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			Helene Whitney was losing time. Not losing track of time, but missing hours, finding whole blank spaces in her day that she could not account for.

			And it terrified her.

			The first incident, after a party at the university museum where she worked as the director of development, had been easy enough to explain away. The annual gala was the highlight of the fundraising year, a white-tie dinner with dancing to follow, held in the museum’s grand atrium. It took six months to plan, an army of caterers, musicians, decorators, and florists to execute, and disrupted almost every aspect of the institution’s operations.

			For Helene, it was the most important date on the calendar. Her professional life, the direction of her career, forward or back, turned on the success of this one, all-consuming night.

			During the day the marble and granite halls of the museum were hushed temples to art, the quiet broken only occasionally by schoolchildren. For the gala Helene had transformed the place into a pleasure palace, awash in flowers and music, dotted with white tablecloths and gilded chairs, champagne always close at hand. She moved through this enchanted realm in a column of pale-blue silk chosen to complement the party’s decor.

			It was only natural, once the dessert had been served (lemon soufflé—excellent), the speeches delivered (by the director—tendentious, and by the curators—pedantic), the pledges made (miraculous—considering the speeches), that she should reward herself for a job well done with a glass of wine. Or two. She had not remembered drinking more than that. Not at the gala, anyway.

			A small group of important donors and the director had moved on to a bar in the square afterward and she had gone with them. It was the kind of place the students shunned, the preserve of well-heeled academics and successful alumni, attached to an overpriced restaurant in a converted town house.

			She didn’t think she had ordered a cocktail, but she couldn’t be certain. She could recall the patio where they sat, small lights twinkling in the trees, the airy country-club atmosphere, and talking to a man whose face she couldn’t remember. When she tried to picture him, the scene blurred, and she was left with only a vague sense of charisma—and then after that, nothing—until the next morning, when she’d woken up at home.

			With no hangover. Her only souvenir of the evening was a bug bite—a mosquito from the late-night drinks on the patio, probably, although she couldn’t find a welt—on her right shoulder that itched like mad.

			At the time she’d just been grateful to wake up with a clear head. There were a thousand details to attend to the day after the event, thank-yous to write, rentals to return, invoices to pay, donors to follow up with, and though her boss, the museum’s director, treated her like a glorified social planner, she took her job seriously.

			Helene wasn’t in it for the parties. She’d started out on a curatorial track, as a collections manager in the European paintings department. She’d quickly discovered that there was never enough money for the things that mattered in a museum: access for schoolchildren and the poor; conservation; exhibitions; sometimes even to keep the lights on. The curator she worked for was an able scholar, but he didn’t have the knack for bringing in money or for cultivating collectors and donors.

			Helene did. And when money began to flow into her neglected department, the director, Dave Monroe, noticed. He’d plucked her out of her entry-level job, fired his existing director of development, and installed Helene. She had struggled at first to earn the respect of her colleagues, who thought her too young and inexperienced for the job, but since that time she’d run six annual galas for the museum, each one more successful than the last, and won over most of the staff.

			The gala itself was a means to an end. The real thrill, Helene found, came in the days afterward, when money, art, and expertise flowed into the museum. It was the best part of her job.

			But not this year. Two days after the gala, she’d looked up from her desk to realize that she had no idea what she’d been doing since ten that morning. A similar occurrence had followed the next day. Then nothing for a week. Then three days in a row she’d simply lost the hours from twelve to two.

			The blackouts left her with a feeling of having been violated, a sense that hours of her life had been stolen. She was afraid to confide her fears to any of her friends or family, because no one would believe her.

			Except for Beth Carter, and Beth Carter was three thousand miles away. There might be another source of help nearer by, but he was a man—no, he wasn’t a man, he was a Fae sorcerer—whom Helene dared not trust.

			She was on her own.

			Helene had dated a lawyer once whose firm required him to account for all of his time, his billable hours, in fifteen-minute increments. Recalling his method, she’d bought a ledger like the one he used and begun recording the minutiae of her day. There were exhibition planning meetings and docent lunches and hours spent at her desk drafting brochure copy and press releases, all written in the neat block capitals she liked to use at work.

			And then nothing. Blank spaces where she had ceased to record her activities, as if someone had simply flipped a switch and turned Helene Whitney off.

			She always woke up from these episodes, apart from the very first, sitting at her desk in her office or standing in one of the galleries at the museum. Safe places. So far, anyway. But she had suffered from claustrophobia since childhood and feared waking up in a confined space, such as one of the small, cramped public elevators, or the crowded storage rooms with their floor-to-ceiling shelves full of objects and their tiny, narrow aisles.

			She was never certain where she had been when she’d blanked out, but the last thing she always remembered was that she was always on her own. So she tried, for as many hours of the day as she could manage, to spend time with other people—her colleagues or donors or docents—but at some point she was always left alone. And then it would happen: a yawning black hole in her day.

			She was a rational woman, so she had looked for a rational explanation, an environmental or medical cause. Tests on her office and home had come up negative for mold or toxins. Her doctor had given her a complete physical and declared her healthy. She’d consulted a psychologist, discreetly, off campus, because she did not want to jeopardize her job. He’d recommended counseling for alcoholism. She hadn’t gone back.

			That was when she had forced herself to face the undeniable truth: there was no rational explanation for what had been happening. Unfortunately, and much as she had tried to forget, she already knew that the world was not an entirely rational place.

			Last autumn, Beth Carter, curator of Celtic antiquities at the museum, had brought more than artifacts back from her dig in Ireland. She’d brought a man back with her as well. Tall, strong, inhumanly handsome, Conn was one of the Fae. The Good Neighbors. The Fair Folk. The Tuatha Dé Danann. The People of the Mounds. The Aes Sídhe. They had many names because no one wanted to call them what they really were: ancient, immoral, tricksy, and jaded. The ancient god kings of Ireland were a mythic race apart: impossibly beautiful, long-lived, seductive, and cruel.

			Her first instinct, once she acknowledged that her problem was not mundane, was to call Beth. The young archaeologist possessed some magic herself—she was descended from the Druids who had banished the Aes Sídhe. Beth would not only believe Helene, she might even be able to help.

			Helene picked up the phone in her office, a space she had once loved, with its pale carpets, spare decor, and large plate-glass windows. It now felt frighteningly open and exposed. She dialed the country code for Ireland, then Beth’s number.

			Her friend answered at once. Helene had been ready to spill her problems. The tale had been on the tip of her tongue. But when she opened her mouth, nothing but small talk came out. She asked Beth about the dig—an Iron Age burial mound—and Conn and the weather.

			And Beth told her how much she was enjoying having a real partner—her first husband had been an archaeologist like Beth, but had made his reputation by stealing her work—and finally being seen as a major player in her field. Helene told her about the gala and the latest antics of their executive director.

			Every time Helene tried to say something is happening to me and I need your help, other words came out. Later, when she tried to email Beth, she typed the same nonsense.

			Something was very, very wrong. She was scared. Scared enough to turn to the man—no, the creature—she had hoped never to see again: the Fae sorcerer and criminal who lived in South Boston, who had staked his claim to Helene’s body and soul and only given it up when Beth had threatened to use her newfound Druid powers against him—Miach MacCecht.

			• • •

			Miach MacCecht sat at his desk in his comfortable library overlooking Boston Harbor. The room would not have been to everyone’s taste. The dark wood shelves and red embossed leather walls gave the chamber a mysterious, chthonic air, and the spectacular view made the large windows feel like the mouth of a seaside cave.

			The house itself was a decidedly Victorian structure, a maze of rooms entirely devoid of symmetry. There were cupolas and octagonal chambers and towers all clad in lavender-and gray-painted shingle, and such an abundant tangle of mixed ornament inside and out, of carvings and tiles and wallpapers that drew on so many different cultures and eras and styles that it would take even a dedicated student of art history a month to sort them all out.

			Miach liked the crazy quilt of styles, the Egyptian acanthus and Moorish tile that warred with each other in the conservatory, the classical columns that supported the ceiling of a parlor with linen-fold gothic paneling. It was a little bit like a scrapbook of all the human eras he had lived through these past three thousand years, and while it lacked the elegant simplicity of good taste, it satisfied his deeper Fae craving for sensation.

			The object on his desk fit deceptively well with the rest of the house, but it was not the work of human hands. It was an arm, severed at the shoulder, made entirely of silver. Like the medieval reliquary of some dismembered saint, perhaps. But a closer look at the detail would tell even the casual observer that this was not the product of some pious serf. It had the lifelike quality of Michelangelo’s genius, and drapery that could have come from Bernini’s chisel. The froth of lace at the wrist looked as though it might move in the breeze.

			That was because it once had. The arm belonged to the Prince Consort, the Fae Queen’s lover. Unfortunately for humanity, the Prince Consort had not been imprisoned with his Queen and the rest of the Court. The Druids had kept the Prince and Miach and a handful of other prisoners chained with iron to the stone walls of their grassy temple mounds. Until the Fae, allied with the Roman invaders, had escaped their bonds and annihilated the Druids.

			That had been two thousand years ago. Miach’s scars—the Druids had experimented on their captured Fae, searching for the secret to their power—had faded, and he had learned to live among men. He had fathered a sprawling clan of half-bloods whom the true Fae would not have tolerated—except as playthings—and he did not want the old Court, the Queen and her cruel courtiers and lackeys, back.

			But the Prince Consort wanted nothing else. He had spent the last two thousand years searching for a way to free the Fae in exile, to release the Wild Hunt. He was a formidable warrior, possessed some talent for magic, danced, sang, painted, and excelled in all things Fae. He was the perfect Sídhe, the only Fae good enough for the Queen, and he exulted in the adulation of the court. The Prince Consort had spent the last two millennia since the Druids had turned the tables on the Fae trying to bring down the wall between worlds, to connect the ley lines and open a gate, to free his brothers and his Queen.

			His most recent attempt to use Beth Carter for that purpose had failed, and he had lost his arm and been hurled into the Otherworld for his troubles. Now the Prince existed in two planes, his body with the Fae Court in exile, his arm here on earth.

			A quiet calamity, because while the Prince Consort had been defeated and the gate between worlds had been closed, that most dangerous of Fae now had a presence on both sides of the divide. Miach had studied the Prince Consort’s silver arm—the product, he suspected, of some enchantment the Queen had placed upon her lover to preserve his life even in the face of the gravest injury—and discovered something troubling. It could not be destroyed.

			It was impervious to heat and cold and no blade could so much as scratch it. It moved when no one was in the room with it, dragging itself, Miach presumed, by its silvery hand, across the floor toward some unknowable goal.

			Miach’s studies had not been idle curiosity. He had taken charge of the arm because he feared what power it might exert, and his observations had revealed that his worst fears were true: the wall between worlds was weakening.

			And he did not know how to stop it.

			Miach had not made the wall between worlds, but he had studied it for two thousand years. It was an intricate Druid construct, a magical barrier that straddled two realms, its foundations deep in the earth of this world and the fabric of the plane where the Fae dwelled in exile. Its engineering was a marvel, and Miach admired it from a strictly technical standpoint. Viscerally he recoiled from the edifice that had imprisoned his race, evil as they were, on the other side. It was a monument to an epic betrayal and the bloody annihilation that followed, in which he had played no small part.

			And it was vulnerable. It sat balanced like a fulcrum between worlds, had been erected to hold a precise number of Fae, and now held one more. Enough, Miach suspected, as age decayed its foundations, to tip it off balance. And unbalanced, the wall could tilt and align the gates and let the Fae out. A measure of force, from one side or the other, might send it reeling. Or create a crack. Or cause it to crumble altogether.

			In which case the world of men and Miach’s human family in particular would be well and truly fucked.

			It was possible that the wall could rebalance itself, adjust to one more Fae on the far side, find some new equilibrium, but that was not a hope he could pin his family’s safety on. Or the world’s.

			A knock at the door interrupted his speculation. His granddaughter, or, really, great-great-granddaughter, or more—he had lived among the race of men for two thousand years and begotten a large and boisterous family that was difficult to keep track of—put her head in.

			“Your tea is ready,” she said pointedly. He had been taking his afternoon meal in his study for weeks, working late into the night and missing dinner, searching for some way to neutralize or at least contain the power of the Prince’s silver arm, and the mini matriarch who ran his household and managed her child along with her sister’s children had declared yesterday that she would no longer stand for it.

			He returned the arm to the lead-lined box where he stored it. After the children had sworn they’d heard something tapping inside the box last week, he had barred his family, except for Nieve and his “right hand,” Elada, the Fae warrior who was bound to him, from the room.

			Just as he closed and locked the lid on the box, the whole house shook. It felt like the shock of an earthquake, but Miach knew it was nothing of the kind. The house and grounds were warded. It had been a long time since any Fae had been foolish enough to try to attack him with magic. His race, even reduced as it was, warred constantly: to settle old grudges, to satisfy an ingrained need for violence, to fight the boredom of the centuries. But Miach’s enemies knew better than to bring the fight to his doorstep.

			Nevertheless, someone had just carried magic into his house. A grave offense, one the miscreant would die for. His wards would already have dissipated any petty spells the intruder carried. Death would take care of the rest.

			And it would be meted out by Miach and Elada. Fae sorcerers always went into battle teamed with a champion. The warrior protected the sorcerer, who would be vulnerable while performing complicated magics, and the sorcerer healed the swordsman and enhanced his battle skills with spells to multiply dexterity and speed.

			Elada passed into the library, employing the Fae ability to travel through any substance but cold iron, and appeared in the center of the room, sword in hand.

			“Finn?” he asked, alluding to the Fae warlord who controlled Charlestown, and who had been Miach’s rival for centuries, but quiet just of late.

			“Most likely,” said Miach. When trouble came, with the recent exception of the business with Beth Carter and the shocking reappearance of Conn of the Hundred Battles, it usually came from Finn and his unruly family.

			The video chat on Miach’s computer rang. It was an improvement over the scratchy old intercom and it helped make the rambling house livable.

			“You have a visitor,” said Miach’s almost human grandson, Liam, who, along with his brother Nial, ran much of Miach’s legitimate business—and most of his criminal enterprises as well.

			“I could guess as much, Liam. Who is it?” asked Miach.

			“Remember how you asked me to keep an eye on Helene Whitney, even though you promised the Druid woman to let her well alone?” asked Liam, whose all too human conscience often proved inconvenient.

			“I promised not to approach her myself,” said Miach. He had taken a geis upon himself when he made the promise, stronger because it had been made to a Druid, and one who would come very near to being his equal in power someday. “What does Helene Whitney have to do with our visitor?”

			“My contracts professor would call your claim a distinction without a difference,” said Liam.

			Miach knew he would regret loosening his hold on this younger generation, allowing them to live more fully in the human world outside South Boston.

			“Your contracts professor would be unwise, then, to bargain with a Fae.”

			Liam sighed. “Beth Carter told you to leave Helene Whitney alone.”

			“And I have,” Miach said pleasantly.

			“Then why is she here, with enough magic on her to trip the wards and break every glass in the house?”
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			Helene had never been to Miach’s home before, but Beth had described it from one of her visits. The sorcerer was tutoring Beth, teaching her how to use her Druid talents. Helene hadn’t liked the idea, could not, no matter what her best friend said, bring herself to trust Miach.

			Now she would have to.

			South Boston was a world removed from the bustle of the rest of the city. Much of it was infill, connecting the old fort at Castle William, originally an island, with the mainland. Separated from downtown by the Fort Point Channel, it had long been a tough neighborhood of immigrants, one group displacing the next until the Irish had come and stuck.

			It was fashionable now to buy houses and condos in the gentrified parts of Southie. The Shamrocks and the Winter Hill gang were only memories these days, but muggings and robberies were still alarmingly common. And of course Miach MacCecht’s close-knit crime family remained, collecting protection money from the bars and liquor stores, receiving their tithe from the goods that arrived at the shipping terminal, the cars that rolled off the container ships. Like the milk and honey, which Beth had told her some Irish villagers still left outside their doors to placate the Good Neighbors, a little taste of everything profitable in South Boston was offered up to the Fae.

			Helene had taken the T as far as the Broadway station, and begun walking. The Back Bay, where she lived, was a neighborhood of cafés and boutiques and grand public buildings. South Boston was a neighborhood of barbershops and bakeries and light industry. Helene had chosen what she perceived to be the safest route, on a well-trafficked street with schools and businesses, but when two shirtless men covered in prison tattoos had started following her and calling out obscenities, she jumped into a passing cab and told the driver to take her to the big house at City Point.

			The driver knew exactly which house she meant.

			Her first thought was that the mansion was ugly. A jumble of spires and porches and dormers with no rhyme or reason to them. But there was an exuberance to the architecture, an undeniable joy in the variety and sheer excess of ornament, that seduced her as she drew closer. From the looks of the outside, she guessed that the individual rooms would be quite charming, the house taking its shape from the interior living spaces more than any architect’s plan.

			It had taken an act of will to come here. The night she had met Miach, she hadn’t known what he was. She’d felt an instant attraction to him, the effect, she now understood, of his Fae glamour. And perhaps, to be fair, of her unconscious desires.

			She was tired of dating men who were intimidated by her. Helene wasn’t petite and curvy like Beth. She was tall for a woman, but she didn’t fit the willowy feminine ideal. Helene was . . . athletic. Tanned. She worked out to stay strong, not slim. She had more than a few freckles across her nose. Her hair was long and blond, but it wasn’t the iron-straight curtain of perfection found in glossy magazines, more the windblown sort that hung in irregular waves.

			The scholars she met at the university, with the exception of a fling with a marine biologist who had turned out to be married, tended to be urban creatures, more at home on asphalt than on a forest trail. And few of them were comfortable dating a woman over five-foot-ten who might be able to bench press more than they could.

			Helene wanted to meet a man who was comfortable in his own skin, who wouldn’t feel emasculated by her height, her strength, or her focus on her career.

			Miach had introduced himself as a doctor. A confident professional with achievements, a breed apart from the introverted scholars and wealthy dilettantes she met at the museum. Their attraction had seemed promising—until she’d discovered what he really was.

			Helene had not believed it at first, but when she and Beth were kidnapped by a renegade band of half-blooded Fae, she’d been forced to learn the truth. The Fae had once ruled over men through their vassals, the Druids. But the Druids had grown weary of the abuses of the decadent, sensation-loving Fae, and turned on them, banishing most of the Aes Sídhe to an alternate plane, where they abided still, always looking for a way out.

			Save the few the Druids had kept prisoner aboveground, such as Miach.

			He had refused to take Beth, in the middle of a malaria attack, to a hospital. Helene had thought he was killing her best friend. She’d threatened to call the police. He’d tried to use his glamour then, to bend Helene to his will, and when that wasn’t expedient enough, he’d used his magic to close her windpipe and cut off her air until she’d blacked out.

			While she was unconscious, he’d inked a geis, a magical tattoo, on her inner thigh. It had allowed him to track her movements. While she admitted that the geis had probably saved her life and allowed Miach and Conn to find her when Miach’s renegade son kidnapped her, the Fae sorcerer had not put it there for her sake.

			He’d put it there to mark his territory. To make it clear that Helene Whitney was his. Later, Beth had made Miach swear to leave Helene alone, but now that she was entering his domain of her own free will, all bets, she feared, were off.

			The girl who answered the door was young and pretty and welcoming, and she beckoned Helene inside with a warm smile. Helene crossed the threshold and felt something almost like an electric current pass through her, like receiving a massive static shock. At the same time the whole house shook, as though a truck had passed in the street.

			A look of surprise and curiosity passed over the girl’s face. “You’re the lady the old man sent the curly lamb coat to, aren’t you?” she asked.

			The Persian lamb coat. Helene still had it in her closet. Longed to wear it. Possibly the most glamorous thing she had ever owned. Miach had sent it by way of an apology—after his son and grandsons had kidnapped her, locked her in a tiny attic, and threatened to abuse her.

			She’d hidden the coat away.

			“Yes,” she said carefully.

			The girl looked her up and down, then wrinkled her nose and said, “He’ll be able to smell it on you. Another Fae’s magic.”

			It was the thing Helene had feared the most. That one of these cruel, soulless creatures was climbing inside her mind. Had done it over and over again. Would continue to do so if she could not find help.

			So she asked the question that had kept her from coming here for so long. “How can you tell it isn’t Miach’s magic on me?”

			The girl looked at her like she was stupid. “Because you tripped the wards on the house.”

			Helene wished Beth was here to explain this strange and hidden world to her, but she wasn’t, so Helene was forced to ask: “What does that mean, exactly?”

			“The old man’s got the house warded—protected—I mean, with boundary spells. They’re only triggered by magic that isn’t his. Otherwise we’d lose a set of crockery and have to replace all the mirrors every time he came back from a stroll.”

			The relief on Helene’s face must have been obvious, because the girl looked at her and said, “Are you all right?”

			“I’m better. Fine, I mean,” Helene said.

			That was at least one of her fears alleviated. Miach was not the one doing this to her. The mosquito bite on her shoulder, nearly a month old, itched suddenly, but she ignored it and followed the girl—Nieve, she said her name was—into the house.

			Nieve ushered Helene past a dining room where a boisterous afternoon meal was taking place with piles of cakes and toast and pots of tea. There were half a dozen small children seated at the table as well as a sprinkling of adults who shared Miach’s black hair and brown black eyes and—looking sheepish at the far end of the room—Miach’s grandsons Liam and Nial.

			Helene almost turned tail and ran. Liam and Niall had been two of her kidnappers. But then Nieve was leading her up the stairs, drawing her on with a steady stream of chatter. Nieve was not Fae—or at least not full-blooded Fae. She was pretty but not achingly so. She was charming, but used no chilling glamour to coax Helene to talk about herself. Nieve simply exuded warmth and interest, and Helene found herself describing her job at the museum and her apartment in the Back Bay and then, before she knew it, she was inside a huge chamber that looked out over the harbor.

			It was a library. It could easily have been one of the university’s tiny specialized collection rooms, with its polished paneling and embossed red-leather walls. The furnishings were nicer than what a college would have in a space used by students, an assortment of overstuffed lolling chairs and empire sofas covered in silk damask.

			Helene took all this in before noting the room’s principal feature: Miach MacCecht. He stood behind a large mahogany desk, and he wore a human glamour, like the night they had met, but she would never be fooled by that again.

			He was dressed much as he had been that night, in a dark-gray T-shirt that clung to his sculpted chest and hung loose over the cotton duck trousers that hugged his narrow hips. His hair was coal black and close cropped, his jaw chiseled, his cheekbones set wide and high. Like all of his race he was tall, graceful, fine boned, but beautifully muscled, biceps and forearms lean but strong. His black brows crowned golden brown almond shaped eyes. Even with his human glamour he had the exotic appeal of the Celtic peoples, familiar and, at the same time, fey.

			Although she knew how dangerous he was, knew that she should not be attracted to him, she was. She spent her whole day surrounded by beauty, by great works of art. Miach had more than physical appeal. He radiated power. When she had seen him without his human glamour, his features—sharper and more predatory and his eyes an unearthly gold flecked brown—had possessed an uncanny quality that had set her teeth on edge. And still, she had wanted him.

			He stayed behind the desk.

			“Where is Elada?” she asked. Beth had told her that the sorcerer was never without his right hand. It was another reason that even if Helene could forgive Miach for knocking her out cold, there was no way for them to be together. Miach had tried to kill Beth. And Elada had been the one to carry out his orders. He’d tried to run Beth and Helene’s car off the road, and later on taken Helene’s mind over and forced her to sit inside his vehicle while he chased after her best friend.

			“I thought you would rather not see Elada,” Miach replied. “Why are you here, Helene?”

			The moment of truth. She opened her mouth to speak. The bite on her shoulder itched so badly, it burned for a second. Then the words tumbled out: “I’m here because a Fae has been abducting me for hours, almost every day, and I can’t remember what happens.”

			Miach’s entire body, every lean inch of his six-foot-two frame tensed. “What Fae?” The threat of violence laced his words.

			“I don’t know,” she said. Her voice broke. It was such a relief just to be able to speak the words, to talk to someone who believed her. Humiliating tears pricked her eyes. She blinked them back and looked away. Her shoulder tingled. Not an itch this time, more of a stretched feeling, like sunburned skin about to peel. She couldn’t resist scratching it.

			Miach crossed the room faster than she thought possible and arrested her hand. He spun her around and yanked the strap of her tank top down, exposing her shoulder and the top of her breast.

			“Who did this to you?” he asked.

			“It’s a bug bite,” she said, puzzled. The skin looked red and raised now—even though the bite hadn’t been visible before. And it was peeling like a sunburn, spiraling out in a pattern several inches in diameter, larger than a mosquito bite, more symmetrical than a rash. It looked almost like someone had branded her shoulder with a hot iron.

			“It’s not an insect bite,” he said. “It was a geis. A spell.”

			It hurt now, a delayed reaction. She’d touched a hot pan once, recoiling at the sting but not feeling the real pain until several seconds later, when it had hit her in a searing wave. This was much the same, but Miach’s fingertips traced a soothing pattern over her branded skin like aloe being smoothed over a wound.

			“The wards on the house burned most of it off,” he said. “And your words just now did the rest. You must have been fighting it hard, for some time, because it looks likely to scar.”

			“I tried to tell Beth what was happening to me, but the words wouldn’t come out.”

			His fingers were still tracing, still soothing. It felt good. Too good.

			“Stop,” she said.

			His fingers stilled but remained in contact with her skin. “The ink,” he said, “was tinted the shade of your skin. That’s why you didn’t see it. But you fought it, over and over again, forcing it to rewrite itself. It will almost certainly scar now if you don’t let me heal it.”

			Letting him touch her was a bad idea. She liked it too much. But a giant scar on her shoulder didn’t appeal.

			“Go ahead,” she said. She wanted the thing gone. “Someone did that to me, while I was in their power under their glamour, didn’t they?”

			“Yes,” he said, his fingertips exploring the inflamed skin. He touched the other side of her shoulder as well, a look of concern flitting across his handsome face, quickly hidden.

			“But it’s gone now. Neutralized, right?”

			He hesitated before replying. “Yes,” he said. But there was something tentative in his response.

			“So why can’t I remember who it was?”

			“This geis,” he said, leading her to a sofa and sitting down behind her, “was only meant to seal your mouth, to prevent you voicing any fears or suspicions. To prevent you seeking help.” He pushed the straps off her other shoulder, so both were now bare, and began tracing soothing patterns over her skin. “That’s why you weren’t able to confide in Beth. Controlling a living being with spells is rather like programming a computer. One line of code at a time. One spell for each action you want performed or prevented.”

			“Are they all so binary?” she asked. “Spells? Are they all yes or no?”

			“The ones worked with a geis, yes. There are more complicated magics, but they can’t be contained in a simple symbol like that. Several such symbols together, though, can be combined and layered to create more complicated enchantments. You bore one that was meant to keep you silent. You might wear another to take away your memories, still another to compel you to do something else. Now tell me exactly what has been happening.”

			While his hands spread warmth through her shoulders, she told him. About waking up the night after the gala, about finding herself suddenly in her office with no recollection of the last few hours.

			“After the party,” he said, “all of the incidents took place at the museum?”

			“Yes.” It almost came out a moan. His hands felt incredible. Beth had said it was good with a Fae, so good that you forgot everything else in life, became a husk, a shell, pined and starved when they left you. Unless they tied themselves to you permanently.

			And the Fae almost never did that. There was Beth and Conn, of course, but Conn was . . . unusual, she suspected, almost unique. Beth had fallen in love with her brawny Fae champion. Conn seemed to possess more humanity than the rest of his kind, and the couple were in Ireland together now, on a dig. Helene was happy for her friend, who had endured a terrible first marriage and generally rotten love life before encountering Conn, but Helene herself had wanted nothing more to do with the Fae.

			“Are there any security cameras at the museum?” Miach asked. His hands ceased to draw patterns and now began to massage the tight muscles in her neck, and the invitation was clear. She could release all her tensions in his bed, under his magnificent body, if she was willing to lose what little control over her mind she had left.

			“I already checked the cameras,” she said, trying to focus on what was important. “We don’t have them in the storage areas or the offices—those are accessed with key cards—but there’s twenty-four-hour surveillance on the entrances and exits and in the large galleries. I looked at all the footage, and I wasn’t recorded leaving the building. I spotted myself walking through the rotunda, twice, but I don’t remember doing it.”

			His hands stopped. “Were you by yourself in the footage?”

			“Yes. I was walking from the main gallery, where we have cameras, toward the offices, where we don’t. But there was no one with me.”

			Miach cursed. The oath wasn’t in English, but the tone of it was unmistakable. His hands began kneading her shoulders. “Helene,” he said. “If this Fae was taking control of your mind from a distance, summoning you to meet him, then he’s using dangerous magic on you.”

			And she couldn’t remember any of it. Cold, sick fear washed over her. “What do you think he was doing with me, when he summoned me?” she asked. Her mind skidded away from the possibilities, none of them pleasant. The Fae, as she had discovered, could be inventively cruel. After each episode she’d searched her body for signs of abuse, and found none. She’d showered each time anyway, a ritual to wash away the feeling of violation.

			“Whatever he did,” said Miach, “he will die for it. You mustn’t be afraid, Helene. I won’t let it happen again. I’m going to keep you safe.”

			Relief washed over her. Helene had never thought that a Fae could make her feel safe, but the determined tone of his voice was persuasive. She looked at the pink skin on her shoulder. “You think there’s another geis, somewhere else on my body, don’t you?”

			“Possibly,” he said.

			“But you can remove, it right? Like the one on my shoulder.”

			“The geis on your shoulder was light magic, a simple spell, temporary, requiring little time and less energy to cast. A summoning spell is a different matter entirely. A geis is only one of several different ways to work one, but none of them are easy to remove. Summoning spells have to be woven into the body and mind. And if this Fae has used the most tenacious—and dangerous—means of calling and controlling you, then nothing will sever that connection except death. His, or yours.”

			• • •

			Miach watched the blood leave Helene’s face. He had enjoyed touching her, had gone on rubbing her shoulders long after the skin there had healed.

			And she had let him. A promising sign.

			But this was not how he had imagined meeting her again. The first time he’d seen her, the leggy blonde had been wearing the most absurd costume—shorts, fur boots, and a fuzzy sweater—and she’d been trying to wrest her cell phone back from Conn of the Hundred Battles. Which was like watching a puppy attack a statue.

			Miach had wanted her instantly.

			Her looks, naturally, had appealed to him. At five-foot-ten, she had the stature of an Amazon. Her tanned skin spoke of time outdoors, of the warmth of the sun, of long wooded trails, of rocky, wild beaches: the natural world of the Fae, before they had fallen. He’d pictured how she would look flushed and naked in his bed, her muscled calves wrapped around his waist, her golden skin contrasting with his pale Fae complexion.

			She kept her hair long, as all the Fae once had, but as Miach and Finn and those who dwelt in human cities no longer could. It attracted too much attention, and the Tuatha Dé Danann were no longer numerous or strong enough to lord it over the race of men. Their only choice, if they wished to live like civilized beings, was to pass unnoticed in the world of men, or hide like Miach’s family in Celtic enclaves where memories were long and the locals were willing to pay their tithe to the Good Neighbors, the Fair Folk, the Aes Sídhe, in exchange for protection.

			Helene’s flamboyant dress had excited his Fae love of ornament. The scallop of lace thong peeking out from her shorts, the beaded flowers on her soft fur boots. Today she wore a knitted cotton tank top in cornflower blue that clung to her gentle curves over a slim pencil skirt in chocolate brown. It was a subdued costume for Helene, if you missed the all-grown-up Mary-Jane shoes in matching shades of blue and brown that added two inches to her already unusual height.

			But his desire for her had been kindled by more than just her appearance.

			The fierceness with which she had defended her friend from the stoic Conn had hinted at an equal ferocity in bed. And when Miach had sent Elada after the two women with orders to kill Beth Carter, Helene had cleverly waylaid Elada and thrown him off the Druid’s trail, at great personal risk to herself.

			She had been attracted to Miach as well, he sensed—until he knocked her unconscious. He had done it to prevent her from taking Beth Carter to the hospital, where conventional medical treatment would have killed the little Druid. But there had been no way to explain that to Helene at the time, and so he’d chosen the most expedient route to saving Beth Carter’s life.

			It might have been possible to win Helene back if that had been his only transgression, but Helene also blamed him—quite wrongly, in fact—in her kidnapping. That had been Miach’s renegade son Brian’s doing, and none of his.

			And to all this add that he had promised Beth Carter, whose help he would need to keep the wall between worlds intact, that he would not pursue Helene. Such had been the geis he’d accepted.

			But Beth had never considered that Helene might come to him.

			With good reason. After the kidnapping, Helene had wanted nothing to do with Miach.

			Now her life depended on her placing her trust in him. And because Helene had come to Miach, it might be possible to circumvent some of the intention of Beth’s geis. It would be a tricky thing, because if he violated the Druid’s prohibition against seducing Helene Whitney, he would be weakened by it, made vulnerable to attack by his enemies.

			But if Helene came to him—not just to his house but to his bed—willingly, it might not violate the geis. And a geis was only as strong as the Fae or Druid who worked it. Beth was still learning to harness her power and might not have been able to channel her full intention—which no doubt had been sweepingly broad—into the prohibition. If so, Miach might be able to enjoy Helene without untoward consequences.

			“You must let me search your body for another geis,” he said.

			“No.” Her refusal was absolute.

			“Then this Fae will be able to summon you again. The wards on my house will protect you, but set foot outside its doors without me or Elada, and we can do nothing to stop him.”

			“There has to be another way,” she insisted.

			There were other ways. She wasn’t going to like any of them. “You could stay here, with me, and when he summoned you next, I could follow you, and kill him.”

			“No. This was a mistake,” she said. “I’m going home.”

			“Then Elada is coming with you. Someone has to watch you, Helene. Whatever Fae did this to you, when he summons you next, he will see that the geis on your shoulder is gone. He will know that you are aware of him—and that another Sídhe is involved. If he wishes to remain undiscovered—and if he realizes that you are under my protection, he will—the easiest way to ensure that will be to kill you.” 

			She shook her head. “I am not under your protection.”

			“Beth Carter is my ally. You are her closest friend. I am obligated to keep you safe. My ties to the little Druid demand as much. And my interest in you demands the same.”

			“You promised Beth you would leave me alone. She told me it was a vow, a geis.”

			“And I will obey it until such time as she lifts it from me.”

			“Why would she do that?”

			“Because you will ask her to. You’re an intelligent woman, Helene. The advantages of taking a Fae lover are impossible to ignore.”

			“You mean like madness and death.”

			“Only the weak and simple-minded go mad,” he said. “And I have no need or desire to prey on such women. There are more than enough beautiful and strong-willed females in the world to choose from. Most of them would not hesitate to become my lover. Once you understand what you have to gain, you’ll come to my bed of your own free will.”

			“Well, you certainly make a persuasive case for hooking up,” Helene remarked acidly. She plucked her bag off the floor. “I shouldn’t have come here,” she said. “I’m leaving. And if Elada follows me, I’ll call the police. Beth said you and your family are shy of the police.”

			The police were a nuisance. Not the local beat cops, who were Southie natives and knew what was owed the Fae, but the police from across the channel could make trouble for Miach and his family, and their followers. They would notice things that they should not. Even the most diluted half-bloods in Miach’s extended family were preternaturally long lived, looked thirty when they were as old as seventy, were forced to change names and identities every few decades in this modern world of record keeping and bureaucracy.

			Miach had survived the intense interest of the Druids, their crude experiments on his body. They had searched inside his chest for the source of Fae power with the primitive implements of the first millennia, splitting him open at the sternum, prying apart his ribs. He still remembered the excruciating pain; he still bore the scars. And he did not care to contemplate what the men of this age would do to his family with their new technology, their drugs, machines, and engines, if they discovered the existence of the Fae.

			He could not allow Helene to call the police.

			He could force her to stay by using his glamour to overpower her resistance, get inside her mind and plant a false trust in him. But that would be risky. It might, for one thing, violate the geis Beth had placed on him to stay away from Helene Whitney. And violating his geis would diminish him. He couldn’t afford to be weakened if he was to face and kill whoever was doing this to her. And more worrying still: depending on what kind of sorcery his unnamed adversary had used on Helene, his own magical tampering might harm or kill her.

			The other option was to knock her out cold and lock her in the house. But that was almost certain to violate his geis.

			Nor could he order Elada to follow her if she threatened to call the police, so long as there was any other alternative. The bond between sorcerer and right hand went two ways. They protected each other. He could not send Elada into unnecessary danger when other, less direct possibilities existed.

			“Don’t go,” Miach said. “I won’t send Elada after you, if you’ll make a bargain with me.”

			Helene eyed him suspiciously “Beth told me never to make a bargain with a Fae.”

			“Sound advice,” he said. “A fine general rule. But you have very few choices at the moment. If you cannot see your way clear to accepting my help, then as soon as you leave this house, you will be at the mercy of the Fae who put that geis on you.”

			She paled. “I could call Beth,” she said.

			“We will call Beth. The Druid needs to know what is happening here. But she is three thousand miles away. It will take her a day or more to return home. During that time this Fae could summon you again. And this time, afterward, you might not wake up at your desk. You might not wake up at all.”
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			Helene knew that he was right. She had very few choices. None, really. But she could not accept his help if it meant that she would end up in his bed. That was just trading one form of oblivion for another, no matter how much she wanted him physically. It was impossible to have a fling with a Fae. Their glamour was too intense. Even if becoming Miach’s lover didn’t drive her mad, it would erode her will, her independence, her personhood. There was no way to remain immune from the sway of the sorcerer’s voice, his eyes, his intense charisma.

			Unless they struck a bargain she could accept. “What do you propose?” she asked.
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