kidding?” Josh grinned. “Someone bought
Conall a complete set of Keeping Up Appearances on DVD, and
he’s binge-watching. I’m not going home till I get the
all-clear.”

The red-haired twink’s fascination with TV and movie
kitsch contrasted strangely with the brutally elegant bondage demos
he and Josh had enjoyed doing at the old Purgatory. Tiernan had
promised them a proper dungeon once the club was rebuilt, too. If
Tiernan built in a plasma screen TV with a DVR, Conall would be the
happiest man in Washington, D.C.

Eyes front, Terrence. “Hyacinth Bucket is
enough to make any man’s blood run cold. I’ll see you tomorrow
afternoon, then.”

He was halfway down the block to the Metro station
before he remembered his jacket, left back in the studio. He
debated leaving it for the next day, but a chill damp gust of wind
changed his mind. Good thing I don’t live someplace that has
proper winters, I’d be dead of pneumonia.

Idly wondering why catching pneumonia, breaking his
neck, and putting his eye out were the consequences for every
imaginable kind of misbehavior—at least according to his mother—he
fished the studio key out of his pocket and turned it in the
lock.

A man dressed like a Musketeer looked up from the
square of sprung-floor sample, most of his face covered by his
bloody hands, his body hunched protectively over what looked like a
sword lying across his thighs. A beautiful sword, going by the
gold-chased hilt and the gorgeous tooled leather scabbard.

For some reason, Terry instantly flashed on Duke
Albrecht, from the ballet Giselle. A nobleman masqueraded as
a peasant to steal the heart of the simple village girl Giselle;
Albrecht’s deception was revealed by the quality of his weapon, and
the sudden appearance of his inconvenient fiancée the Princess
Bathilde; Giselle went memorably mad, and died of a broken heart.
Gotta love Romantic ballet plots.

It was, of course, pure coincidence that
Giselle was the last ballet he had staged, and Giselle the
last role he had danced, with Trock Bottom before Bryce had given
him the boot.

And the fact that the bloody-handed intruder staring
up at him with impossibly blue eyes made him think of
Giselle, rather than about calling 911, was proof positive
that he, Terrence Miller, was too easily distracted to be allowed
out without adult supervision.

“Who the hell—who are you? And how did you get in
here through a locked door?”

 


* * *

 


The human who stood before Maelduin, hands on hips,
looked nothing like any Fae he had ever seen. Maybe there was a
slight resemblance to the adhmacomh, the bark-hued
descendants of trees who were possibly the only Fae who came
anywhere near being despised as much as the last true scion of the
Cursed House… but surely none of the dark Fae were as pleasing to
the eye as the male who glared at him. Dusky skin, hair a few
shades darker falling in loose corkscrew curls around the male’s
face… and if the rest of the human’s body matched the outlines
revealed by tight-fitting singlet and trousers, that, too, was more
than a match for most Fae.

The male’s eyes would probably be beautiful, too, if
they weren’t narrowed in evident anger. Maelduin wondered if he
would lose any tactical advantage if he were to lower his hands so
he could see better.

The human spoke.

“Who the hell—who are you? And how did you get in
here through a locked door?”

Maelduin blinked, puzzled. I must be able to speak
human. Either that, or humans speak Faen. Which I
doubt.

He let his hands fall—from the feel of things, his
broken nose had healed itself with normal Fae speed.

“t’Mé Maelduin.” He did not speak
human, apparently. “And who are you?” Well, perhaps a little
human. But only words he had already heard.

Anger turned to a puzzled frown. “I’m Terry Miller.
And you’re trespassing, Maelduin. I’ll ask you again, how did you
get in here?”

‘Trespassing.’ With the word came all its
meanings, all its implications. The human—Terry—owned this
unfinished place. Maelduin had no idea what rights this might give
a human, but it was probably safe to assume that Terry thought he
was entitled to evict him. And the prospect of venturing out into
the wider human world alone, while helpless under some bizarre
curse of clumsiness, was frightening in a way Maelduin was
unaccustomed to being frightened.

But how to make Terry understand the urgency of his
need? When their current shared vocabulary was some 25 words, none
of which conveyed any meaning close to ‘I need sanctuary?’

The answer, of course, was obvious. Or it would have
been, to any Fae before the Sundering, and instincts were eternal.
Some of them, anyhow.

“Cadagh dom a tacht ar’shúl ó anseo le
you.” Allow me to come away from here with you.
Carefully, Maelduin got to his feet. Not carefully enough to avoid
the mysterious curse, though; his ankle betrayed him, and he
staggered.

Terry’s arm shot out. Hands clasped forearms and
Maelduin’s breath caught in his throat. Terry’s touch called to
something in him, some power. The power surged, rose like a
wave—but broke, before it reached the human.

What is this?

“What… did you say?” Terry frowned, blinked.

Whatever the energy was, Maelduin could not let it
stop him. Humans were prey, so the old stories had it. Often
delightful prey, but prey nonetheless. Letting the hint of a smile
shadow his eyes, he channeled magick, the oldest channeling known
to Fae, common to all Demesnes, all Houses.

“Ta’bhar mé fhéin le you,” he murmured,
watching the human’s eyes unfocus. Take me with you.

And once he had been taken… he would do what needed
to be done, to ensure his safety until his curse was lifted and his
oath was kept.


Chapter Four

 


Kevin eased his Mercedes into the gap between
buildings that was eventually going to be the new Purgatory’s valet
parking area. Letting the steering wheel glide back to center under
his palms, he was happy to see that his hands had finally stopped
shaking.

Fuck premonitions.

Switching off the headlights, he eased out of the
car, quietly closing the door and locking it behind himself.
Conall’s ward masked sound at least as well as it did sight, but it
was a bare-bones, low-wattage affair, and Kevin didn’t trust it
entirely. And some of the subcontractors occasionally had people on
the site at night, to whom it would be awkward to explain the
invisible back door into Purgatory.

The little rectangle of truesilver set into the stone
door warmed quickly under his thumb; with a click more felt than
heard, the door swung open, then closed behind Kevin. Truesilver
was a damned handy thing to have, Fae-forged metal that knew its
own purpose. It was a shame they had so little of it—Conall,
Lasair, and Tiernan had arrived from the Realm in chains, and with
Conall’s help, or Cuinn’s, the links could be reforged and
repurposed. Into, say, a magickal lock for a magickal door.

The lawyer’s footsteps echoed as he descended the
tight spiral staircase leading down into the underground sanctuary.
Normally he enjoyed the sensation of the stone under his
feet—because it was elemental Stone, created and sculpted by his
husband while in the throes of multiple orgasms he himself had been
more than pleased to engineer.

Tonight wasn’t normal, though. Kevin’s hands might be
steady, but his chest still felt tight. The premonition that had
seized him as he was shutting down his computer for the night still
had its claws in him.

The light at the bottom of the stairs, bright but
flickering, beckoned, and he hurried. Rian, the Prince Royal, had
channeled his Fire magick into torches set at intervals around the
new nexus chamber, torches that dimmed when they were told to but
never burned out. Fire magick—elemental magick in general—was safe
to use around the wellspring that shared the chamber with the
nexus, or so Conall said. When it came to the nexus and the
wellspring, Kevin was just happy someone seemed to have some idea
what was going on.

Kevin came out into the light with a sigh of relief.
The torchlight seemed brighter than it really was; the elemental
Stone his husband had used to sculpt and reinforce the walls looked
like the cracked concrete and gouged earth that had been there
originally, but the raw materials had been infused with a crystal
so clear and beautiful it put Waterford to shame. Even the battered
black leather chaise positioned over the nexus—near-miraculous
survivor of the collapse of the original Purgatory, thanks to
Conall’s emergency ward over the nexus itself—took on a sort of
beauty, in that light.

But there was a shadow in the room. A shadow that
existed only in Kevin’s head, he was sure. But that didn’t make it
any less real—his first struggles with the Marfach had been
solely in his mind, after the monster sent him on his first visit
to Purgatory, and that fight had been entirely too damned real.

And now…

Kevin sat down on the chaise. Slowly, as if his knees
bothered him the way they sometimes used to before he started
getting regular therapeutic massages from a Fae healer. As if he’d
seen a future hiding around some unseen corner, waiting to jump out
and… and what?

He leaned forward with a weary sigh, resting his
elbows on his knees and grinding the heels of his hands into his
eyes. He’d been shutting down his computer for the night, waiting
for the ancient software to do its thing so he could go home. And
then he’d jerked in his chair, nearly tipped over backwards, with a
sensation like falling-asleep vertigo as a flood of images hit him
like a tsunami.

He’d seen this room. A sword. His husband, whose
skill with a blade had been legendary in his old world and took
Kevin’s breath away in this one. And he hadn’t seen, but he’d felt,
a lust for blood, hanging in the air like a thick mist, clogging
his lungs and making his skin crawl.

Then?

Nothing. Emptiness. No way out of this room, not for
him. No future, no life.

Then he’d been staring at his computer screen, which
had still been stubbornly telling him that he had to shut down the
timesheet software he’d already shut down twice if he wanted to log
out.

What he really wanted was to feel his husband’s arms
around him until he forgot what it felt like to imagine losing half
his soul. But a little bit of exorcism first couldn’t hurt.

It helped to look around the nexus chamber, to
remember how many times pure evil had tried to destroy him, and
Tiernan, and all of them. Hell, the Marfach tried to pull
the club down around them and bury them all in the rubble. It
hadn’t worked. It wasn’t going to work. The walls rising around
him, the club being rebuilt over his head, they were proof.

The Marfach was only part of the story, of
course. And probably not even the source of Kevin’s premonition—if
that’s what it had been, rather than just plain old dread. Janek
O’Halloran’s undying and undead hatred for Tiernan Guaire was no
secret—and it, too, had been born in this room. Kevin was pretty
sure he could identify the exact spot on the floor where he’d lain
with the former bouncer’s knee in the small of his back and his
head hauled up, waiting for his throat to be cut, when Tiernan had
shot a rod of living Stone out of his hand and drilled it through
the bastard’s eye. It should have killed him. Would have, if the
Marfach hadn’t been lurking in the ley lines under their
feet, and hadn’t seized its first chance at escape in over two
thousand years.

So now the gargantuan Polish/Irish bouncer was
discovering that the Walking Dead were living the life of Riley
compared to him. And the rest of the community of Purgatory had a
zombie on their hands, a zombie with a passenger bent on destroying
two worlds. Which zombie and passenger had probably escaped the
prison Conall had crafted for them, right around the time of Mac
and Lucien and Rhoann’s wedding and SoulSharing.

Which, in turn, was more than enough reason for
anxiety masquerading as premonitions. Maybe exorcism wasn’t going
to work after all—

A brittle, musical chime filled the air, an instant
before three figures appeared, water cascading off them as they sat
in the middle of a spreading puddle in the heart of the wellspring:
a Fae with a crest of blond hair dripping water into his aquamarine
eyes, a man with a military buzz-cut maybe a shade longer than
regulation and an artificial leg, and another man who resembled, as
Kevin had often thought, the improbable love child of a bulldog and
that bulldog’s favorite fire hydrant.

“That wasn’t so—oh, hell, Kevin!”

As deep a funk as he’d been in moments before, Kevin
still had a hard time keeping himself from bursting out laughing at
the look on Mac’s face. Rhoann had something of an aversion to
clothes, and was getting his human partners accustomed to going
without in private. And they’d all apparently come from their home
away from home at the bottom of the Pool in Central Park, where
clothing was less than optional—it was pointless.

“I’m not looking.” Not strictly true, but close
enough for jazz.

“I call bullshit.” Lucien’s gravelly voice sounded as
if the bouncer, too, was trying hard not to laugh. “If you don’t
want to look at my husbands, you and I are going to have to have
words, Counselor. And I’ll win. Even if you did wrestle in
college.”

Rhoann blushed—Kevin suspected the blond-crested Fae
might be the only representative of his race capable of doing so.
“Laród-ar-Fuzz…”

Hearing Lucien called “Fuzzball” in English was
generally enough to set Kevin grinning; the Faen equivalent,
“ball-of-Fuzz,” was too adorable for words. And just like that,
something unclenched, deep inside Kevin. The triad—Mac had vetoed
‘throuple’ right off the bat, said it sounded like a childhood
illness—was exactly the medicine he needed right now. It was a pure
delight to watch the three of them falling in the kind of love Mac
and Lucien had fallen in over 30 years ago, before either of them
had realized they were meant to be part of something larger.

He even had good news for them, news that had almost
been pushed right out of his head by his case of the vapors. “Mac,
you’re just the man I was hoping to see.”

“Maybe. But you probably weren’t expecting to see
quite this much of me,” the gray-haired Marine dead-panned,
before bending to check the waterproof seal on his C-leg.

“I can deal if you can. And I have some good news for
you.”

“Fire away.” Mac relaxed into Rhoann, holding
Lucien’s hand. SoulShares craved touch, and the new triad was
apparently no exception to this general rule.

Yeah, this was definitely what I needed. “We
took on a new associate a couple of weeks ago. Her name’s Katy
Lorimar, and she’s involved with a pro bono project I
thought might interest you.”

“For good project?” Rhoann frowned. The channeling
Aine had worked for him before he came through the Pattern let him
understand any language spoken to him, but it didn’t differentiate
between, say, English and Latin. Every language was ‘human’ to him.
And Rhoann was strikingly literal-minded to start with.

“It’s a legal term.” Simply explaining what a lawyer
was had been an interesting exercise, and Kevin still wasn’t
entirely sure he’d gotten through to the Fae. “It describes a
project a lawyer takes on without being compensated. Something for
the public benefit, a way of giving back to the community. And
Katy’s affiliated with a local group called Conduct Becoming—she
describes herself as an Army brat, and she found out about it
through her dad.”

That got Mac’s attention, as Kevin had known it
would. Mac had received an other-than-honorable discharge from the
Marines, seven years after coming home from Vietnam minus a leg,
for what was euphemistically referred to as “conduct
unbecoming”—meaning that someone had evidence of Mac and Lucien’s
relationship, and had taken that evidence to Mac’s commanding
officer, a galloping homophobe even in an era when homophobia had
been nothing remarkable.

“What do they do?” Mac shifted uncomfortably on the
concrete and Stone floor.

“They work with veterans in your situation—discharged
solely on the basis of sexual orientation—and walk them through
proceedings to review their discharges and have them upgraded. The
process takes a while, but they’ve been able to get all the way
through it with maybe a half dozen people so far. Mostly Army, but
I think they’ve helped at least one Marine.”

Rhoann finally broke the silence. “I am…
confused.”

Lucien chuckled. “Anyone surprised?” There was
nothing but love in his crooked smile.

A smile that Rhoann returned in kind. “The two of you
have explained most of what I need to know, I think. Your military
is not unlike the Royal Defense in the Realm. And I would be
pleased to put an end to the officer who thought to steal my
scair-anam’s honor.”

Kevin blinked. Maybe he’s not quite as different
from the other Fae as I’d thought.

Rhoann didn’t seem to have noticed Kevin’s momentary
disconnect. “But this ‘upgrade’… why does it matter, after so
long?”

Mac cleared his throat. “Well, an honorable
discharge—or even a general under honorable conditions —would give
me access to Veterans Administration benefits. Health benefits.
Hospitalization. I could have taken care of Lucien, if I…”

Lucien leaned in and kissed Mac soundly. “Fuck the
‘if only.’ It’s all good.”

“Health benefits?” Rhoann didn’t sound any less
confused. “I am a healer. Lochlann is a healer. We would both be
pleased to benefit you.”

Kevin had to work harder not to laugh out loud. “If
Mac can get his record cleared, there’s a chance he might be able
to get his hands on 30 years or so of back pension benefits. Which
would amount to a nice chunk of change.”

“You are not helping,” Rhoann informed him.

“I could have told you that,” Lucien added helpfully.
Then, sobering, he laced his fingers with Mac’s and looked Mac
square in the eyes. “The most important thing about getting your
discharge fixed is that you damned well deserve the maudite
respect of the maudite United States Marine Corps.”

“That I understand,” Rhoann pronounced with
evident satisfaction.

Kevin thought he saw tears in the corners of Mac’s
eyes, and was fairly sure he wasn’t supposed to have seen them. So
he cleared his throat and looked away. “I can send you Katy’s
contact information in the morning, if you want.”

“Morning would be good.” The catch in Mac’s voice
made Kevin pretty sure about the tears. “Still have things to do
tonight.”

Now it was Kevin’s turn to blush. ‘I’m interrupting
something, aren’t I?”

“Well… not exactly.” Lucien’s smile was one Kevin
might have expected from a cat caught wet-whiskered in fresh cream.
“Not yet, anyhow.”

“Let me guess. You decided it was time to try out the
chaise for yourselves.” Kevin patted the leather next to him.

“Famed in song and story.” Lucien laughed softly.

Rhoann perked up. “There are songs?”

“Not yet. But if you want some, Lasair might be
willing to oblige.” The Master of the Fade-hounds—Fade-hound,
now—had picked up a vintage Stratocaster at a pawn shop a few
blocks from Purgatory, and was trying to figure out in his spare
time how to replicate Prince’s 2007 Super Bowl halftime rendering
of “Purple Rain.”

“Maybe some other time.” Mac reached around and
ruffled Rhoann’s still-damp crest of blond hair. “We’ll make our
own music tonight.”

The SoulShare bond was an amazing thing. Granted, it
manifested differently in every couple—every bond, Kevin
corrected himself, watching Mac and Lucien and Rhoann size up the
storied chaise and one another. His own husband had vehemently
resisted Sharing at first, courtesy of a vow he’d taken in the
Realm, never to love. And Bryce, literally soulless for so long,
had apparently put up a fight as well—though he didn’t talk much
about it. Or about much of anything, really. Yet Bryce loved his
scair-anam, and was loved, as deeply as any of them.
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