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Prologue

 


The Realm

2,327 years ago

 


If this is what a saved world looks like, deliver me
from a fallen one.

Lochlann stumbled, went to one knee on the uneven,
charred ground. He’d almost forgotten the luxury of riding, at this
point. Of course, he’d been lucky to find a horse at all, when the
three days of lightning and terror had ended and he’d emerged from
his dolmain deep within the hollow hill and the world itself
had been warped and twisted around him. The horse was luckier than
he was, really; he’d left it at the last stream he’d forded before
crossing the border formed by fire and storm and the spending of
magick.

How many leagues he’d crossed on foot since then, he
had no idea, but the length of silk he’d torn from his shirt to
wrap around mouth and nose was black with soot, and he’d long since
forgotten his last sighting of anything green or growing. If not
for the pull of the Summoning he followed, it would be simple to
wander this blasted land in circles for a lifetime.

The dark-haired Fae staggered to his feet, brushed
the soot off his leathers—though why he bothered was a mystery,
their brown had long since gone black—and turned, shading his eyes
with one hand and scanning the horizon. The channeling was drawing
him toward a nearby rise. Maybe I’ll be able to see him from
there. Or at least get some idea of what happened.

As Lochlann approached the hill, instinct sent his
magickal sense questing for energy to heal his rasping throat, his
parched lungs. But the land around him was bereft of magick, and he
was forced to turn within, drawing on the living magick of which he
was formed. Shit. Everything’s drained. Everything. He
shuddered, suddenly cold. Were they able to defeat it? Or am I
being Summoned into a trap?

The Fae sighed with relief as magick, unbound and
unexpected, coursed through him. He breathed it in, let it fill
throat and lungs and eyes and every other part of him, and then
Shaped the magick into health. This was the gift of the Demesne of
Water, the only Fae healing that could be accomplished without
causing more pain than it eased.

He crested the rise, and stopped short with a
whispered curse.

He stood, not at the top of a hill, but on the edge
of a low cliff, overlooking a broad, flat valley. The skeletons of
trees broke up the monotony of the landscape, and small eddies of
blown soot chased each other across the barren ground.

And a few minutes’ walk from the base of the cliff,
a perfect circle was set into the ground, of a black so utter it
both drew the gaze and repelled it. Around the circle were knots of
muted color.

Fae, clustered together, in clothing that might once
have been finery. Some were wounded, and some of those were being
tended to by others; some paced, arms wrapped tightly around
themselves; some sat and stared, and even at this distance a Fae’s
keen senses could make out their stunned, dazed expressions.

I made it. But where’s Cuinn?

Almost on the thought, the air stirred beside him,
and an outline formed. A familiar outline, sandy blond hair, strong
shoulders, lean hips, and pale green eyes gazing out sharply from
the sketched-in face. Gradually, the rest of the figure filled in,
and Lochlann could see that his one close friend was as battered
and weary as any of the Fae gathered around the black circle.

“Did you win, or lose?”

Cuinn rolled his eyes. “If we’d lost, trust me, we
wouldn’t be having this conversation.” He looked Lochlann up and
down, his gaze measuring. “I take it the dolmain kept you
adequately protected?”

Lochlann nodded. “It’s an old one. It goes all the
way back under the hill. But even so, I don’t think it would have
lasted through some of what I was hearing without the ward you put
up.” His body was going to remember the way the ground trembled all
around him for a very long time. “Just out of curiosity, if my part
in this is so important, why did you send me off alone, instead of
letting me go with the four thousand Rovilin and Aine sheltered?
You knew they’d be safe.”

The shorter Fae opened his mouth to reply, then
closed it again firmly, rubbing the back of his neck as if
something there pained him. “They’re safe. Yes. But they aren’t
what they were. And we need you the way you are.”

“You lost me.” Lochlann’s gaze flickered to the
black circle, and to the host of Fae around it. Some of them were
growing restive; a few, the more mobile and the less patient, were
wandering westward, looking off toward the horizon. “What happened
to them?”

Cuinn raked a hand through his hair, apparently
oblivious to the trails of soot he left through the length of it.
“Living magick is going to be in short supply in the Realm. At
least for a while.”

“You told me that was going to happen, if you won.”
Every living thing in the Realm was formed of living magick, the
energy that went into each channeling a Fae performed. But the
source of that energy lay within the human world. And the battle
that had just been fought had ended with the sundering of the two
worlds, Fae and human, and the sealing away of everything in the
human world. Along with the most ancient and evil enemy of the Fae
race.

“Those of us who are left are going to have to make
do with less, until we figure something out.” Cuinn kicked at a
stone, sent it tumbling down over the cliff, watched it fall. “We
worked out a way to help the whole race use less living magick.
What’s left of the race, anyway.” He stared out across the valley,
nearly expressionless.

Lochlann knew the truth. Fae didn’t love, not the
way humans did. And while friendships—such as the one he himself
shared with the prickly Loremaster—were not unheard of, most Fae
considered altruism to be a purely human pastime. But the
Loremasters were not most Fae; they knew the safety of the Fae race
was in their charge, and their failure to stop the Marfach
before it wreaked the devastation surrounding them was bitter.
Especially for Cuinn. “What did you do?”

Cuinn’s features twisted in what could almost have
been a smirk, except Lochlann knew better. “Kept them safe, as many
as we could. Sent as many Loremasters as we could spare from the
fight off with them. Rovilin and Aine put them all into a deep
sleep, and while they were sleeping, the two of them completely
remade what’s left of the race.” Cuinn, too, was looking off
westward, to where the sun burned orange in a soot-laden sky.
“Fortunately, they got it done before we had to seal the portal, so
they could tap into the ley energy to do it.”

“Remade how?”

Cuinn laughed, a short, harsh sound that was almost
a cough and definitely without humor. “The Fae have Royals, now.
And Nobles. The ones who can channel elemental magick are going to
wake up as nobility, and they’ll interbreed and keep their precious
bloodlines pure to keep their status. Elemental magick doesn’t
drain the Realm. And the freaks of nature who are the Fae
Elementals are going to be Royals. As long as they keep breeding,
there will always be more elemental magick.”

“Would I have been a Noble?” Lochlann was intrigued
despite himself. The thought of Fae accepting rulers would have
made him laugh, if his friend hadn’t been so bitterly serious.
Things were going to be interesting in the Realm while the Fae got
used to this new way of life. Not that it mattered to him.

“I doubt it.” Cuinn’s half-smile was the first
Lochlann had seen on him since he’d Faded in. “Healing is the gift
of the Demesne of Water, but you draw on pure magick to do it, not
elemental. No, chara, you’d be a commoner—there they
are!”

Cuinn was looking past him, off westward, to where
two figures on horseback were sending up clouds of soot and dust
all out of proportion to their size. “There who are?”

“Aine and Rovilin. Now we can start.”

The Loremasters clustered around the black circle
were stirring now, the wounded struggling to rise, pushing away the
helping hands of their fellows. Even at this distance, Lochlann
could feel the pain of the injured, the exhaustion of the more
intact. A curse that went along with the gift of Water. Fae, as a
general rule, were short on empathy, but healers were something of
an exception. “Two more will make that much of a difference?”
Shading his eyes, he studied the crowd around the circle. “There
must be a thousand Loremasters down there.”

“One thousand, two hundred and eight. If we haven’t
lost anyone since the battle ended. And we’re going to need every
one of them.”

Cuinn’s voice was tight, controlled; Lochlann turned
back, and was astonished by the anger he saw on his friend’s face.
“What is it?” He rested a hand on the blond Fae’s shoulder. “How
many did you lose?”

“It’s not that.” Cuinn shook his head sharply.
“Though we lost too damned many. Killed in battle, dead by their
own hands to stop the Marfach from warping them, spent to
nothingness banishing the bastard.”

“Then what is it?”

“Every one of them is needed so desperately, and
there are Fae down there clinging to life solely so they can let go
of it where it will feed the last channeling.” Cuinn spoke through
clenched teeth, avoiding Lochlann’s gaze. “They’re all needed.
Every one but me.”

Lochlann’s own chest was tight with Cuinn’s
unmistakable anger. An anger he didn’t understand. “You told me you
had your own part to play.”

“I do.” More anger, if anything. “And they won’t
tell me what it is.” He glared down at the ink-black circle, as if
it somehow collaborated with the Loremasters to hide the secret
from him.

Lochlann followed the direction of Cuinn’s gaze,
focusing on the circle, rather than the Fae gathered around it.
“What is that?”

“It’s everywhere in the Realm.”

He started to laugh, but Cuinn looked serious enough
that he turned the laugh into a cough. Not difficult, given the
soot and ash that hung in the air. “You lost me again.”

Cuinn sighed, but Lochlann suspected he welcomed the
distraction. “There’s a very real sense in which space and time
don’t exist when you’re dealing with pure magick.”

“That much I follow.” Magick was a paradox, both
real and not, visible and invisible, permeating everything but with
no form of its own. And any magick touched all other magick, in
some way that gave most Fae who weren’t mages at or near the level
of the Loremasters headaches to contemplate. That was how Fading
worked, a thing Fae accomplished instinctively once they came into
their birthright of power, moving from magick to magick, becoming
magick themselves for the barest instant.

“That circle—” Cuinn gestured with a jerk of his
chin—“is a barrier between magicks. Not just a ward. The magick on
the far side of it can’t touch the magick on this side of it.”

Lochlann stared at the blackness. “I thought there
wasn’t any magick left on the far side of it.” The preparation for
the last battle with the Marfach had taken years, to hear
Cuinn tell it, gathering together every remnant of living magick
from the world humans and Fae had shared, to keep it away from the
ancient enemy that inhabited that magick, fed on it, and twisted it
into its own image of pure, unadulterated evil.

Cuinn coughed into his hand, “Damned soot.” He
rubbed at his eyes, reddened by smoke, their pale green even more
vivid because of the blood hue. “The Marfach is there. And
the energy in the ley lines. The ley power isn’t living magick,
strictly speaking, but no one wants to wager on the Marfach
being unable to figure out how to use it somehow.”

“I see your point.” One look at the utter
destruction around them was more than enough to remind him of the
cost of that particular error. “So that thing is the only window
between the two worlds?”

“It’s not a window at all. It’s a magickal
representation of everyplace in the Realm. Every place where the
Marfach could cross back. And that image, that
representation, has been locked down, tempered, warded, sealed.
Every protective channeling any of us knew.” Cuinn’s brows drew
together again; the respite answering questions had given him was
apparently over. “But it’s still not going to be enough. Not until
it’s finished—oh, damn.” Just that quickly, frustration yielded to
a hushed sorrow. “They’re starting.”

Lochlann watched, fighting to breathe against a
hollow sensation in his chest, as two critically injured Fae were
carried out onto the gleaming black surface of the circle. If they
were still injured, if they hadn’t healed this long after the final
battle with the Marfach, then their wounds were mortal. Yet
they had refused to die.

“What are they going to do?”

“Watch.” Cuinn’s gaze was fixed on the circle, on
the two Fae that lay there alone, their bearers having melted back
into the onlooking throng.

Lochlann was about to reply, but bit back the words
as spindles of silver-blue light rose up from the circle around
each of the injured Loremasters. Spindles that bent, and wove
themselves into intricate webs over each recumbent form, until the
two were all but lost to sight, shrouded in dancing light. And then
the webs started to tighten, to draw the two Fae down into the
substance of the circle. As Lochlann stared, transfixed, they
slowly gave up their substance to the light-sucking blackness of
the circle.

“Slántai a’váil,” Cuinn whispered.
Farewell, as the webs gave back their light to the circle,
silver-blue sparks chasing each other across the surface before
being swallowed up in the darkness. That darkness was not entirely
featureless, though; at the very limits of his vision, Lochlann
made out—or thought he did—two fine lines of silver-blue, curving
just under the black surface. And the brilliant green of new grass
limned the circumference of the circle.

Before Lochlann could find his voice, two more
Loremasters were helped out onto the ebon surface. These were able
to sit, and did; the eyes of the male were closed as he struggled
with pain, but the female saw, and gasped, as the light shot up
around her.

His gift, or curse, of empathy allowed him to feel
her heart race with the touch of the net of lights; her terror
nearly overwhelmed him as the net began to pull her down. Yet under
the terror lay iron determination, and she barely flinched as the
first of her substance disappeared.

“Shit—Lochlann, damn it, don’t go with
her!”

Cuinn’s voice was like a dousing with cold water;
Lochlann gasped, shook himself, and tried to make his eyes focus on
his friend’s face. “Where is she going? —where are they
going?”

Cuinn didn’t seem to hear him. “Eiscréid, I
thought this would be far enough away that you wouldn’t be drawn
in—”

“I don’t have to be drawn in. I won’t let myself.”
Yet he had to fight to keep from looking back toward the circle, to
ignore the movement he could see at the edge of his vision, to keep
his attention on his agitated friend. “What are they doing?”

“Two things. Neither of which we can afford to have
you caught up in.” Cuinn took Lochlann by the arm and firmly turned
him away from the view below. “Their souls are becoming a part of
the portal. They’ll see to the protection of any Fae that passes
through into the human world, now that we’ve sealed the humans off
from us, and hold the portal against the Marfach, if it
tries to return here from the human world.”

“That’s one.”

The blond Fae seemed to have trouble finding his
voice. “They’re giving the magick they’re formed of back to the
Realm,” he managed at last.

Now Lochlann had to look. He turned on his
heel, and saw two more Fae being assisted into the empty circle.
Not quite empty; two more lines, finer than hairs and detectable
only by their bluish-silver glow, arced through the blackness. And
the green rim he had seen around the circle after the first two Fae
departed was now a greensward extending maybe thirty paces from the
circle’s edge in all directions.

Resolutely, he kept his eyes on that swath of green,
even when the flare of light told him the circle was about to claim
two more wounded mages. This time, he saw the life suffuse the
charred and barren ground, saw it go green from within, in an
ever-widening circle under the feet of the Loremasters who awaited
their turn in the black.

“You want to do what they’re doing?” Lochlann
risked a look back at Cuinn, who was watching the scene below with
a predatory intensity, unhampered by Lochlann’s gift.

Cuinn nodded tightly. “I know how badly they need
magick, and souls, to make this work. But they won’t let me be a
part of it. Other than to seal the channeling off when the last of
them go into the Pattern.” A muscle jumped in the sensual male’s
jaw—and even burned and exhausted and black with grime, ‘sensual’
was one of the first words anyone would use to describe him. “Do
they really expect me to be content with that?”

“At least you’ll be there to help me, when it’s my
turn.” There were four Fae, now, two males, two females, taking
their places on the circle; Lochlann carefully kept his gaze fixed
on the empty center of the circle and focused on not sensing the
emotions swirling around the black expanse. “After seeing this...”
He shook his head slowly. “I could never do what you asked of me
alone.”

“You could if you had to. But I’ll help you.”

The two Fae fell silent, watching the dance that
went on below them. It was a dance, slow and stately and
possessed of a terrible beauty. Four by four, now, the Loremasters
came, kneeling on the hard black surface, the females surrounded by
swirls of skirts blackened with smoke, the males by cloaks rent and
stained with blood. Lochlann saw faces he knew, males and females
he had shared a night with, sometimes more, and in those moments he
had to look away. Four by four the nets of light took them, and the
life they poured into the land pushed back the devastation.
Silver-blue tracing slowly filled the darkness, bright points of
light racing along arcs and whorls that grew more and more
intricate with every vanished Fae.

The sun sank, and the moon rose, and by the time the
last few Loremasters entered the circle, it was almost as if they
knelt on a piece of the night sky itself. Cuinn cleared his throat
and turned to Lochlann. “Do you think you can be close to them and
not be drawn in? I should say good-bye, but you don’t have to come
with me if it would put you at risk.”

“I can manage.” Lochlann’s own voice, unused for
hours, was gruff and choked. “Hurry, before the lights take
them.”

Cuinn nodded, and Faded; Lochlann followed, taking
form at the very edge of the black circle beside his friend.

This close, the beauty of the portal took his
breath. Midnight blackness was set with icy silver-blue light, a
magnificently complex net of glittering diamond. The four Fae who
knelt in the midst of it were equally beautiful, though each bore
scars from the battle they had endured. Only one of the four was
known to Lochlann, and that by reputation only—Dúlánc, the leader
of the Loremasters, the strongest of them, and nearly a thousand
years old. So ancient that his age had begun to show, his black
hair was frosted with white. And from him, Lochlann sensed no fear
at all; apprehension, yes, but it was nearly lost in fierce
excitement.

“We will be enough.” Dúlánc’s deep voice seemed to
come from the very depths of exhaustion as he addressed Cuinn, yet
it trembled with that same excitement. “If you seal the Pattern
well behind us, we will be enough to hold the portal against
anything less than one of our own, wielding the magick of a whole
world.”

“I won’t fail you.” Cuinn stood, feet
shoulders’-width apart and arms crossed, his jaw set in what might
have been determination and might have been anger. Both, probably.
“But I should be with you.”

Dúlánc sighed. “One had to remain behind. And none
of us are capable of doing what you will one day do.”

“Do I get to know what that is?” If anything, his
friend grew even more pugnacious in the face of the senior
Loremaster’s formality.

“Not yet.” The hint of a smile touched the elderly
Fae’s lips. “One of the things you have to do is figure it
out.”

“I would feel better about that if I didn’t know for
a fact you don’t actually know everything.”

Now Dúlánc laughed outright. “Fortunately for all of
us, stubbornness is essential to your task.”

The older Loremaster was still smiling as he turned
to Lochlann. “Brother of Water, I should have thanked you before
now, but believe me when I say that we are grateful for what you
are about to do. This work—” Dúlánc’s gesture took in the whole of
the circle—“is far from finished. And without you, it could never
be finished.”

“I don’t understand.” Lochlann felt his cheeks warm,
at being addressed as ‘brother’ by a male already a legend. “But
I’ll do as Cuinn’s explained to me.”

“We can ask no more.” The smile, the laughter in the
eyes faded. “From tonight, you will no longer be Lochlann, but
Lochlann Doran.” Lochlann the Stranger, Lochlann the Exile. “Until
you find the one destined for you on the other side.”

“What about me?” Cuinn put in, one eyebrow nearly
disappearing into the sandy blond locks that fell over his
forehead. “Am I to be renamed as well?”

“Oh, yes.” Dúlánc chuckled dryly. “Several of your
fellow Loremasters had suggestions for a new name. I chose to
ignore them. From now on, you will be Cuinn an Dearmad. Wisdom of
the Forgotten. For forgotten we will all surely be. None of the
four thousand were told the truth of the portal, and they will wake
to a world without Loremasters.”

“Dúlánc.” The woman who knelt behind the elder mage
spoke softly. “The Pattern remains unfinished until we enter
it.”

“Thank you, Aine.” Dúlánc took a deep, cleansing
breath. “Cuinn, Lochlann, you might want to step back.”

Lochlann obeyed, and as a precaution averted his
eyes. But even looking off into the magickally restored forest
bordering the portal site, he saw the light. Saw it build, saw it
flare. And heard his chara’s long, unsteady sigh when
darkness returned.

“Cuinn, I’m sorry—”

“Stand back.” Cuinn’s eyes were a sharp green glint
in the darkness, reflecting Pattern-light. “All the magick for this
is going to have to come from me—I don’t want to drain you
accidentally.”

Again Lochlann gave way, but this time he watched.
Cuinn closed his eyes, bowed his head. His hands clenched into
fists, then relaxed. And he began to glow. At first, it was as if
his skin was suffused with fire, the way a child’s hand looked
clutching a light-orb crafted by a doting parent. The light swiftly
brightened, though, and in a matter of moments his friend was
engulfed in white and green fire, subtly patterned. Yes, he told
me, his father was Air and his mother was Earth.

He closed his eyes, briefly, to let the searing
after-images clear.

When he opened them again, Cuinn still blazed as
brightly, but knelt beside the circle, reaching for the matte-black
surface. The green and the white raced out from where he touched
it, like oil touched with a spark, or like frost etching itself on
glass; the circle flared up brilliantly, then faded once again to
blackness. This was a different sort of blackness, though. The
circle now gave back the starlight like a mirror, and when Lochlann
edged closer to look, he saw the brilliant silver-blue tracery
faded to the thinness of a hair, nearly invisible.

“Are you ready?” Cuinn spoke quietly, from behind
him.

So soon? Lochlann’s heart raced as he turned.
But, then, why wait? “If the portal’s ready, yes.”

The magickal glow hadn’t faded entirely from Cuinn
yet, and Lochlann caught his breath at his friend’s beauty, his
features edged in shifting light. He had never bedded Cuinn—their
sort of friendship was a rarity among the Fae, and would never have
survived the kind of sexual collision he knew the Loremaster
favored—but it was easy to see why males and females alike vied,
and sometimes even dueled, for his attention.

“It’s ready, though I’ll probably have to help you
through. One of my first jobs come morning is to trigger the wards
the others crafted for this place, and figure a way to open the
portal when necessary without me having to spend magick to do it
directly.” Cuinn shifted his weight uncomfortably. “Do me a favor?
Be careful, once you’re over there. If things went as we planned,
nothing physical can harm you. Look around, find out what the
Sundering has done to the human world. And then when you find the
human with the other half of your soul, you shouldn’t need the
invulnerability any more, because with his help you’ll be able to
tap directly into the raw magick that’s left on that side.”

“Slow down, chara. Breathe.” Lochlann managed
a smile. “You told me most of this already.” Cuinn had first
approached him, tentatively, several years ago, not long after the
Loremasters had started their planning. “And I agreed to do it. I’m
a volunteer, remember?”

“I know.” Cuinn took a deep breath, and let it out
in a sigh. “I’d feel better if we were able to be more certain. We
tried to control as much as we could, but there are aspects of this
that are beyond anyone’s ability to foresee or control. And no one
has been able to test the system.”

“That’s my job. And I trust you.” Words rarer even
than ‘I love you’ among the Fae, and never spoken lightly.

“Maybe you shouldn’t.” The gaze Cuinn turned on him
was haunted, his emotional aura that of a male pushed to his limits
and past them, and facing a task that demanded everything he had
left.

Lochlann shook his head. “Send me through,
chara.”

Cuinn stared at him a moment longer, then nodded.
“All right. Go.”

Lochlann stepped tentatively onto the circle, not
sure what sort of surface would greet him. It was solid, and as
smooth as it looked; he moved out to the center, the small space of
darkness in the tracery of light, and knelt as he had seen so many
other Fae do in the course of the endless day just past. He looked
down at the gleaming surface, and fought down dizzying vertigo. The
silver-blue Pattern gleamed in the circle below him, its lines
finer than spun silk. And past the lines, he saw a sky full of
stars. “Cho’hálan,” he whispered. So beautiful.

One swirl of light, directly in front of him, caught
his attention.

Dúlánc, it said, in the curves and angles of
d’aos’Faein shaping. Beside it, another skein of lines
shaped Aine. There were other names as well, all subtly
shifting, rearranging themselves. As if their bearers were trying
to find their places in a new reality.

Cuinn gestured, whispered, and the mirrored surface
vanished.

The brilliant glory of the lines revived, and for an
instant longer Lochlann was enthralled by beauty.

But the lines were blades, keener than any knife.
Lochlann fell through them, between them, the blades cutting deep
and bloodless.

But not deep enough.

He dropped through the Pattern to the bottom of the
cage of his ribs, before he stuck. He tried to lunge for Cuinn,
sought his hand, nearly blinded by the pain. His wordless screams
rent the night air, one after another. It’s gone wrong, no one
could survive this!

Cuinn, as pale as his own revenant, stared at what
was left of Lochlann in shock. Then he gestured, and a whirlwind
sprang up around him. He pointed at the center of the circle.

The merciless wind hammered at Lochlann the Exile
like a great fist. His scream went ahead of him, opening the way
into his new world.

 



Chapter One

 


Garrett pushed open the dressing room door. Or he
tried to. Someone was using the mirror behind it, so the door
wouldn’t open all the way. “Incoming,” he called out, wondering
where the hell the cheery tone was coming from. “Suck it up,
Buttercup.”

“Oh, for Christ’s sake.”

Garrett thought he heard a shuffling of feet, and
the next time he tried, he could get the door open wide enough to
get through, shoving his bag in ahead of him. The door closed again
behind him, as Leandro took a step back to continue running a comb
through his thick black hair. “You’re early.” The Brazilian flashed
him a quick smile in the mirror.

“Yeah, I know, I need to have something to eat
before I go on.” Garrett tossed his bag in the corner, shrugged out
of his coat, draped it over the tiny dressing room’s single chair,
and sat down in the chair, facing a lit makeup mirror and a table
littered with more powders and creams than the cosmetics counter at
Saks. Not that he needed that shit. At least, not yet. Maybe
soon. But not yet.

“Take your time.” Leandro settled one last stray
lock in place, then set down the comb with a satisfied nod. “I’m
going out early, we have a full house. Maybe I’ll pick up enough to
take Antonio out for drinks after I get off.”

“Good luck.” Garrett didn’t take his eyes off the
old, discolored mirror as the door opened and closed behind him,
the persistent bass thrum of the music from the dance floor
swelling for a moment and then fading. Sound insulation on the
dressing room door. One of the decent things Tiernan Guaire had
done since he took over Purgatory. That, and furniture for the
dancers’ dressing room. And lights.

And paying a respectable enough wage that Leandro
didn’t really have to do his dollar dance if he wanted to take his
boyfriend and former business partner out on the town. Garrett
grimaced and reached into his bag, digging out a wrapped sandwich
and a bottle of water. It hadn’t always been that way. For most of
his time at Purgatory, he’d gotten by only by turning tricks.
Sometimes even in this very room, back when the lighting sucked and
the ceiling and the walls were nothing but stained grey cement.

Did it happen in here, I wonder?

Working by touch, he reached back into the bag and
took out two bottles of pills, one large, one smaller, and set them
carefully on the edge of the table. Checked his watch, slowly,
ritualistically. Five minutes to ten. Plenty of time to eat. Even a
few bites of his sandwich would be enough to let this newest
protease inhibitor do its thing.

Why the HELL am I bothering?

He glared at his reflection, pissed off at it for
looking like nothing had happened today. Same mop of blond curls,
same dark amber eyes, dimpled chin, and bow-shaped mouth. Same body
that men he’d never met and never would were going to be getting
hard at the sight of in about half an hour. At least now he didn’t
have to let them fuck him to pay for food.

Shit. He grabbed the sandwich, unwrapped it,
and forced himself to start eating. Not that he had much of an
appetite. That was what had set off this whole latest round of
doctor’s visits over a month ago. Blood tests. Waiting for results.
Change of meds. More blood tests. More waiting. And then,
today...

“I don’t understand it, Mr. Templar.” Dr.
Terwillar’s scowl didn’t sit well on her usually cheerful features,
and she glared at the computer screen as if she wanted to put one
of her thrift store Doc Martens through it. “Your viral load is
literally off the charts. It’s worse than it was before we switched
you to the Fosamprenavir. And there is no way that’s supposed to
happen.” She kept pushing the same stubborn strand of graying hair
out of her eyes, a mechanical tidiness that was starting to
irritate the shit out of him. Better than being angry at the
fucking virus that was going to kill him. The virus that didn’t
realize the magic pills were supposed to keep it in the background
of his life until someone somewhere came up with a cure. The virus
didn’t care what he felt.

Ten o’clock. He reached for bottle with the larger
of the two pills. Damned if he was going to give up.

 


***

 


The plastic water bottle bounced off the rim of the
wastebasket and clattered to the floor. Garrett grimaced, but
didn’t bother going back for it. I’ll get it when I come
back. No turning back now; he’d let himself hear the beat and
the music was calling him. Ten years he’d been doing this, and the
music still called him. He’d always told himself the day it stopped
was the day he was going to quit. Looks like my schedule might
be changing.

He let himself out of the dressing room and started
down the hall, his bare feet cold against the cement, adjusting
himself as he went, his gloved fingers only a little clumsy. Some
of the customers complained about the coverage of the thong he wore
when he danced, but it protected him against the worst pole burns,
and anyone who really wanted a look at his package just had to wait
for him to do a corkscrew around the pole.

Shit, Leandro wasn’t kidding. The noise from
the dance floor hit him like a padded hammer as he let himself out
of the back hallway into the front of the house. Over and over,
with every bass beat from the speakers. Friday night, and the dance
floor was jammed nearly to the walls, or at least as far as he
could see on tiptoes, with men in various states of dress. And
various states of undress. Everyone was still dressed, though, at
least a little. Well, the night was young.

Two of the poles were occupied, the ones toward the
back. Leandro’s jock was already pretty well stuffed with green,
from what he could see as he made his way through the crowd, and if
there were a couple of baggies in with the cash, Garrett very
carefully wasn’t seeing them. And Frederic was rapturously being
Frederic, Christ, the guy should have been a contortionist.

They’d left the front pole for him, they always did.
He was the one who brought the audience in. He was the one who made
them forget everyone else and jam the dance floor to watch and then
stand back in awe, hands dropping to groins, groaning softly. A
line from an old song skittered through his head: ...’cause he
knows that it’s me they’ve been coming to see, to forget about life
for a while. Yeah, that was it. He gave them that. But where
did he go, to forget about his?

Right here. Garrett gripped the pole, testing
the rubber surfaces that covered his palms, then swung himself up,
legs scissoring, to wrap one leg around the pole over his head and
extend the other as he slowly spiraled down.

It was starting already, he could hear the
exclamations, a few squeals, some of the regulars calling his name.
The rush. He hit bottom, did a long slow sweep around the pole with
legs extended as the bass beat kicked his ass, then swung his legs
back in and shimmied up the pole. Hugged it, his mop of blond curls
nearly brushing the ceiling. Worked it, all the way down, fucking
the long gleaming hard length of it, slowly spinning to make sure
every guy on the floor got the view he liked best.

Garrett had never been a gymnast, and though he’d
studied dance off and on, it sure wasn’t anything like this. There
were probably names for some of the things he did with his body,
but he didn’t know what they were, and didn’t care. He made himself
happy when he danced, and the fact he made others happy when he did
it was just what his Grand’Mere Toinette had called lagniappe. A
little something extra, thrown in for free.

A sharp prickle ran down the back of his neck as he
hand-over-handed it back up to the driving beat. What the
hell? He’d always been intuitive—he hated the word “sensitive,”
it was the word his mother used to describe him because she
couldn’t make herself say the word “gay”— ever since he could
remember, he’d had an acute sixth sense. But why was it acting up
now? Someone’s watching me? No shit. About a hundred
someones.

Hooking a knee around the pole, he corkscrewed
halfway down in a graceful arabesque; his legs were longer than
they had any right to be on a guy who was only five foot nine, and
he knew how to use them. With a grin, he spread his legs wide,
grabbing the pole in between them and letting the pole stand in for
the world’s longest, hardest cock. Which every man in the room
probably figured he had right now. Spinning around, working his ass
against the cool slick metal.

Viral load. The thought was like a physical
blow. Shit. They’re going to have to use Lysol on the
pole.

A wave of revulsion, dizziness hit him. Hard. He let
go of the pole. He fell. His head hit the floor, and the music and
the lights all went away.

“Hey.”

Garrett’s head was being cradled. In someone’s lap,
probably, from the feel of it. A hand was touching his face. He
opened his eyes, and looked up into the most stunning, sensual blue
eyes he had ever seen. Eyes that peered at him anxiously, dark hair
falling around them.

The man’s fingers brushed Garrett’s cheek. “Are you
all right, scair-anam?”


Chapter Two

 


I cannot believe I just said that.

Lochlann brushed the dancer’s curly blond hair back
from his face, his hand perfectly happy to acknowledge the truth
his mind was running in circles trying to avoid. Garrett. A
few of the spectators had been calling that name, even chanting it,
a minute ago. Now those spectators were crowded around, their
murmuring barely audible over the driving music. They’d been quick.
But he’d been quicker.

Soul-share. He’d known it the moment he’d
seen the male undulating up the pole. The shock when he’d felt the
subtle whisper of magick within him had taken his breath. Magick.
After what, six hundred years, give or take? He’d pushed his way
through the crowd, captivated by the male’s grace and enthusiasm.
And beauty. Damn.

But then Garrett had fallen. And Lochlann, who
hadn’t been a healer for 600 years and had last given a damn about
any living soul, Fae or human, long before that, had raced to his
side and lifted his bleeding head into his lap.

“Huh?” The male shook his head, as if to clear it,
and winced. “Shit. What happened?”

“I’m not sure. You fell.” Lochlann kept his face
impassive with an effort, as the healer he had once been tried to
reach out, enter into Garrett to assess his injury. Tried in vain,
of course. “Maybe you should just lie here for a minute.”

“I...” The male looked up at him, confused. “Yeah.
I’d like that.”

The dark-haired Fae moved to settle the human more
comfortably. It was as if the onlookers had vanished, for all he
cared they could be on the moon, or in the Realm. “Take your time.”
His fingers moved almost of themselves, stroking Garrett’s
forehead, toying with the curls that fell over it, meeting eyes of
an amazing warm brown that was almost gold.

And he stared, stunned, as the human’s aura
shimmered into view. This had to be some effect of
soul-sharing. His inner magicks had been the last to go. He’d held
on to those for almost a century after he had lost the ability to
channel, but he hadn’t been able to read an aura for half a
millennium.

Maybe I’ve forgotten how to do it. Because
what he was seeing didn’t make any sense. The quiescent male in his
lap had an aura spiking with panic and despair; the beautiful body
that enchanted him swirled with the dull gray ashen hue that
denoted a terminal illness in a human. Not possible.

Garrett’s gloved hand clutched at his, startling
him. “Who are you?” The human’s eyes were intense, almost
fevered.

“I’m Lochlann.” The Fae turned his hand in the
human’s, holding it more gently than he’d held anything in the last
few thousand years. “You’ll be all right—”

“What the fuck happened?”

Lochlann looked up, a growl starting, as someone
pushed through the hushed circle of onlookers. A male, tall, blond,
hair falling in waves over his shoulders. Ring in one eyebrow,
leather jacket over a plain white T-shirt.

Eyes of a clear, faceted blue, like gem-quality
topaz. The eyes of another Fae.

“Tiernan.” Garrett tried to sit up, and for the
first time Lochlann saw the bloodstains on his jeans. “Sorry, I
don’t know what happened. I fell.”

Gently, Lochlann urged Garrett back down. He kept
his face carefully impassive, doing his best not to reel under the
impact of the one-two punch he’d received. First his SoulShare,
after more than two millennia. And now, for the first time since
coming through the Pattern, he was seeing another member of his own
race in the flesh. Coincidence?
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