
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			A sidekick’s work is never done. 

			Broken Mirrors, Book 4

			Kicked out of his family, fetching coffee for idiots, out of cash, and usually starving, Spencer Crain is a shadow of his former self. And more certain than ever that living a normal, serious life is the last thing a Coyote should shoot for.

			When he gets the chance to investigate a troll/sidhe gunfight at Under The Bridge, he can’t drop “office intern” from his résumé fast enough. Even if it means bringing the last person he ever thought he’d see again back into his life—his father.

			James Black, the Sorcerer King, was taking an inordinately long time to choose a draconic protector, but his kidnapping by dragons seems a little extreme. It’s up to Spence to navigate Fae politics, work the Feud, bring down a murderous order of sidhe knights, and heroically save James, the man he loves. Assisted by the guy James has been dating.

			Ain’t love grand?

			Warning: This novel contains a Coyote doing the ultimate thankless job—the sidekick—dragon-shifter sorcerers, Dwarves, pop-culture references, and a shotgun that shoots lightning bolts. Freakin’ lightning bolts, people!
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			Dedication

			To Julio and the rest of the Damn Coyotes, I am a man of my word.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Spencer

			December 19, 2:37 am

			I’m up ninety bucks when the first shot rings out.

			On TV the obvious thing to do is duck behind the bar or pool table or whatever’s in diving distance that looks sturdy and, if you’re not one of the shooters, generally cower and maybe crack wise about the service being terrible while you blindly reach around for your beer. TV and I haven’t been on good terms lately, so I go with the duck-and-cover route and leave it at that.

			Also, the jukebox has it all wrong. Gunfight music is supposed to be heavy metal, techno or classical if you’re using a lot of slow-motion shots. Whoever decided to pull a gun at Under the Bridge obviously didn’t review proper procedure when they queued up some Blondie.

			Plus, you wouldn’t expect a gunfight at a Fae bar, nor would you expect a bar full of Fae to clear out as quickly as it did. I guess getting shot likely affects the Fair Folk just as much as us regular folk. Regardless, all I can make out from my limited vantage are overturned chairs, broken beer bottles knocked to the floor by escaping patrons, and a large collection of gum stuck to the underside of the table. Ick.

			The second shot is a cannon-fire explosion that can only mean that Bjorn, the bartender, has entered the fray. A seven-foot troll with a Ruger Casull is no one you want tripping over you, so I continue to huddle under the pool table.

			Don’t look at me like that. I’m a Coyote. We don’t do action-movie bullshit.

			That I hear dead quiet instead of screaming likely means that either Bjorn missed, it was a warning shot that got the gunman’s attention, or there’s very likely a dead body. I take the opportunity to peek over the pool table and chance a glance.

			A few feet in front of the bar is a woman dressed in stylized blue-steel half-plate, which looks out of place considering the Glock in her hand. (TV gives you a general idea of which guns are which.) Her skin is a dark green, accentuating the cobalt-blue blood that leaks from the stump where her head used to be, attached by a flap of bloody skin and… I’m not going to look at it anymore; I’m feeling queasy as it is. Bjorn is slumped against the bar, holding the Casull and clutching his chest, his breathing shallow.

			“Oh shit.” I wish I could be more articulate here, but that’s all I’ve got. I get out from behind the pool table and go to him, considering even if she were a zombie she is not getting up from that. “Stay with me, okay?” I fish out my cell, a burner I picked up six months ago that I’ve yet to burn. “I’m going to call an ambulance—”

			The phone’s slapped from my hand by blue-blood-covered fingers. “No humans.”

			I’m able to get a look at his injury, and it does not look like the just-a-flesh-wound variety that enables heroes to continue emptying clips into the onslaught. “Jesus, what kind of ammo did she use?”

			“Iron. Special.” He swallows, baring his teeth as a wave of pain hits him. “Fae killers. Didn’t exit.” The gun is still in his grasp, his knuckles white, the grip cracking under the pressure. My face is suddenly slick with his blood when he takes hold of it. “Tell my stories, Bard, promise me. Let my honor be known, that I outlived the coward sent to kill me.”

			Another one of my roles in life, being a Bard. Makes me easy to talk to, but for Fae it holds a special significance.

			I gulp and inspect the wound. “Or…I could try to help you. How deep in is it?” Funny, usually I say those words in an entirely different context. “I mean, I don’t want to nick an artery or anything and make it worse.” I chew my lip. “You’re sure paramedics wouldn’t be a better idea?”

			The troll glares at me. “And let humans cut into me with steel?” Oh yeah, steel has iron in it. Forgot about that.

			“Wait, wait, just…hold on a bit.” I retrieve my phone and start dialing. “I know someone who can help you that isn’t involved with the Feud or the Fae, and with any luck he can get here soon.” In the meantime I apply pressure to the wound, or rather, help him apply pressure and stuff it with gauze in the form of a clean bar rag.

			Help arrives fifteen minutes later, a short red-haired human with a white streak in his bangs. He’s tired and wearing thrown-on jeans and a too-large black polo shirt with Bremen’s Automotive across the breast. Not surprisingly, he chooses to react first to the dead body on the floor instead of his blood-smeared Coyote sidekick and the troll who’s in the midst of bleeding out. “Holy fuck, Spence, what’d you do?”

			I shrug helplessly. “Mostly? I hustled a commoner sidhe out of ninety bucks, and he fled the gunfight that broke out before he could pay me. I was going to go after him, but I didn’t want Bjorn here haunting my ass over an unpaid bar tab. So, uh, James, mind doing your thing?”

			“What exactly are you asking me to do?” James gives the corpse a wide berth, shuddering visibly at the spreading pool of blue blood. “Jesus Christ, what happened to her?”

			I point at the revolver in Bjorn’s hand to answer his question, the troll still gripping it to focus his pain.

			James does the math after seeing the pistol in the dead Fae’s hand. “Okay, okay, what’s wrong with him? It is him you want me to work on, right? Because I don’t do…” he gestures futilely at the body, “…that.”

			“Gee, James, they’re both holding guns, I’d guess he’s got a sniffle.” I help Bjorn pull his hand away from the wound. The troll hacks up some blood, and that’s never a good sign. “He’s been shot. God, I thought you had to be smart to be a—”

			He holds up a hand as he kneels next to the troll and me. “Seriously, Spence, that’s just getting old.” James looks at me. “Regular bullets or…”

			“Iron.”

			He winces, but he levels his gaze on the wound, holding his fingers just in front of the opening that pulses out blue blood (different shade than the sidhe, but I guess it’s just a difference in type) at a much weaker pace.

			“Spence, I need the name for iron.” He clicks his tongue a couple times and touches the troll’s forehead, a word coming from his mouth that’s contorted into English, not quite matching his lip movements, like a bad dubbing job. The word is in Sigil, the language of magic. “Sleep.” After the troll’s eyes close and James confirms he’s breathing, he looks at me. “That enough to go off?”

			A handy trick Bards have is that we can speak in any language as long as we’ve heard it before. Granted, I usually sound like a tourist that drunkenly memorized a phrase book, but it’s enough to be understood. Sigil, being a magical language, is a bit trickier, so I need to hear it every now and then or I’ll forget it. The upside is that when I can speak it, I’m fluent as a Fae. “Iron.”

			There’s a reason James needs me to translate for him despite the fact that he’s the one who gave the damned language its current name.

			“Iron no want here. Iron go turn be blood now yes.”

			See what I mean? Ironic that he thinks I sound like an idiot most of the time, but then again he does have a good reason. Magic’s pretty complicated, and James is possibly the only one in the world who can really do it. When he does it right, some amazing things can happen. When he does it wrong, well, there’s an elevated train in the City that now has some serious self-esteem issues.

			Still, you’d think the guy who named the language would know more than fifty words of it.

			TV gives you expectations where magic is concerned, you know. There’s supposed to be lights and sounds and ripples in the air and a general shudder that goes through your soul. Flashy stuff. Instead there’s nothing but James breathing almost as shallowly as the ventilated troll. “We need to close the wound,” he rasps. “The healing spell I know only works on me.”

			“Got it covered.” I dig into my pocket and take out my deck of cards, which no Coyote ever leaves home without, and draw out one of the few remaining clubs in the deck, since it’s been dwindled lately. I press the card (the Jack, in case you’re curious) against the wound and stuff the bloody bar rag in the sleeping troll’s mouth. “Brace yourself, Bjorn.”

			James’s eyes go wide as he sees the card. “Spence, is that the Jack?”

			“Hi.” No, I didn’t just say hi, I said Hi, the Japanese element of Fire, seeing as I filched this trick from a Fox. I don’t really get James’s concern, though, until the trick literally fires—a gout of flame bursting from the card that burns closed the wound while it singes my eyebrows and a fair bit of my bangs. Oh, right. The Jack. Ranks a lot higher in the suit, so…a lot more powerful.

			Could’ve been worse, could’ve been the Ace.

			The troll awakens, screaming through the cloth, some fresh blood dripping from his mouth until he spits out the rag, which hits me in the chest, getting even more blood on me. It’s a good thing that I’ve seen a zombie exploded by a wave of thunder before, otherwise all the blood might make me ill. Well, it is, but I can hold off on puking for a while.

			“Spence, he’s probably still bleeding internally…”

			I wave James off and shake my head. “He’s a troll. They regenerate, remember?” I have to chuckle at him. “Jesus, James, isn’t that covered in the Monster Manual?”

			He narrows his eyes at me crossly. “The trolls in the game aren’t Fae.” James looks into the troll’s eyes. “You going to make it?”

			Bjorn sniffs at James and promptly spits in the human’s face. “Keth.” Then the troll glares at me. “You brought a sorcerer here?”

			I tilt my head. “Sorry. Next time I’ll just let you die. And tell really embarrassing stories at your funeral. Remember that time I ralphed on your boots? Classic. I’m sure it’ll go over well.”

			James in the meantime is wiping his face clean. “Don’t worry about it, Spence. I’m used to it.” He pokes the troll in the shoulder, the one that’s not near the wound. “You didn’t answer my question, are you going to make it?”

			Bjorn snorts but after a second nods silently.

			“Fantastic.” I get up, and help James to his feet as well before motioning to the dead Fae. “Mind telling us what this is all about?”

			The barkeep looks away. “Nothing that concerns you.”

			I scoff. “I would say getting shot at concerns me.”

			“Especially,” James chimes in, “if this spills out onto the street and innocent people get shot.” The troll starts to respond, but James holds up his hand, static jumping between his fingertips. “I swear to God, you had better not be about to imply that I don’t care about innocent people because I’m a sorcerer.”

			Bjorn takes a moment to select his words. “It is an internal matter. Humans will not even be aware.”

			The troll has a point. Trolls and Coyotes and sidhe and sorcerers are only stories, remember? Much easier for humanity to subconsciously ignore it or see the gunfight here as a robbery gone wrong or something.

			The sorcerer shrugs simply and glances at me. “Spence, you okay getting home?”

			I’ll admit I blink a few times. “That’s it? You’re going to let this go?” I point at the dead woman a little more, well, pointedly. “That woman is dead, James.”

			“It’s two in the morning, and I’m not a cop or a PI or any of that shit. My job is to stay alive and not rock the boat because this City alone is filled with people who’d love nothing more than to see me dead. Considering that, do you really think I want to get involved with the Fae? I can’t name one story where dealings with them end well for the human. The last six months have actually gone nicely for me. I don’t want to jinx that.” To his credit, he reaches over and knocks the wooden bar. “Now, as I was saying, do you need a ride back to the diner?”

			I shake my head, and with that James leaves as easily as he arrived. I can’t blame him, really, considering everything he’s been through, but simply because I see where he’s coming from doesn’t mean it’s right. After all, we were both here in this moment. If there’s one thing a Coyote can pick out, it’s Fate weaving up something big, and I can definitely get a feeling about what happened here tonight, and not because I was shot at. (Okay, maybe the shots weren’t aimed at me, but they could’ve been!)

			Bjorn is still leaning against the bar, but his breathing sounds better, his face turning blue. He’s a troll, so the blue skin’s actually a good sign here. “Leave me, Trickster.”

			I mockingly play up considering it a few seconds longer than I probably should, and then pull over a chair and sit in it backwards, resting my elbows on the back while I peer at him. “No can do. I’d rather stick around, make sure no one comes in and clips you while you’re waiting for help. The Keth might not give a damn but this whole ordeal has sparked my curiosity.”

			He hardens his stare at me. “You’ll get nothing from me.”

			I give him a Coyote smile, easy and confident. “You’re adorable. I’m a Bard, remember? And we’re in a bar. This is my natural habitat, Bjorn. Do you really believe you’re not going to tell me the stories I need to hear?”

			It’s another upside, and I would consider it the biggest one, honestly. Bards need to collect stories to tell, and we can’t do that if everyone’s tight-lipped. As a result it’s easy to let things slip around a Bard, simple to trust us. We’re better than a stranger’s confessional, single-serving friend and bartender combined.

			“Bjorn, I’ve taken stories from the gods and the King of the Phouka himself. Do you really think a troll who defeated a mortal enemy in single combat is going to resist bragging about it to someone like me?”

			Bjorn snorts at that. “She wasn’t a mortal enemy, just a minor noble carrying heraldry of the Cobalt…” He blinks at me. “I despise Coyotes.”

			I shrug playfully. “Wouldn’t be the first time I heard that tonight.” I rest my chin in my hands. “My apologies, though. It was so rude of me to interrupt.” My grin widens. “Please, do go on.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			James

			December 19, 3:20 am

			There’s a definite art to slipping into bed.

			First, after closing the door I have to consider the age of the building. In this case, it’s a century-plus brownstone in a rich part of Grunstadt. The floors don’t creak, they demonstrate character and history, so I have to keep my steps careful and even. Next, the bed itself and, more particularly, the mattress and box spring. Luck’s on my side here, as both are new and barely squeaky. After that, it’s a matter of distributing my weight correctly to make a minimum of noise, and that’s that.

			Easy.

			“Did you really think I wouldn’t hear you?”

			I wince, suck air through my teeth just before an arm pulls me back a foot, a hairy chest against my back, a mouth gently kissing along the nape of my neck before a voice whispers with a slight North Texas accent, “Everything go okay?”

			“No one died. Can we talk about it in the morning? I’m beat.” I wriggle a little more into his arm, his hand stroking along my sternum. “Spence wanted to start some adventure, but I got out of there before he pressed the issue.”

			He sighs. “Figured it was the Coyote.”

			“You’re not jealous, are you?”

			I’m carefully rolled to face my bedmate, an honest-to-God Dwarf, his chestnut-brown hair almost black in the low light, his eyes dark as they focus on me, his beard kept in a tight half-foot-long braid. “Considering what you and I had finished doing right before he called? What do you think?”

			His name is Oswald Bremen, but he prefers Ozzie.

			And as of next week, this will be the longest official relationship I’ve ever been in. (Cale and I were only really together for a day.) Well, if I don’t count Heath. And I don’t count Heath.

			I have to snicker at his response though. “That your way of saying you want to go again? Because I had to cast and…” Turns out working magic affects sorcerers in weird ways. Sometimes it’s the greatest high in the world, sometimes it’s like raking yourself over hot coals, sometimes it’s as if everything’s suddenly composed of tomato-flavored Jell-O, and sometimes it just exhausts you so completely you can’t even be “inspired” to enjoy a quiet moment with your boyfriend.

			Fingers gently run along the side of my face before he kisses me, and Dwarves take a bit of getting used to in that department, considering they have much thicker tongues than humans. If they aren’t careful a French kiss can produce the same effects as sticking a finger down your throat, which can make for a very awkward end of a date when you’re a college freshman. I will admit I didn’t find it disgusting when Ozzie told me about it because I was too busy laughing. Luckily for me I haven’t had to see whether or not he was actually telling the truth.

			After he breaks the kiss as tenderly as he can, his hand leaves my face to inspect the effect on my groin. “Damn it. You weren’t kidding.” He grumbles a few seconds before looking at me. “Well, I’m going to do something to you, at least. Roll over on your stomach.”

			My eyes widen at that. “Uh…Oz, I really don’t think that’s a good… I mean, I’d like to but I’m exhausted and sore and…”

			The Dwarf maneuvers on the bed, and shortly after I’m pinned, my thighs straddled by his legs, his manhood resting against the cleft of my ass. I try to process what the hell’s going—

			“Oh God…”

			There’s a moving pressure along my back, finding all the tense spots and working them out, my body flooding with relief. Considering I’m a sorcerer, I’ll resist the urge to make a magic-fingers pun.

			“Tell me where to go.” He snickers, leaning down to kiss the back of my neck before resuming his tour of my aching back. “Or should I just follow the moaning?”

			My response is as unintelligible as it is encouraging.

			His hands work along my back for a few minutes, leaving me a half-awake puddle. “More relaxed?”

			I grunt in the affirmative.

			“Good.” Only his fingertips touch my back now, drawing randomly curving lines. “My father’s returning from Germany tomorrow, and he’ll likely want to meet you.”

			“Okay, get off my back.” I wriggle and scootch over so we’re both on our sides, though Ozzie is conveniently not making eye contact. “Likely want to meet me? Does he even know we’re dating?”

			The Dwarf chews his lip in response and half-shrugs. “Sort of.”

			“Does he know I’m a guy?”

			He shakes his head.

			“That I’m a sorcerer?”

			Another headshake.

			“Ozzie, does he even know I’m human?”

			He shrugs fully now. “Figured it wouldn’t matter. You’re a guy, not like we’d be having kids.”

			I sigh, rub my face. “What exactly does he know, Oz?”

			“That I’ve been seeing someone for almost six months. And that I have feelings for them and…” For this, he does meet my eyes. “That I care about them, deeply.”

			“And you waited until now to spring this on me? That he’s coming back?”

			“Well,” he says, rolling onto his back to stare at the ceiling, “I didn’t find out until earlier today.” He glances at the clock on the night table. “Make that yesterday.”

			“Why? I thought he was building a car or something for your Queen.”

			“Don’t know, but it must be something important for him to come back on such short notice, and it’s likely not about a car. Hell, the garage is just a hobby shop for him, pretty much.”

			Already I’m starting to wonder about what happened at Under the Bridge, but I don’t want to bring it up just yet. “What does your dad do usually, then?”

			He chuckles. “Weapons. Armor. What else? We’re Dwarves, remember? Always a demand for Fae-steel swords, vests, plate, maces, you name it.”

			Fae-steel, or steel forged without the inclusion of iron, is one of the great secrets of the Dwarves, as they’re the only ones who know how to smelt and work the metal. Not only is it lighter than steel, it’s also stronger, and takes enchantments better than any metal out there. According to Ozzie, it’s also used rather frivolously, such as a Fae noble demanding nineteen-inch Fae-steel spinners on his Lexus simply because he can afford it.

			“So, the Fae are arming up? Why? What’s going on? Anything I should be worried about?”

			Ozzie shrugs. “I don’t know. Ever since that half-blood got knighted a while ago, things have been touchy in court. I don’t have many details, since people like me aren’t appreciated at formal functions. Don’t see the big deal about it, myself. At least he was half-sidhe.”

			Ozzie’s technically only half-Dwarf, since his mother is a human from Texas (hence his slight accent), but Dwarves are the only ones who can work Fae-steel, so such “deficiencies” are often overlooked. Apparently other half-blooded Fae aren’t granted the same luxuries. Besides, it seems the only thing his human heritage has afforded him is being a foot taller than the average Dwarf.

			“But would they get violent over it? I mean, willing to kill?”

			“Don’t worry. Nothing’s going to happen to me, and they’ll hardly bother you. They may hate sorcerers, but you’re the Lightning Rod, James. You’re as much royalty to the nobles as the Crown Prince.” He shrugs. “All else fails, if my father disapproves of you, I’ll tell him I’m dating the Ra’keth. That’ll shut him up fast.”

			The only downside is that it’ll mean one more group of people knowing that I’m not just another sorcerer, but rather the sorcerer. The Ra’keth, the Sorcerer King, named the Lightning Rod by some traumatized dead people who witnessed me shooting a goddess in the face with magic. It’s bad enough that I’m trying to avoid meddling from dragons, I hardly want the Fae taking an interest in my life. Like I told Spence, dealings with them never turn out well for the human.

			Ozzie unfortunately takes my moment of brooding the wrong way. “Listen.” He rolls back onto his side, cupping my face in his large hands. “That’s not the reason you’re in my bed tonight. Even if you were a vanilla human, I’d still have asked you to lunch.” He winks and lowers his hand to stroke my backside. “Like I said, I’m a sucker for redheads and you’ve got a great ass. Plus I found a decent group to game with for the first time since college.” He rolls his eyes. “If only our cleric could get his shit together.”

			I have to snerk at that. “Well, it is his eleventh character in six months, he probably just needs time to learn the class. He was getting the hang of that paladin, strangely enough.”

			Ozzie quirks a brow. “Really? That idiot tried to play a dragonslayer in a game being run by a dragon.”

			“Probably his idea of a joke. Figures that it was a trick when he played his best character ever.” A few seconds pass without a reply, and when I look to Ozzie he appears nervous. “Everything okay?”

			“Nothing, just uh…sometimes I wonder why he even bothers coming to game night if he hates it so much.”

			“My guess is that he wants to mooch that imported beer. Besides, he’s my friend, Ozzie. We’ve been through a lot together.”

			“I know.” A couple seconds pass. “I know.”

			“Oz, be serious, is everything all right?”

			His expression is meek for a moment. “What’s your opinion on surprises?”

			“God, it’s bad enough you sprang your dad on me. Who else is coming?”

			He shakes his head quickly. “No, it’s more…the solstice is in a couple days, then Christmas, and it’ll be six months for us. That’s a lot of milestones in one week. I was thinking about doing something special, but the last time I tried to surprise you… Well, it wasn’t supposed to be a surprise but…”

			I arch a brow. “You mean when I found you on the observation deck of Victory Tower dressed for a quickie in public?” I lift his chin for him to look at me. “That was Spencer’s idiot brother’s fault. Nearly got you killed too.” I lean over and kiss him gently. “Anything you want to do will be great. Just remember that stuff tends to happen around me, especially out there in the real world, so nothing too elaborate, okay?”

			Wait, talk of milestones, wanting to do something special, wanting me to meet his dad…

			“Ozzie, are you planning on proposing?”

			That understandably catches him off guard, flustering him through several broken sentences before he replies. “No. Not that you’re not… I mean… It’s only been six months. My father courted my mother for three years. I mean, you’re…and…” He looks away, blushing, before sheepishly asking, “If I did, what would you say?”

			“I’d…” God, how do I answer this? “I’d say it’s a big step. And there are a few other ones we could take in the meantime. I just think we’re not really there yet. How about we start a little smaller?” A beat passes. “Were you going to ask?”

			Before he can answer, the silence is broken by a crashing sound from outside the bedroom. I don’t have time to react as Ozzie practically leaps out from under the covers, nude, and reaches underneath the bed to retrieve, well, a shotgun. He holds a finger to his lips while he carefully and quietly pulls open a drawer in the night table where the shells apparently are. He then points off at the wall, which is confusing, until I realize he’s pointing toward the front door.

			And here I thought this part of Grunstadt was a nice neighborhood. There aren’t any voices outside the bedroom door, but I do hear movement. Ozzie beckons me to his side, and I slip over the edge as smoothly as I got in. His voice is barely a whisper. “Get under.” He points at the dark space beneath the bed.

			“What’s going on?” I keep my voice just as low.

			He shrugs and points under the bed, insistent. Frankly, I’m not a fan of letting my boyfriend face God knows what, but I’m running on empty, so hiding might be the best option.

			I glare at him as he loads another shell. “Don’t you dare get yourself killed.”

			Working my way under is easier said than done, as the frame’s set a few inches lower, considering the bed’s normally occupied by Dwarves. I manage to get a view of the doorway, or at least the bottom of it, and through the gap at the bottom I can barely make out the shape of feet. One person just outside. I stick my hand out on Ozzie’s side and tap him on the ankle to get his attention, and then show one finger and point it at the door.

			What I hear next?

			First, the shotgun getting pumped.

			Then? Ozzie’s voice gets a little deeper, a lot more Texas in his accent. “Whoever is on the other side of that door, be aware that I have adequate cover and a 12-gauge loaded with double-aught. It would be in your best interest to kindly get the fuck out of my house before you find out how good I am with it.”

			The response is a long sigh, higher pitched than I expected, but lacking any sort of accent. “Since we’re dispensing with advisories…” The voice is male, a bit rough, but still on the higher end of the tonal scale. “I doubt the shot would penetrate the door. The bullets from my gun, on the other hand, will. I would ask you to release His Majesty from his captivity, and perhaps your death will be quick. Not painless, of course, but quick.”

			Understandably that takes both Ozzie and me by surprise, though the Dwarf is the first to speak. “If you honestly think I’ve got the Crown Prince in here, you’re sorely mistaken. Besides, I hear he prefers satyrs.”

			A growl of exasperation, very unlike the voice that had spoken, follows. “Release the Ra’keth, Dreamblood, or see the consequences of crossing a dragon.”

			“Oh God damn it all.” I squirm out from under the bed, looking toward the door. “I’m not a prisoner, you idiot! And if you honestly do have a gun, you damned well better put it away.” I get to my feet, picking up my clothes and motioning for Ozzie to stand down. I glance toward the still-closed door. “You people were supposed to leave me alone. I made an agreement with Jutte about all of this.”

			Jutte’s the Broodmother of the Crimson Flight or, put simply, the head honcho for the Red Dragons. She’s also the mother of my loftmate and former boss, Davinicus, though he prefers Dave. Dave’s father is Argentus the Opulent, head of the Silver Dragons, and Dave takes after him in appearance.

			Grumbling as I get dressed, I eye the Dwarf a second. Quite a hairy chest on that one. “Not that I don’t appreciate the view, but you might want to put some pants on, Oz.”

			Once he complies I open the door, where I do in fact find a man holding a gun. Well, not technically a man. Dragons, once they’re powerful (i.e., rich enough), have the ability to take a humanoid form, which more often than not resembles an elf.

			This one is tall, slender, has alabaster skin and snow-white hair, light-gray eyes, is wearing a milky-white suit with no tie and holding a forty-five with a pearl handle, though the gun is at his side currently. Upon seeing me, he pushes past me into the room, sniffing the air (and growling softly at Ozzie), and once he finds it sufficiently safe, drops to one knee in front of me, bowing his head.

			“My apologies, my liege, I was not informed of the circumstances of your staying here. If I had known you were…” he sneers in disgust as he regards the Dwarf again, “…occupied…”

			I roll my eyes at him. I don’t know if it’s because Oz is a guy or a Dwarf, but I don’t much feel like getting into it. “Yes, yes, whatever. Who are you and why are you breaking down doors?” When he looks up at me, I glare down. “You are paying for that, you do realize.”

			It’s always weird, meeting dragons. To them, sorcerers rank (only slightly) beneath their god, and the Sorcerer King, me, well…I’ve had…differing experiences with them. I’ll just leave it at that.

			“I am known as Parivian the Algid, my liege, though you may address this form as Parry.” He smirks slightly, and there is a reason. As a sorcerer I can do just about anything with someone’s name, but I can do even more if a being lacks a name at all and I give them one. It’s because of this that a once well-regarded member of the Crimson Flight can’t take his humanoid form without being referred to as Stuffington Fluffypants the Third, Esquire. Unfortunately all of dragonkind caught on to that oversight, hence the smirking. “I am here because the council requests a meeting.”

			“A meeting? You broke down my door over a meeting?” Ozzie is yet to put down the shotgun, and I look to him pleadingly. With a snort, he lays the gun on the bed and sets to finding a shirt.

			“Tell them I’m not interested, Parry. You may go.” I wave him off and take a seat on the bed, rubbing my face.

			“I’m afraid I can’t convey a refusal, my liege. You will have to address them yourself. I am not nearly so worthy as to carry a missive from the Lightning Rod.”

			“Well, I don’t care. Deliver the message anyway.”

			The dragon shakes his head. “My apologies, sir, but I am not wor—”

			“Then I deem you worthy. Deliver the message.”

			He lowers his gaze at that. “You honor me, Your Majesty, but unfortunately that privilege can only be granted by the council itself.”

			I have to blink at that, but the wheels are turning in my head. “Let me guess, that’s likely the reason you were sent, right? Because if you can’t carry my refusal, I have to refuse them in person and they’ll get what they want anyway?”

			The dragon shrugs meekly, even when I curse under my breath.

			“Where?”

			Parry rises to his feet. “I am to take you there personally, sir—”

			“The hell you are.” Ozzie comes around the bed. “I’m not letting you take him anywhere he doesn’t want to go.”

			I place my hand on Ozzie’s shoulder, squeezing affectionately. “I’ll be all right. Dragons are the least of my worries. Just another fun job perk of being the Lightning Rod. Besides, you’ll likely want to get that front door fixed before your dad shows up, right?” I lean down enough to kiss him. “Thanks for having my back, though.”

			The dragon scoffs slightly at that, but otherwise remains silent. Ozzie eventually nods and gives quite a warning glare to Parry before walking the two of us to the front doorway. After receiving another glower from the Dwarf, the dragon grumbles, taking out a wallet and handing Ozzie a credit card. “Pay with that, I’ll return later to retrieve it.”

			Ozzie takes the card, inspecting it. “Not worried I’ll run it up for my trouble?”

			The dragon snorts, a white, cold mist issuing from his nostrils. “Dwarves may be many things, but not a one of them is a cheat when it comes to wealth.” He narrows his eyes at Ozzie. “You’ll uphold that reputation, of course?”

			I step between them to break the mutual glares. “Can we just get this over with, please?”

			With that, Parry and I leave, and descend the stairs to the street, where I find a new-looking Saab parked in front of the building. I glance at him after we both get in and buckle up. “You drive?”

			He nods. “I only recently became powerful enough to take this form, but I figured it wise to study your methods of transportation, especially in a city. Flying is no longer as effective as it was.” The dragon looks pensive before saying, “Is it true, my liege, that you chose the Snow Clan?”

			“Huh?”

			“That you honored us with your choice.”

			I arch a brow. “Still not following, Parry.”

			“Your draconic form.”

			Oh that. One of the neat tricks I picked up from the dragons was the name of dragonkind itself. In a moment of desperation (I was thrown off the roof of a skyscraper), I traded my name for that of a dragon and subsequently wrecked a Starbucks. “I haven’t done that in a while.”

			Like six months because, the last time I did, I nearly forgot I was human. But the milky-white suit, the white hair, the cold breath, the title of “the Algid”—it’s safe to say he’s a White Dragon, snow, as opposed to fire breathers, which is the same kind of dragon I turn myself into.

			“I didn’t really choose that form, Parry, it’s just what I became.”

			“Oh.” He pulls the car into traffic, a hint of dejection on his face. “One of the recent hatchlings was named in your honor.”

			“You named a dragon James?”

			“Blitz.” He glances at me. “It is German, it means—”

			“Lightning. You do know I was born in a country where Blitz has a very different connotation, right?”

			“Your…American football?”

			“I was born in Oxford, Parry.”

			“Ah yes. England. Oh.” He blinks. “Oh.” The nervous energy in the car turns up a few notches. “I assure you, sir, we meant no disrespect. It was meant simply to thank you for your choosing our clan and…”

			Huh. I never thought I’d see a dragon flustered.

			“What I mean to say is that we prefer to focus on your accomplishments, my liege.”

			I blink. “As opposed to?”

			Dead silence.

			I grumble, staring at him as he avoids eye contact. “As opposed to, Parry?”

			“The rumors, sir. Of your…er…satyric tastes.”

			Jesus, really? “Are you saying the Snow Clan has an issue with my being gay?”

			The dragon furrows his brow and then quickly shakes his head. “No, Your Majesty, there is simply talk…about you…and your preference for nonhumans. I wanted to believe it false, myself, but after hearing about you and the Fae prince…”

			“That was one time, and he wasn’t a prince, just some guy I picked up in a bar because I was miserable.”

			“And you and the Magnanimous?” Salondine, aka Fluffy.

			“He was trying to use me to boost his status, and the one time we did anything it was thank-God-I’m-alive sex and nothing more.”

			“What about the rumor about you and a Coyote—”

			“No way, never. He just tries to get me in bed.”

			He looks at me for the next one. “And the Dwarf, sir?”

			“That’s none of your business.” I fold my arms as we proceed on. “And really, satyric? Five guys in four years does not make me a slut.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Spencer

			December 19, 7:15 am

			Days like this, I wish I were a vampire.

			Not for the bloodsucking immortality or anything like that. No, I want what every single vampire on TV has: a loaded bank account and the need to go in to work only to stave off boredom. Vampires on TV are always power-brokering, their decisions affecting global policy, and the only consequences are whether they end up really rich or crazy rich.

			“Crain! Where’s that coffee?”

			Instead, my decisions largely influence which Starbucks I’ll be getting my boss’s cappuccino from.

			I hand over the grande cup and am waved away from his “office”, which is better described as a cubicle equivalent of a double-wide. I stand at the entrance because I know what’s coming as he takes a sip.

			“This is cold. Christ, you can’t even get coffee right?” The cup is dropped in his round file, upside down, resulting in a splash. “Empty that, and get me another coffee. Hot. Do it right, or find me someone who can.”

			It sucks to be an intern.

			Six months ago I managed to filch eight million fucking dollars from a charity-scamming soul-eating creature, and today I’m fetching caffeine for a parishioner of the Church of Red Tape. Even worse, the guy’s a bro. Yelling at powerless subservients, using petty cash to pay for visits to strip clubs with other bros in the office so it’ll be a business expense, and zero chance of any of that changing without outside intervention. He’s the kind of mark that’s handed to you on a silver platter with a card attached reading, Have fun! Love, Fate.

			And I can’t do a damned thing to the guy.

			There’s a cardinal rule to being a Coyote: don’t rat out family. I broke it, got caught, and as a result my grandfather, Father Coyote himself, has put me on the outs with the clan. Cosmetically, all this means is that my eyes are a common blue instead of a golden brown. Jobwise, it means I’m no longer covered by the crazy luck granted by Fate, and that if the Kitsune and Phouka, the other two big players in the Feud, want to come after me, my fellow Coyotes will likely hand them my home address.

			The first two are taking their time and setting me up. My own clan, on the other hand, has been playing kid pranks on me for the last six months. Popped tires, shoddy pool cues, shower dye, and I can’t even eat anything sugary anymore because it’s usually laced with a heavy helping of salt. I won’t even mention what they did to my Facebook, much less my FarmVille.

			At least they haven’t screwed with my job. My half-brother Thornton has espoused the notion that the best trick you can play on anyone is to get them fired, and since he’s the Coyote I narced on (and trashed one of his aliases), it wouldn’t surprise me if that is the flavor retribution comes in.

			As I ride the elevator down to Victory Station, where there is a Starbucks, I have to consider the simple fact that keeping me in this job is likely a better revenge. After all, I have a demanding idiot boss who has no authority or sway in the company, other than over me. The work itself is running errands and occasional data entry, the dress code is strict, and it’s nine hours a day under soul-sucking fluorescent lights. And I’m paid in experience.

			I’m tempted to say screw it and just wash dishes at the diner where I’m still crashing after six months. Shit pay’s better than no pay. But this can lead to something better, I have to keep telling myself that. Have to be responsible and all, don’t want to end up a career criminal.

			Just pisses me off that the Fae I hustled last night ran out before paying that ninety bucks he owed.

			Victory Station is built underneath Victory Tower, and is the major hub for the United Transit Authority, as well as a hub for Greyhound and Amtrak, with shuttles out to MacArthur Airport. It’s a proving ground for pickpockets and short-conners, as it’s busy, has people from all walks of life, and cops here and there. It’s also where I first met James.

			He was leaving his boyfriend who was hitting him, so I gave him my bus ticket out of town, thinking he’d end up in the Capital and able to have a happily ever after. Didn’t quite work out that way.

			“Grande cappuccino, piping hot, please.” I flash a Coyote smile to the barista, a college-age girl with a nice smile. “Feel free to make it scalding, it’s for my boss.” That earns a giggle and a wider smile. She writes Boss on the cup and motions for me to wait off to the side, which I do, occasionally grinning over at her. She’s apparently new, as I haven’t seen her here before, which is good because for once my reputation isn’t preceding me.

			Of course my cell has to go off at that moment. So much for setting up a quickie with a barista. I answer it, expecting to hear my boss chewing me out for taking so long with his damned coffee.

			“Crain.” I’ve learned to be curt.

			“Six months, Spencer.” If my body didn’t recognize the voice, the accent would be a dead giveaway.

			“I’ve been working, Rourke. I know I owe you an introduction but my schedule hasn’t really meshed with James’s in a while.” I’d made a deal with my friend with benefits and former roommate for information, and in return, I’d agreed to introduce him to the Ra’keth. It’s kind of a big deal, seeing as he’s the King of the Phouka and meeting the Mark of All Marks is a top priority.

			“A Coyote producing excuses why he’s late with payment. If I were human, I’d be making several sardonic remarks regarding that.” Because Fae can’t knowingly lie. “I have grown tired of waiting while a Coyote further ingratiates himself to the Ra’keth and the Kitsune continue their surveillance.”

			We also haven’t been on the best of terms since he tossed me out, and our relationship has largely run on negotiation and mixed signals.

			“Jesus, fine. Do I have to introduce you personally? Can’t I just tell you where he’ll be and you can introduce yourself? He shouldn’t be too hard to pick out, with that stripe in his hair.”

			There’s a bit of Gaelic swearing on the other side of the line, more frustrated than angry. “It would appear I have no choice unless I wish to fall further behind. Where will the Ra’keth be?” A short pause. “And no riddles. I want a direct answer, Consort.”

			Essentially meaning my ass quite literally belongs to him, or at least that it’s royal property. One of the reasons no one should sleep with a Fae unless they know exactly what they’re getting into. “He works at the library. It’s maybe a five-minute drive from your place, about a block from that burger place that overdoes it on the French fries.” I hang up on him after that because I’d rather focus my attention on the smiling girl with the cup of coffee and the nice ra—

			“Spencer Crain?”

			Well, aren’t I popular this morning?

			I turn around to the source of the voice and see a fist flying at my—

			Contrary to TV, being knocked out doesn’t mean you’re out for hours at a time. You’re not asleep, you’re just unconscious, and you’re down as long as it takes your brain to bring everything back online and take stock. If you’re down longer than five minutes, I’ve learned, you might have suffered brain damage.

			So when I come to in the backseat of a car with a bag that smells like ball sweat over my head and hear Victory Station outside the window, I can be grateful that I won’t come out of this any dumber. Considering that police officers aren’t chasing down the car and my abductors don’t seem to be in any hurry, I have to assume that supernaturals have taken me.

			A big bitch of seeing the world the way it is? Sometimes you forget that the vast majority of the population doesn’t. When you’re confident that things like vampires and dragons and magic are the stuff of stories and gods live on clouds instead of running nightclubs and law firms, you’re going to ignore it when such things appear in front of you. Sure, I got abducted in front of a Starbucks and a few hundred witnesses, but what did those witnesses likely see? Me collapsing from low blood sugar and some “friends” helping me get to a hospital.

			The car remains in motion, only the sound of the engine in the car now. I’ve seen this movie before, and if I was smart I’d remember the turns taken so I could map out the route later and figure out where exactly I’m being taken. Unfortunately, I only saw Sneakers once and I don’t have a crew who can work this stuff out for me.

			At least I wasn’t stuffed in the trunk.

			“Just so I can prepare for the possibility, are you guys going to kill me?”

			No response. I’d sniff the air, but like I said, this bag smells like balls, and I’m not in the mind-set to find that hot. Mouth breathing all the way for me.

			“You’re going to have to talk anyway if you’re planning on asking me questions.” Nothing. “C’mon, at least tell me who got me. A snatch-and-grab? That’s impulsive, so obviously you’re Coyotes. I can’t imagine anyone else being pissed off at me.” Still nothing. “Fine.”

			You’d think that being a Bard would get them to say something, but no dice. This leaves me with only one option.

			I sing the theme to My Little Pony. Shut up, that show is awesome.

			Luckily, I only have to keep it up for four run-throughs before an angry male voice shouts at me from the front passenger seat. “Urusai!”

			Japanese.

			“Great, Kitsune. Fantastic. Any reason there’s a bag on my head?”

			A woman, presumably the driver, giggles softly. “You tell me, your hands are not bound.”

			Okay, that’s a little embarrassing.

			I pull the bag off my head, grumbling as my hair will be further mussed. “If you didn’t tie my hands, why bother with a bag?”

			The car comes to a halt at a red, and I get a look at the two of them. Like all Kitsune, they’re humans with fur and fox’s heads, and multiple tails, the male having russet-orange fur, the female black, both dressed business casual. The female looks back at me with a wink. “Because I figured you’d enjoy the opportunity to imagine yourself in an action movie.”

			Shiko. A Kitsune I’ve worked with, made out with once, and owe a favor to. She’s actually a guy, but she identifies as female, and I like to think of myself as progressive, you know? I comb my hair with my fingers while I check the doors. Locked.

			“You do realize you abducted me from work, right? My boss is waiting on his coffee that he’ll likely never get, or is that the trick? Get me fired? How very Coyote of you two.”

			The male, whom I now recognize as Kazuhiro, growls at that remark. We have a friendly rivalry going, if you call grand theft of antiquities and getting stranded in fucking Japan friendly. I still need to get him back for that, honestly, but as I’m on the outs with the family, I fail to see how that’s possible.

			I turn my attention back to the driver. “So what’s going on, Shiko? Cashing in that last favor?” I initially owed her three. One favor I tricked her out of, the other favor, well, there’s a night in Japan I’m not allowed to talk about.

			Her voice is curt as she replies, “You don’t owe me a favor.”

			I have to blink at that. “Wait, so we’re even? That’s it? Just like that? You’re letting me off the hook? No more favors?”

			I catch her eyes in the rearview. “Spencer Crain owes me a favor. You…” She gestures helplessly in my direction. “I don’t even know who you’re supposed to be.”

			I chuff at that. “Really, Shiko? C’mon, you know I’m Spencer Crain.”

			Again, she doesn’t bother to look at me, only a reflection of her eyes in the rearview. “No. You’re not. Maybe you were once, but not anymore, and I won’t have my reputation tarnished by needing a favor from a human.”

			Ouch.

			“So why did you bother to pick me up, then?”

			“I heard of your run-in last night. I want information.”

			I shrug. “Oh, so now you need a human’s help?” I lean back against the backseat, lounge a bit. “How embarrassing. You need the help of a human.”

			Kazuhiro grins back at me, showing teeth. “And humans are not part of the Feud.”

			Oh shit. The Feud is the ongoing game of one-upmanship between the Kitsune, the Coyotes and the Phouka. Mostly we nail prime marks and each other as practice for the grandest of all tricks, the Emerald in the Snow, which is conning a Ra’keth, a Sorcerer King, into realizing and accepting his humanity, but only if the Ra’keth truly needs it. We’re supposed to be like safety valves for sorcerer egos. Granted, that need is often in the eye of the trickster, so James has a target on his back, and anonymity has been his greatest asset.

			But the one big law of the Feud is that no matter how infuriating the other side is, never get physically violent with the opposing clans. We’re tricksters after all, not thugs. We settle our issues with cunning and cons, nothing more. Humans, on the other hand… Tricks are tricks, but a prank, well, a prank gets someone hurt or killed, and the only issue is making sure you don’t get caught by authorities.

			And I’m more human than Coyote now.

			“What’re you going to do, Kaz, send me back to Japan if I don’t talk? Hell, why does it matter to you guys anyway? It seems like nothing more than a Fae problem.”

			Shiko’s the one to respond. “Because we’re interested. Now talk. What happened last night?” I catch a polite smile when I look at the side of her face. “Surely you were told some stories?”

			Right…I am still a Bard. “Kazuhiro-kun?” He growls loudly at that, but I’ve got his attention, and there is one thing that Bards can do to people who piss them off. “May you always stub your toe so I’ll know you from your limp.”

			Cursing. I can bless people as well, but when I curse someone it sticks, though nothing worse than a stubbed toe, usually. As far as I know, I can’t lay a death curse on someone because, simply put, I don’t kill people.

			“For a week.” I also don’t want to be that much of an asshole.

			The Fox reaches in back to grab me by the shirt and bare his teeth in my face. “Take. It. Back.”

			Shiko, having stopped at another red light, demurely covers her mouth with the tips of her fingers as she giggles softly. “Now now, Kazuhiro-kun, you brought that on yourself.” She gently pats his hand, and he releases me. “Consider it a lesson in intimidating a chosen of the Shichifukujin.” She turns her gaze to me before the car goes back into motion. “Spencer requires a softer touch. He is a storyteller, not a thug.”

			At that, I nod a bit condescendingly to the male Fox, returning to my previous state of lounging. Sure, I might be about to lose my unpaid internship, but it’s nice to be appreciated for my other talents.

			“For example, Kazuhiro-kun, were you aware that a Bard must tell his stories?” I catch Shiko’s natural smile in the rearview. “They’re meant to spread history, lessons, stories, and can hardly serve their purpose if they’re tight-lipped. Please, good Bard, regale us with the events of last evening. We await with bated breath.”

			Ha. Like that’s going to—

			“Under the Bridge, a fair and humble tavern, nay, a refuge for those not-so-noble members of the Noble Race, for rogues and those of mixed blood—all were enjoying a simple evening of libations and the pleasures of good company when lo! A brigand in knights’ colors, donned with the heraldry of the Cobalt Order did verily assault the good barkeep with murderous intent.”

			What the fuck?

			But I can’t stop, my tongue moves of its own volition, the words coming quickly and freely.

			“She fired, and with shot of coldest iron was the troll given the first wound of battle. But quickly did the good barkeep brandish his weapon and put the rapscallion down with one shot! Huzzah!” I cannot believe I just said that without a mote of sarcasm. “But the barkeep lay dying, his azure blood flowing forth, and with it, his life. But ho! The day was not yet lost, as I, your quick-witted Bard, did verily summon aid in the form of the great—”

			I bite down on my hand, making mmphing sounds as I continue the story, the details, particularly of James’s intervention, being muffled, though it stings like a bitch. Thankfully, it seems that the Foxes believe I’m just trying to make myself stop. My hand is yanked from my mouth by Kazuhiro, though, and then…

			“…with great justice! And the lands of the Sainted Benedict did ring with his victory! Huzzah!”

			And then I stop, thank God. And then I quite verily stare daggers at Shiko, who continues with her natural smile back at me. “Thank you, good Bard, for a most excellent story.” She glances to Kazuhiro. “So the Fae are dividing over the issue of half-bloods.”

			“Will this affect us?”

			She shakes her head quickly. “But it will most definitely affect the Dogs, leaving them open to…creative forms of intervention.” She shivers slightly at that, and Kaz does as well. Something to be remembered is that for tricksters, tricking people and the prospect of a big score has the same effect on us as high-quality porn. And if we pull the tricks off, well…

			Kaz looks at her. “And the Coyotes? What if they seek to interfere with the Dogs?”

			Shiko smirks back in my direction. “The Dogs play Go, not Karuta.” A children’s game. “Thank you for the information, Bard.”

			The car pulls up to the curb, and I see that we’ve looped back around in front of Victory Tower. Kazuhiro gets out and opens the passenger door as the locks click. He keeps his eyes on me, but clearly isn’t speaking to me when he says, “And this one? It’s acceptable that he knows our plans? I can always send him somewhere…” he grins wickedly, “…appropriate.”

			“Let him go,” she says, glancing back at me for the barest of seconds. “What can he do to stop us? He’s only a human.”

			With that, I’m grabbed from the car and shoved toward the building, the car already returning to traffic before I do anything more than double-barrel a famous hand gesture.

			Only a human. Not even that. The Foxes don’t see me as someone worth tricking anymore, just a cheap source of information to be used and thrown away like some truck-stop condom. I should be relieved, honestly—it’s one less group of people to be looking over my shoulder for—but damn it, I’m pissed off.

			Who filched an ancient urn from the Foxes? Me.

			Who beat Selah, a former Sorcerer King, using nothing more than playing cards and Tenacious D lyrics? Me.

			Who learned the Phouka’s tale of their Emerald in the Snow? Me.

			And who stole not one but both souls of the Kitsune in that car all by himself and scammed his way to being the only non-Fox trickster in the City who can work Kitsune magic? You goddamned know who.

			“I’m not a mark? I don’t owe you any favors? I’m just a human? Well, fuck you right back, you uppity bitch, who only has that many tails to hide just how far the stick’s shoved up her ass. ‘What can he do to stop us?’ What can I do?” I actually start laughing, getting a bit of a shiver myself. “Oh, the softball you just threw Fate, Shiko.”

			I narrow my eyes and walk away from Victory Tower, away from my boss and my internship. “I’ll show you what a lowly human can do.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			James

			December 19, 7:50 am

			“Parry, I’m starting to wonder if there actually is a meeting, seeing as we’ve been driving so long the sun’s come up.”

			We’re heading north, upstate, well, at least we are now. We’ve gotten lost three times. You’d think a dragon could afford to spring for a GPS.

			I glance over at him, his attention focused solely on the road, gripping the wheel like I did the first month after I got my license. The radio is apparently too distracting. “Parry? You listening?”

			“I’ve flown faster than this, why does it seem so…”

			“Because you’re behind the wheel. Learn to relax, you’ll have better reaction time.” I glance around at the various farmland, mostly cows and the occasional horse. “I’d think that the Dracon Council would prefer to meet somewhere a little more urban? I mean, all of them can play humanoid, right? Couldn’t I have just taken this meeting in Allora? Maybe in a nice restaurant or a Starbucks? I don’t like using my wake-up spell too much. It messes with my head after a while. Plus, it’s not the same as coffee and a four-dollar Danish.” My stomach growls to punctuate the comment. I could conjure some food, but that requires some energy, and who knows what parts of the car would get converted. Besides, conjured food is just empty calories anyway.

			“The Ra’saar does not assume a lesser form.”

			There’s a new term. “The what, now?”

			“The Dragon King. Only the Ra’keth possesses greater station, my liege. He requested the meeting with you.” There’s some apprehension in his voice.

			“Parry, what are you not telling me? Does he have a problem with my being higher on the totem pole than him? I’ve been pretty hands-off with your people, I don’t see why he’d take issue. Besides, I figured Jutte was in charge, or that you all ruled by committee.” I catch a glimpse of a building pretty far down the road, as well as a long fence. An airfield.

			Well, that would make sense for dragons to use as a landing spot, as human denial could just see them as Cessnas or something.

			Parry shakes his head to my previous statement. “She is Broodmother to the Crimson Flight, their leader and representative, and that is the extent of her authority outside of her seat on the council. The council has sway, but decisions are ultimately the Ra’saar’s.”

			I quirk a brow at that. “And the reason that Ra’keth and Ra’saar have the same prefix?”

			He blinks at me in disbelief. “Ra means king in Sigil. You do not know this?”

			“I’m not too up on my Sigil, Parry. Not exactly a lot of teachers for it.”

			We enter the airfield through an access road and make the drive to a private hangar, many high-end cars parked outside, the main bay doors opened a few feet. After parking the car next to a deep-red Ferrari, Parry exits the car and rushes around to pull my door open with a curt bow.

			“So I pretty much just go in there and ask them what they want?”

			“Of course not, my liege, you must be properly announced to the council, anything less would be an insult to your station.” I fight off rolling my eyes at that, and he starts toward the hangar alone. “I will find someone who can pronounce your arrival properly, sir.”

			“God, just do it yourself, I don’t want to be here any longer than I have to.”

			Parry does a quick about-face and visibly quivers. “M-me, Your Majesty? You would have me announce your arrival?”

			“I’m tired, I’m irritable and I’m starving. Let’s just get this over with.”

			“But…but, sir, I’m barely above a hatchling to the council, to have me announce the Ra’keth would be a grave insult to your honor and—”

			So I shove him inside ahead of me, mostly because the bowing and scraping is getting more than a little grating on my nerves. This is another reason I avoid dragons. Constant hatred and derision from the rest of the supernatural community I can handle, but the praise is just a pain in the ass.

			I wait outside a few seconds, ponder conjuring a smoke, but I manage to fight off the urge, which I take some pride in. Attempt number twelve to quit has held out for two weeks and counting.

			The voice that comes from the hangar is loud and booming, aided by the echo, though the words completely escape me. I only recognize them as draconic, given Dave’s penchant for swearing in said language. It’s an odd sound, to be sure, having a definite aggression in the syllables, but a poetic quality as well. It goes on for over a minute, and then after a few seconds’ rest begins again, only this time in fluent Sigil, which my mind, as all human minds do, translates into my native language, English.

			“Jureontia the Munificent, Argentus the Opulent, Maratrix the Esoteric, members of the council, and his most wise, most affluent, most preeminent majesty, Ra’saar Te’qin the Provident, may I, Parivian the Algid, please announce the arrival of His Majesty, the Slayer of the Frozen River, Champion of the Snow Clan, Denier of the Usurper’s Decree, Walker of Tartarus, He Who Made Three Into One, Bearer of the Last True Diamond and Occupier of the Ivory Throne, our liege, the Sole Ra’keth, the Lightning Rod, James Black of the Argent City.”

			Okay…

			Guess that’s my cue.

			When I step into the hangar, it’s largely empty, save the twenty dragons of various colors and sizes that inhabit it. I play a certain game, so the sight, I will admit, makes my knees turn to Jell-O.

			The dragons are lined up along the walls; their sizes range from the smallest, who are closest to me, and go on up until the three largest at the far end, who stand with a massive wyrm of at least one hundred feet with shining golden scales, his horns having jeweled inlays, though his eyes are pale blue, no irises. He’s flanked by Jutte in her dragon form on his right, as well as two dragons, silver and blue, both of comparable size to his left. My guess is the golden one is the Dragon King.

			A dragon with milky-white scales is directly in front of me, facing me. He’s about the size of a trailer and has his head bowed low enough to almost brush the floor. Parry, I would assume. When he speaks, I can tell he’s putting considerable effort into making his voice as quiet as possible, which to my ears sounds like someone venting road rage. “My deepest apologies, Your Majesty, but I only considered myself worthy to give an abbreviated introduction.”

			Jesus, I have a longer name and list of titles than that?

			I gesture to my polo shirt and jeans. “I’m feeling rather underdressed for this.”

			He snorts some cold mist from his nostrils, but it has the same context, I infer, as a shrug.

			Hell with it, why not?

			“Stand back.” I close my eyes and focus my will, imagining my full name and the bits of it that make it human, and then remembering the name of dragons, which I learned from Jutte, and the unfortunate name that Spencer saddled me with when I was stuck in my draconic form several months ago, Slartibartfast. Apparently I’ll get it if I read some Douglas Adams.

			Luckily, the transformation isn’t some physically painful affair where I’d be writhing on the floor for several minutes while I grow scales and wings and all that. Instead, when I commit my will to the working, it’s as simple as a flash of light, and in an instant my perspective alters from that of five feet eight inches off the floor to about ten feet, my body luckily having good enough instincts to give my mind a break from figuring out a quadrupedal stance as well as wings and a tail.

			The issue right now is holding on to my identity. The downside to having a form with a different name than my own is that Slartibartfast is like another part of me, what I’d be like personality-wise if I’d been born, or rather hatched, as a Snow Dragon instead of a human. And the longer I’m in this form, the easier it becomes to just be him instead of me. The big danger? If I’m like this too long, I might forget I was ever human in the first place. I’ve slipped before, but luckily Spencer was around to remind me who I actually am. I can already feel Slartibartfast in the back of my mind, or to put it better, what I identify as him. What I do know is that, seeing all these dragons here, especially the more important ones, makes me feel very small.

			There’s a bit of a reaction when the transformation is finished, more surprise than anything else. Though from the chatter I can infer that it’s not that I can take a dragon’s form, but more which form I took. When I survey the long line of dragons that make up the council proper, the Snow Clan, save Parry, is conspicuously absent.

			I make my way forward, figuring that’s just what I’m supposed to do, feeling the eyes of the dragons on me as I pass between them. To my credit, I don’t trip over my own feet. I keep my head high, since I didn’t come here to kowtow. As I approach the quartet at the far end, all three, save the king himself, bow their heads, while I catch the slightest of nods from the Ra’saar.

			“All right, I’m here, can we get this over with? I’m late for work.”

			Murmurs from the council, but they’re silenced with one glance from the Ra’saar. His attention turns to me, his voice rumbling and powerful and deep, as expected. “This is the Ra’keth?”

			I sigh, a bit of frost appearing on the floor from my breath. “You didn’t get that from the long-winded introduction? I thought you guys were supposed to be hyperintelligent. Did Dungeons & Dragons lie to me again?”

			I don’t really want to be here, why not be snarky?

			In response, the Blue Dragon, Maratrix, leans toward him to whisper something, at which the Ra’saar’s eyes go wide, and then I get a look at his bared teeth. “You play at fantasies where my kind is hunted?”

			Okay, maybe not the wisest idea. “In my defense, my group primarily hunts orcs and evil wizards.” Best not to mention that a dragon is running these “fantasies”. Dave’s probably in enough trouble with his family for the crime of being poor. “But forget all that, you obviously wanted to talk to me for a reason, so let’s have it. What do you want?”

			At that, he nods to Argentus, the Silver Dragon, and also Dave’s dad, who steps forward, but not so far as that he’ll upstage the Ra’saar. Dragons aren’t exactly common which, according to Dave at least, has necessitated interbreeding between clans, and it’s anyone’s guess what a hatchling will be until they, well, hatch. I never thought I’d meet Dave’s father, much less in an official capacity.

			“After review of your usurpation of the throne, and your decision for our people to retain their Name,” Argentus intones with resonance that has flashes of James Earl Jones, “It is the honor of the Dracon Council to formally recognize your reign as the first Ra’keth of this age.”

			I understandably blink. “That’s it? That’s why I was woken up and dragged out of bed practically at gunpoint in the dead of night? So you could tell me something you could’ve put in a text message?”

			When I look around the hangar, I see a lot of shocked faces and quite a few insulted ones. Best to change tack here. “Of course I’m grateful that you went to such lengths to do me this honor, but it really wasn’t necessary. I try to be easygoing about these things. I was looking forward to a hands-off relationship between us.”

			At that, Jutte steps forward, nearly even with the king, “You yourself agreed to choose a protector, my liege. Do you remember?”

			Shit. On the night I took the throne, the night that Cale, my teacher, was murdered, I was looking for vengeance and didn’t quite know where to find Heath, the man who did the deed. In exchange for showing me the way (i.e., telling me to look over my shoulder), I agreed to eventually take a dragon as my personal bodyguard, as that’s the entire reason that dragons were created to begin with.

			“So that’s the reason I’m here, to choose my protector?” When I look behind me, I see that most of the dragons appear a bit eager. “Clear something up for me, would you? Just who makes up the council proper?”

			The quartet of large dragons almost simultaneously snort jets of flame, electricity issuing from the Blue. At least D&D was accurate about that. The rest of the hangar is conspicuously silent.

			I guess that’s my answer.

			“So I pick my protector from one of the others?” I tic my head at the rest of the assemblage and catch the slightest of nods from the king.

			“I can’t do that.” I cut off the uproar before it starts. “I don’t even know any of them. You’d have me trust my safety to a stranger?”

			The Ra’saar makes an amused sound and motions toward a Crimson Dragon at the front of the left line, who bows his head curtly and then steps forward. “Not all of us are strangers, my liege.”

			Oh God. “Salondine?” I catch a toothy grin from him, at which I look over my…shoulder? I don’t know, but my neck cranes at a disturbing angle without any pain as I look behind me and find Parry, still waiting patiently by the door to the hangar, keeping an eye out. “I’d take that hatchling as a protector before him.”

			And there’s the outrage. Not just from Salondine, but from every other dragon in contention for the job. Great. I try to get their attention, and on instinct my tail slams hard into the floor, which stings like a bitch, sounds like a thunderclap and leaves a long crack in the concrete.

			Okay, I need to think, be clever, consider the situation, because honestly I don’t want to walk out of here with extra company. I seriously doubt that Dave would be up for another flatmate, especially a dragon.

			“Let’s do some simple process of elimination, shall we? You’ll be spending nearly all of your time in a humanoid form. I trust that you’re all powerful enough to do such?” A chorus of fiery and electric snorts at that. “How many of you can drive?”

			Half of the contenders taken care of.

			“How many of you are fluent in English?”

			A couple more out of the running.

			“I live in the Argent City, how many of you are familiar enough with the area to drive me to the hospital should I get wounded to the point where I can’t heal myself with magic?”

			Down to two now, three if you include Parry. Unfortunately Sal is one of them. The other is a Blue Dragon, and if I remember the Monster Manual correctly, it’s a female. I return to my human form in a flash of light and fight off a stagger, as it takes a lot out of me. “Okay, those who are left, show me your humanoid forms.”

			Salondine wears a burnished-crimson suit, dark-red hair slicked back, fine leather shoes, though it’s all an illusion. Honestly, he looks like Satan would dress if he worked at a bank. Parry returns to his slender white suit as well, the guns at his side not an illusion. He doesn’t make eye contact.

			The Blue takes her form in a crackle of lightning, the woman standing in her place having Atlantic-blue hair covered mostly by a cerulean bandanna that covers her pointed ears. Her eyebrows are pierced, drawing attention to her too-blue irises and aggressive but sylvan face. Her build is athletic, healthy; she wears tight blue jeans that hug muscle rather than bone, a gunslinger’s belt slung low on her waist with a revolver holstered, her hand tapping the leather with bright-blue nails, all in time with the tapping of her navy Chucks against the floor. She’s wearing a white T-shirt that’s tucked in loosely, the front reading Fighting for peace is like screwing for virginity.

			Well, points for the George Carlin reference.

			“So it’s narrowed down to three. I’d rather take my time in making my final decision, all right?”

			The Ra’saar snorts amusedly. “Or, we could take you to a safer locale where the skills of all those present are adequate.”

			Right. The council would vastly prefer that I be kept in a cave somewhere in the Italian Alps for protection, though it’d mean living in a gilded cage. Cale tried doing that, and it nearly drove him insane. Besides, I doubt I could get decent French fries in a cave.

			A few years ago I might’ve gone along with that, but a long series of near-death experiences tends to temper one’s resolve. “Or, you could remember who the Ra’keth is. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to be late for work. I’m sure you can understand the desire to fulfill obligations and responsibilities.” I glance toward the Snow Dragon. “Parry, I’d like to return to the City now, please.”

			With nothing more, I leave the hangar, many voices speaking up the moment I’m out the door. Honestly, I should care about this, but I really don’t. A dragon protector is only going to attract attention and make the big neon sign over my head, pointing me out as a sorcerer, all the brighter.

			Unfortunately, Parry doesn’t follow me out, leaving me alone with his car, and while I can certainly hop in and work a little technomancy to start it (a car’s VIN is unique enough to function as a true Name and thus make it receptive to commands), that would still be grand-theft auto, and I hardly want the council holding that over my head as leverage.

			I wait a few more minutes, and no one exits, likely knowing that I’m not going anywhere without a ride. Teleportation is far too big of a working for me to do without my sanctum (which is not a storage locker, whatever Spencer says).

			Truly, I’m left with few options. Call Ozzie and wait for him to pick me up while he’s getting his door fixed and maybe trying to smooth things out with his dad. Call Hannah, one of the girls at the diner who’s a werelion, but more importantly has a car, though I don’t have the money to cover gas, and thanks to Spencer never paying her back for some road trip, she doesn’t do pickups on credit anymore. Or, I can turn myself into a dragon and just fly back to the City, considering I’m at a place where I’ll be seen as a single-prop taking off.

			What the hell, I need the practice anyway.

			I return to the draconic form and head toward the nearest runway.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			Spencer

			December 19, 8:01 am

			I know I worked to get this internship. I know it was competitive, and that it could lead to legal swindling and get me making enough money to have an opinion about the capital gains tax. But honestly? It feels good right now to stand in Victory Square, look up at the tower, double-barrel the fingers and go hail a cab.

			The whole point of being a Coyote is to move people’s stories into dynamism, change, get on the road less traveled and see where it takes you, indulge some wanderlust. Y’know, hippy kind of stuff, but I have no problems with any philosophy that promotes free love. Emphasis on free, since us ’Yotes don’t pay for it.

			So, I figure, why not do a little change for myself? My boss the bro is probably still waiting for his coffee.

			“Crain. Where are you going for my coffee, Colombia?”

			Or he’s standing right behind me. Fuck you back, Fate.

			I turn to face him, narrow my eyes. “Screw this. Find someone else to get singles for your three-martini lunches at Spicy.” (Their motto? Spicy, where the customer is king and clothing is optional!)

			For that, I’m shoved backward. “You get your skinny ass back up there or you’re fired.”

			I have to blink. “You really don’t get it, do you?” I also don’t like being shoved, and after the morning I’ve had, I could use a bit of release. I curl my fingers into a fist. “Allow me to punctuate my notice of resignation.”

			If this were TV? “Take This Job and Shove It” would start playing as I take a swing at my boss’s throat.

			Unfortunately for me he catches my wrist and puts me into an armbar rather quickly, pushing me against the wall of a covered bus stop. An armbar hurts, just in case you’ve never had one. Also, strangely, no one seems to notice the fight. “By the way? He chewed off three legs and was still stuck.”

			What happened to the blond coyote when he got caught in a trap?

			And that’s not my boss’s voice.

			Oh goddamn it. I should’ve expected this, really.

			Considering I’m on the outs with the clan, it means that fellow Coyotes who had a beef with me are likely clear to pursue vengeance now. Thornton’s done plenty to me already and nearly got me killed last year with a prank, and that was before I got kicked out. Still, though, there’s one who asked Father Coyote personally if he could take my life.

			Justin Crain. My father.

			“I expected you to quit over a month ago, or run a game on me, or at least report all the shit I was doing. Very disappointing, Spencer. Since when are you a workaday?” He relaxes the grip on my arm, letting me go.

			I turn to face him, and he’s still cloaked, but not as my boss anymore. Instead, well, he’s my father, looking exactly as he did on the day he left.

			His hair is short, raven black in a fashionable bedhead style; his skin and golden-brown eyes imply Native ancestry mixed with Caucasian. He’s lithe, dressed in jeans, a denim jacket, Doc Martens, faded gray T-shirt, and a cheap watch. And that smile. That goddamned reassuring Coyote smile that made me believe him when he said he was going to pick up some scratch-offs and he’d be right back.

			“So you’re here to kill me?”

			I ignore the bystanders, they won’t hear any of this anyway.

			He motions off toward a nearby hotdog cart, and I follow. I should run, I know, but I doubt he’s going to choke me with a footlong. “I’m sorry about that. I wasn’t myself. Selah could really fuck with your head, you know?” A grin spreads across his face as he inspects the available toppings. “Though she could really fuck with a bunch of other parts I didn’t mind. Girl had a mouth like a—”

			“God, please stop talking. It was bad enough before.” Like when he causally mentioned that my mother gave amazing head. Yeah, you can never unhear your father saying that.

			He turns to face me. “I’m sorry.”

			“For what? Walking out? Screwing me up? Driving Mom into her own head? Putting me through hell for the last few months? Trying to kill me? Or just the comment about the Silver Lady’s skill at fellatio?”

			“All of it.”

			I cross my arms. “Apology not accepted.”

			He shrugs. “Don’t care. I’m still sorry.”

			I turn away from him. “Fuck you.”

			“I seem to remember you getting trapped by her wiles as well. I thought you’d understand. It’s not like it was really me, Spence. I’m not that crazy, certainly not enough to stab my own son to death in the middle of Tolon Park.” He maneuvers around to get back in front of me. “I know you’re on the outs with the family.”

			“Open season on me, I’m aware.”

			He shakes his head. “I could take out a gun, shoot you in the head, and the clan would buy me a beer.”

			That’s a little worse than I thought. “And you’re not because…?”

			“Because you’re my son, is that so hard to believe?”

			“Thornton had no problem leaving me to get eaten by a dragon just because I screwed with his half-assed attempt at an Emerald. I turned your girlfriend over to Fate, and Mom will never remember you. I’d say you’ve got a better motive. Besides, Thornton already tried the fake-forgiveness route. You think I’d fall for it because it’s you?”

			He heads back over to the hotdog cart, ordering a couple, and glances at me. “Ketchup, mustard and relish, right?”

			“No. I’m leaving.” I start toward the curb.

			“If I wanted to kill you, you’d have been dead months ago. I wanted to check in on you, that’s all. Then I find out you’re running coffee for suits. I had to get you out of there. At least selling cars kept you sharp.”

			At that, I turn around, and he’s looking at me.

			“Yeah, I kept tabs on you.” He smiles proudly, pays for the hotdogs. “Still can’t believe you got me for that extended warranty. It was a damned Volvo, those things never break down.”

			“You bought a car from me? While I was working for Rourke?”

			He takes a bite of his hotdog, shaking his head, and hands me mine. Grudgingly, I take it since I am a bit hungry. Once his hand’s free, he holds up four fingers.

			“You bought four cars from me?”

			He narrows his eyes. “You think I’m going to let my son lose a monthly sales race to a Dog?” My father shrugs innocently. “People who paid for it certainly didn’t seem to mind.”

			“So you’re just here to get me to quit?”

			He takes another bite, shakes his head. “Nope. I’m here to teach you to be a Coyote.”

			I motion to my blue eyes, the mottled mix of colors in my hair that’s no longer as vibrant as it once was. “In case you didn’t notice, Dad, I’m not really a Coyote anymore.”

			He smiles, but it’s not a Coyote smile, it’s natural, prideful, like when we played Follow the Lady and for the first time I pointed at the card he’d palmed instead of the cards on the table. “Father doesn’t make us Coyotes, son. We’re born Coyotes, and nothing can take that away from us. Besides, all of this is already worth it.”

			I finally take a bite of my hotdog and mumble through a mouthful, “And why’s that?”

			He grins. “You called me Dad.”

			For that, I throw out my hotdog. “I don’t have time for this, okay? I’ve got shit to do.”

			He follows me to the curb, where I whistle at passing cabs. Every single one of them ignores me. “You don’t get it, do you? This is Fate, son. You could wave hundred-dollar bills, and they wouldn’t even slow down.”

			This doesn’t stop me from whistling louder and flailing my arms emphatically at them. No luck. “Jesus, can’t you just lay off? You can’t blow back into my life and expect everything to be okay!”

			“I don’t expect anything to be okay. I know this is going to take a lot of work, Spence, that’s why I’m here. It’s got to start somewhere, it might as well be now.” He pushes my arms down. “Now what are you working on?”

			“Not a con, so it doesn’t concern you. And I don’t need Coyote lessons. I can cloak on my own, I know how not to tempt Fate, and I know when money’s in the air. I figured that all out on my own.” I shove him back. “Without you.”

			“A real Coyote would play along, separate the truth from the bullshit in my lessons, and eventually screw me over for a big payday, maybe enough to get him back in with the family. I’m still Justin Crain, that name carries a lot of weight in our little community.”

			“You offered to teach me before, remember?”

			“I was driven insane by Selah, remember? She’s dead now.” He folds his arms. “Though I still stand by my outburst about you screwing that…Dog.” He spits on the sidewalk. “Of all the people you could sleep with to piss me off, you just had to pick Rourke, didn’t you?” He snorts dejectedly. “But you did cut a Dog’s Ear and a Fox’s Tail out of the bargain, so I can’t bitch too much.”

			I perk a brow. “A what?”

			“A Dog’s Ear? You learned to change like they do. We call it that because they only have two tricks.” He smirks. “The Fox’s Tail, that was a stroke of genius, son. How’d you keep her distracted?”

			God damn it, I hate the tiny part of me that lights up at his praise.

			“When I first met Shiko, she was playing six games of Go at once. I did my research and found six styles of play that would keep her in the game the longest. After that I found six people who…” I shake my head. “No, you don’t get all of that story.”

			He perks a brow. “Not even the noodle incident? You won’t even tell me how you used a Hello Kitty kimono to—”

			I roll my eyes. “No. And I don’t like to talk about it. It was weeks before I could eat shrimp again.” I sit down on the curb. “What I’m doing has nothing to do with the Feud, okay? Nothing. So you can just go. You’re leaving the Ra’keth alone too. No one’s tricking him but me, and there’s no point in pulling an Emerald on him since he’s actually happy for a change.”

			“You should always be trying to pull an Emerald, no matter who the mark is or what he or she is to you.” He sits down next to me and pats my shoulder. “But I’ll give you this, I won’t go after the Lightning Rod. Promise.” He spits in his palm and offers it. That’s the only binding oath we Coyotes have. Honestly, we can freely break any other promise. I hear one Coyote even broke a contract with a demon and got away scot-free because he didn’t spit and shake on it.

			I spit in my hand and shake, and after he wipes his hand off on his jeans, he glances over to me. “So what are you working on then?”

			“There’s some trouble brewing with the Fae. Under the Bridge got shot up and the bartender’s decent enough for a troll. Just felt something in the air when it happened.”

			He nods knowingly. “Like Fate was tugging at your string, making you pay attention and see that this is a place she wants you to intervene. You ever feel it before?”

			“Not that strong, no.”

			He smiles, like he did when he taught me my first card tricks. “It’s her way of tapping you for the job, giving you the mark, telling you she’s got your back.”

			I snort at that. “Great way of showing it if she brings you back into my life.” What the hell. “You ever hear of the Cobalt Order? I didn’t get much from my source as he sort of passed out from blood loss.” Granted, I had to listen to over an hour of boring war stories before Bjorn finally got to the good stuff and did more than mention the Order by name.

			My father’s face is pale. “You marked the Cobalt Order?” He meets my eyes, voice dead serious. “Never let them learn about your mother. If they know you’re a Coyote, tell them that this…” he motions to me, “…is a cloak. If they want to see the real you, cloak into a full-blooded. Never tell them you’re half-human. Ever.”

			“I kind of got that they hate half-blooded Fae.”

			“Half-blooded anything. Especially weres, they hunt all of them, bit and Pure, for sport. As far as Cobalts are concerned, humanity is never to mix with the mythic.” He shakes his head, chuckling. “Ironic, considering we were all created by humans to begin with. Well, sorcerers at least. Though they hate sorcerers too.”

			“How do you know all this?”

			“I’m Coyote’s son, Spencer. I’ve tricked my way around the world and picked up a lot of stories. Without being a Bard, I’ll have you know.” A few seconds pass. Then, in a somber voice, he says, “So she remarried?”

			“Who?”

			He glances at me. “Rachel.”

			Mom. “Technically, she doesn’t remember ever being married to you in the first place. No one does, no one human anyway. But yeah, she is, and she’s happy, so leave her alone.”

			“She laughing again?” I nod, and he smiles warmly. “She always had the best laugh, your mother. No matter how bad Fate would fuck up my day, it’d be a good one if I could make her laugh. I won’t intrude on it if she’s happy. Besides, I doubt I could, considering the blessing you laid on her. That was some serious voodoo there.”

			I shrug. “Just a Bard thing, I guess.” I hate that I can talk with him again. I hate that little kid inside me who misses Dad and is all too ready to forgive him. TV would give him a shot at a redemptive arc, but I can’t be that gracious, not after everything he’s done. “So you know what I’m doing, you going to leave now?”

			“Not if I can help it.”

			I look at him, see the golden-brown eyes that used to match my own. “Leave now.”

			“You at least got a number you can give me?”

			“7-7-3-4-2-0-6. Buy a calculator.”

			He rolls his eyes and takes out a slip of paper with a string of numbers on it. “That’s my cell. Call it if you need me.”

			“I won’t.”

			He tucks it in my shirt pocket. “Won’t is short for will not, and that’s an absolute. You know what Fate loves to do with those.” He gets up from the curb and whistles sharply, a taxi pulls up to him, and he hands the driver, a woman, a couple of bills, telling her, “Take him wherever he wants, keep the change.” He walks out of my view after that, and when I stand up to look around, he’s gone.

			I consider tossing the number aside, but he had to go and make a point. Chances are I’ll need that number for some reason, and if anything, I can always send it to my friend Bank to have a little fun with. I get in the taxi and lean back against the seat when the driver pulls into traffic.

			“So where to?”

			I do need to get started, and if I’m going to worm my way into the internal affairs of the Fae, there’s only one person I can think of to give me information and an in.

			“Grunstadt, Emerald Towers.” I sigh. “This is going to be awkward.”

			The driver smiles in the rearview. “That looked like your father there, you seeing your mom?”

			“Worse. Her ex.” I rub my temples. “And mine.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			James

			December 19, 11:30 am

			Days like today I’m grateful for a few things, the first and foremost being that the Grunstadt Public Library has a couple librarians who smoke. As a result, the door on the roof is wedged open most of the time when they need to pop out for a cigarette without judgment from the passersby in front of the building. I’m also rather grateful that when I turn back into a human, my clothes are still on.

			Sure, I could probably transmute a few books from the stacks into a T-shirt and jeans, but Cale, my first mentor and second boyfriend (as well as a bibliophile), would definitely take issue. Besides, coming down from the roof means I can drop by my study carrel and pick up a few notebooks to work on while I’m on the clock.

			Technically, I’m an aide, as you need a college degree or two to be an actual librarian, but you don’t need training to do returns or work the checkout desk. Seeing as my shift is during the day, while school’s in session, it leaves me a lot of time to read. In my opinion, it’s a much better job than washing dishes, and Spencer was able to get James Black on the grid enough to make it feasible for me to work. Apparently in the course of the world forgetting Miles Canmore ever existed, it forgot to assign his Social Security number to someone else.

			One of the issues I’ve been dealing with over the last few months is the fact that I have no one to teach me about magic, so instead of moping about it, I decided to take advantage of having a boyfriend who has a working knowledge of enchantment and had him scribble down some notes for me to study. It’s in Sigil, and a funky dialect of it at that, so simply deciphering a page is more often than not an all-day job. I asked him if he could translate it to English, but Sigil just doesn’t work that way. Reading isn’t the issue, speaking it is, and the phonetics of Sigil don’t really translate.

			Just once it’d be nice if the language of magic cooperated. I gave it its new name, damn it.

			Still, I’m a sorcerer, working at a library, who gets to spend his days studying magic. I think I’ll take the win.

			“You fly like a dropped egg.”

			When I look up, the blue-haired girl is standing in front of the desk. Her arms are folded smugly, the gunslinger’s belt still slung around her waist, though the revolver isn’t there. Her tone, understandably, is unimpressed. “Even a drake of the actual Snow Clan flies better than that.”

			I only glance up at her before returning my attention to my work. Ozzie’s notes on the right, my notes in the center and tallies for patron traffic to the left. I do my job.

			“Unless you’re here to apply for a library card, would you mind not hovering? If you really want to be my protector, you should know I prefer my protection to not be obvious.” I meet her eyes. “Or condescending. Besides, I got here over an hour ago.”

			“I’m simply stating that if you wish to make the most of the draconic form, you should consider lessons in flight. Or, at the very least, more practice. If you could fly properly I would not have been waiting an hour for you to arrive.” She leans against the desk in a way that would probably draw my attention if I were straight. “The council is of the opinion that you are too…distracted of late. Such distractions lead to foolish mistakes.”

			I sigh audibly. “This ought to be good. What exactly am I supposed to call you anyway?”

			“Coda.”

			I shrug. “Better than Fluffy, I guess.” She snerks in response to that, and I’ll admit I grin. “Heard about that, huh?”

			“Indeed. It was…creative. He hasn’t attended court in his lesser form since, for fear of being addressed as such. The Ra’saar refused to allow him to change it, as punishment both for his foolishness and for denying the honor of being named by a Keth. Among the younger, it was a source of great amusement.”

			I arch an eyebrow. “Do you really talk like this?”

			“Keth do not, by reputation, wish to be conversed with in a casual fashion.” She peers over the desk at the notes. “You are studying the dialect of the dreamblood?” A snort issues from her with a little bit of static crackling in the air.

			“I take it that dragon-Fae relations aren’t on steady ground?”

			“They fancy themselves great hunters and us great trophies, and they cry foul when we prove them wrong.” She grits her teeth openly. “That the Ra’keth would…cavort with one of them…”

			I point toward the main entrance. “You can leave now, Coda.” She starts to protest, but I shush her quickly. “I’m trying to work. Please leave.”

			She moves away, at least, to the far end of the entranceway where I’m still in her line of sight. Points for her.

			An hour passes with limited interruption, a few checkouts, renewals, no overdue books. Since my Mark creeps people out, the book drop has become far more popular, but it gives me time to study. My Mark is the white streak in my hair, but it’s what sets me apart from the rest of humanity, marks me as a sorcerer. People see it and simply know that something’s off about me. Generally, they tend to see me as an asshole.

			“Beg your pardon, but would you be James?” The voice has an unmistakable Irish accent. When I look up, I see a man in his early thirties with black hair tinged with gray, groomed beard, dark eyes, well-tanned skin. He’s dressed in a simple charcoal button-down shirt and slacks, and possesses an almost noble air about him. For some reason he’s familiar.

			“You checking out?”

			He leans over the desk, inspecting me. “In a manner of speaking, yes.”

			I roll my eyes. “One, you’re too old for me. Two, I’m dating someone. Three…” I focus on his face, and it finally clicks. “There is no way in hell I’m doing a Phouk.”

			He chuffs at that and folds his arms. “And why might you possess a low opinion of such a noble clan?”

			I smile to myself. “From my experience, Phouka are braggarts who claim honor but never keep their promises.”

			“From your—” he begins to bellow, but I shush him and point to the QUIET, PLEASE sign to my left. He fumes a moment and gathers himself. “From your experience, young master? What manner of so-called Phouk saw fit to sully my clan’s reputation?”

			I don’t make eye contact. “A braggart who claimed to be the Riordan. He swore he’d tell me a story I’d remember until my final breath. In fact, he swore to me three times. And the Fae have to do anything they promise three times.”

			The Phouk sags. “It would be you, wouldn’t it?” He smiles then. “But I still didn’t say when I would tell you that story.”

			“Seeing as I’ve already died once, I could claim you didn’t fulfill your oath.” I shrug. “But I really don’t want to be a dick, so would you just say whatever you came to say so I can get back to work?”

			“Gladly. I simply wished to introduce myself. I am the King of the Phouka and Her Majesty’s Riordan, though you may call me Robert O’Rourke. You would be James Black of the Argent City, the Lightning Rod?”

			Not as formal as the dragons put it, but at least he got it out in one breath. “That’s it? Just an introduction?” I have to smirk as I look up at him, make eye contact. “You’re a trickster. You’re here to tell me that it’ll be your clan that gets me, not the Coyotes, not the Foxes, but you guys. Am I wrong?”

			He laughs good-naturedly, but it fades as he appraises my face more intently. “James Black isn’t your real name, is it?” I give him a dubious look in reply, and he gets the message. My real name is Miles Canmore, but as far as I’m concerned, I’ve been James Black since I left Heath. Miles died so I could live, simple as that, but I’m not about to share that information with anyone. “The day we met, young master, out in the fields, whose fields were they?” He snaps his fingers. “The Sullivans, correct?”

			My mother’s maiden name.

			“Yeah, but I remember you saying they were your old stomping grounds, because it was your day.” Thanks to the Usurper invading my head six months ago, I have a pretty vivid recollection of meeting Mr. O’Rourke. “You also said they were your old stomping grounds, if I’m correct.”

			He nods solemnly. “So they were.” Appearing hesitant, he leans in, lowering his voice. “The Sullivans, you would be of their brood?” His face softens. “I only ask the truth, I care little for your name before you took the throne.”

			Honestly, I’m relieved enough that he doesn’t want my real name, so I figure a minor truth would be enough. “It’s where my mother grew up, it’s her family’s estate.”

			The Phouk closes his eyes a couple of seconds, taking that in. When he opens them, he inspects my face and nods once. “Yes, I can see it now.” He then bows in a most elegant fashion and nods curtly. “The Clan of the Phouka will never darken your doorstep, young master, on this you have my vow. Should you ever require our aid, you need only ask.” With that, he turns swiftly on his heels and proceeds toward the door, bringing my hopeful bodyguard back into view, who discreetly conceals a firearm once it’s clear the elder Phouk presents no threat to me.

			“Okay, what the hell was that all about?” I say to no one in particular. I mean, I don’t mind a trickster telling me he’s not going to trick me, especially the kind of trickster that’s bound to never tell a lie, and, hey, it’s always nice to know you’ve got backup when you need it. Allies seem to be in short supply, but I will admit that I’m rather curious what changed his mind. He came in far too full of swagger to just tell me that he’s not going to trick me, and I doubt it has anything to do with him owing me a story.

			Why would it matter if I was visiting my grandparents on that day so long ago? What? If I’d just found my way there from some other property, would he have told me to prepare myself for all the Fae bullshit he could throw at me?

			I’m also wondering how he found me, and I know that his last name is familiar for some reason, but it’s not from before I became a sorcerer. I just can’t quite put my finger on it. He’s a trickster, so maybe Spencer knows…

			Oh. Right. That’s the guy Spencer was screwing.

			Coda finds her way over in a nonchalant fashion and leans against the desk. “What was that about?”

			I return my attention to my notebooks. “So you can tell the council all about it? I’m not stupid, okay? You’re not here to protect me, you’re here to keep an eye on me and see if I do anything juicy you can report to the Razor.”

			“Ra’saar.” She grits her teeth. “How’d you know?”

			“I read a lot of fantasy novels. You guys aren’t presented well there. In the ones where you’re more than slavering beasts who nap on a pile of stock options, you’re all conniving and manipulative. I figure the stereotype has to come from somewhere.”

			I get a tooth-filled grin at that. “Your race did create ours with your most cherished values at the forefront.”

			“Great, another mythic with a grudge against her creators. You guys weren’t supposed to be anything more than protectors, designed to be wanted by any sorcerer, and look at you all. You evolved, found new ways to spend your time, make money, annoy people…”

			“Why don’t you…?”

			I chuckle. “Oh, I annoy plenty of people, I’m sure.”

			“Obviously.” She folds her arms. “But I meant to ask why you don’t want a protector?”

			I don’t look at her for this. “To need a protector implies that you’re in some way helpless.” I turn to the next page of my notes. “I’m through being helpless. If I need a dragon to protect me, I’ll turn into one.” I shoo her off. “You can go back to your post if you want. Or go get yourself some lunch. There’s a decent burger place a little ways off, but don’t order the large fries, you’ll regret it.”

			She doesn’t move. “You need to take this seriously. Tricksters may only be an irritation, but they tend to interfere at the worst of times. I would not trust what he—”

			I don’t look up from my notes. “He’s Fae. He can’t lie. Still, I’m well aware there are plenty of ways around ‘we’ll never darken your doorstep’. First, he said his clan, he said nothing about himself. Next, they’d never darken my doorstep, so getting to me through my family and friends is fair game. Also, he could quite literally mean darkening my doorstep instead of the original intent of the saying.” I glance at her. “My mother would tell me stories about the Fae and all their myriad rules before I went to sleep. I’m amazed I didn’t have nightmares throughout my childhood.” I shrug. “Well, maybe I did, I don’t remember much of my childhood.”

			Coda silently nods. “I would take precautions though, my liege.”

			I have to chuckle. Tapping the notebooks, I say, “I’m studying magic. Can you think of a better way for me to be prepared?” Though she does have a point. “I know a trickster. I’ll ask him what he knows about the methods of the Phouka.”

			“I heard. A Coyote. They are fools.”

			I nod. “Indeed they are, and proud of it.”

			“My apologies, my liege. I misspoke.” I quirk a brow, but she continues. “They are idiots. Nothing more than walking embodiments of id, and they all steal.” She snorts, a few white sparks issuing from her nose.

			“Personal experience?” I fight not to grin. “I don’t suppose you took stock tips from one of them?”

			“Luckily my broker talked me out of it. I would’ve lost most of my hoard. Instead, I shorted the stock and made a decent profit. One only needs to remember the tale of the Impecunious to never trust financial advice from a stranger.”

			I wince, but that’s because I know the guy. Dave, my former boss and current flatmate. Well, all dragons have a title affixed to their names. His mother is apparently the Munificent, his father is the Opulent. Dave, or Davinicus, is called the Impecunious, which means pretty much broke. It’s not a term of endearment. He met a Coyote who sweet-talked him into investing his hoard in a junk stock and promptly lost everything but his building. Suffice it to say, he’s a little sore about it.

			“Yeah, I heard about that. So are you going to go get lunch or what?” She waits expectantly, tapping her foot, and I shrug. “What, you want my order?”

			“You’re ordering me to take a lunch break, sir?”

			“More I was wondering, since you’re so loaded, and if you have enough liquid assets, could you get me something? I didn’t have time to stop for breakfast, and I’m mostly running on magic. I’d conjure food but it’s all empty calories.” I smile beatifically. “Please?”

			She fights off rolling her eyes, but nods. “At least you said please. Mother used to tell tales of the ways the Ra’keth would enforce discipline. The Munificent says you may be different. For now I will trust her judgment. What would you like me to bring you, then?”

			“Burger and fries? Small on the fries. Ask for the burger rarely legal.”

			She furrows her brow at the term, but I explain. “Rare as legally allowed. Only a couple places in the City know the term, mostly because the phrase hasn’t gotten around yet. Obviously, get whatever you want for yourself.”

			She smiles at that and just before turning to leave says, “I’m a vegetarian. When I’m in this form, at least.”

			Well. Learn something new about dragons every day, I guess. It’s a damned sight better than the first thing I learned from living with Dave. The best way to put it is this: Dragons snore like chainsaws having angry sex.

			I have to admit that she’s likely correct about the flying practice. “Flies like a dropped egg” sounds like an insult, to be sure, and since I’d rather not deal with her condescension, I might as well get in a little practice on my lunch break.

			I put out my sign that’ll direct patrons to the main desk and tell my supervisor I’m taking my lunch, and head to the roof.

			It’s clear up here, a little bit of a breeze, though the abundance of cigarette butts flips all the wrong switches in my brain, reminding me that attempt number twelve to quit smoking is not going as planned. I can conjure my own smokes, and I won’t get lung cancer. But it’s a habit I picked up while I was with Heath, one of the last vestiges of my life with him, and I’d prefer to cut it clean, nice and neat. Or jagged and sloppy, as long as I don’t need any of these damned things anymore.

			Suffice it to say, it takes me a couple minutes to clear my head and focus. I’m always surprised at how easy this is, considering that polymorphing is a midlevel spell in Dungeons & Dragons and can maybe be cast a couple times a day. But with Sigil, it’s just a matter of exchanging one Name for another and keeping a minimal level of concentration.

			Still, it involves taking the name Slartibartfast.

			Damn Coyotes.

			A flash of light later, I’m beating my wings and ascending into the air, feeling the cold winter wind gliding over my body, and since I’m a Snow Dragon, it’s like sinking into a perfect bath. It’s a good thing there isn’t anything shiny around, otherwise it’d be a little difficult to suppress all the instincts that come with this body. A bit of advice about turning into a dragon? If you decide to eat a cow whole, when you change back you’ll be sick for four days. Almost went full Gollum on my diamond pendant, considering it’s priceless and would make for a hell of a hoard.

			Changing forms isn’t like changing clothes, after all. Slartibartfast isn’t a different entity, he’s the me I’d be if I’d been hatched a Snow Dragon instead of born human, which makes him a handful.

			But times like now, when it’s cold and I’m in flight, the instincts just flow and I feel like I know what I’m doing, no matter what some bitchy blue-scale says. Bunch of bullies. At least Parivian was nice to me, and I think I like drakes. Maybe, if I asked, he’d come flying with me and I could find out if he likes drakes too and…

			Hold on.

			Why am I mad about failing an intelligence check, again?

			Something about a Lightning Rod and…

			Oh. Oh.

			God damn it, this is why I hate shifting. If only it were as simple as occasionally rolling some dice to keep from losing myself.

			I run through the usual litanies in my mind, mostly all the memories I have, to assert my identity and convince myself that I’m a human sorcerer in a draconic form, not a Snow Dragon who occasionally disguises himself as a human sorcerer. And apparently has a little crush on Parry.

			Once I’m in firm control, my flight wavers, the instincts not as strong. But this is practice, and I’m sticking to the open air around a nearby cathedral where I’ll be high enough to not hit anything and I’ll be able to hear the church tower chime that my lunch break is over. After that, it’s back to work with some lunch and studying my translated notes on enchantment.

			Nice, easy day.

			“DRAGON!”

			That can’t be good.

			I look down, my eyes focusing on a figure standing on the library’s roof, my sight zooming in, disorienting me as I see he’s wearing a tabard and holding a crossbow, his voice thundering as he fires. “Meet thine destiny!”

			The bolt punctures my shoulder, and I roar in agony, frozen breath streaking through the skies to flow into the clouds overhead, snow beginning to fall. The pain shears through my focus, my identity getting muddled as I dive toward the roof, wanting to bathe my attacker in frigid anger. He drops the crossbow as I land, drawing a sword from inside his tabard.

			A crusader’s tabard, signifying a Knight of St. George.

			A dragonslayer.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			James

			December 19, 12:25 pm

			I shouldn’t be up here. A rooftop isn’t a good place for someone my size to fight. The knight will have the advantage, and with my shoulder hit, I can’t take to the air again. I could climb down the building, but there are too many people and cars, and despite what this dragonslayer thinks, I don’t want to kill or eat anyone. I’m not on that side of the alignment table.

			Whatever that means.

			I take a swipe at the knight, my claws pulled in to keep the damage blunt, just knock him back. But he rolls expertly out of the way and swings his sword as he comes up, the blade cutting cleanly through the scales on my foreleg and spraying the pavement with crimson. The sight of the blood gives the knight pause as I screech in pain, pulling away from the blade.

			I breathe hard at him, and he again rolls away from the blast, the exit door taking the brunt, now barricaded with ice. He’s too damned fast, and I’ve never fought anyone before, especially not someone who’s trained for expressly this. A Red could probably bathe the roof in fire and burn him out. A Blue could take advantage of the fact that a human standing on a roof, holding a five-foot piece of metal, makes an excellent conductor for electricity. But I’m just a Snow Dragon. All I have is ice and…

			Ice. There’s something about ice.

			I don’t have time to complete the thought as the knight charges at me and I scramble over the side of the building, my claws digging into the stonework to keep me aloft. I scrabble along the side of the library to an opposing corner, my claws surprisingly agile in my panic, causing very little damage to the building proper as I move around to the opposite side and poke my head over the ledge, and duck just in time to avoid another crossbow bolt that whistles through the air, shattering a window in the building across the street.

			With a burst of ingenuity, and probably stupidity, I rear my head back as I climb back to the ledge of the roof and find the knight waiting for me. While I do expend probably the last of my ice for now, I don’t aim it at the knight, who I know will simply dive out of the way. Instead, I bathe the loose gravel on the roof, ice spreading over the surface, and while he does avoid his legs getting frozen in place, he’s unable to regain his footing. The sight is almost comical, but I don’t have time to enjoy it, my body exhausted.

			I climb back over the ledge onto the roof and slap the exit door lightly with my tail, loosing it from the ice without breaking it. Probably a good idea to take a human form and escape through the library, or at least hide for a while. I focus through the steady pain in my arm and shoulder and exert my will, taking the name of my human form and after a flash of light—

			“Motherfuck! God damn it, ow…”

			Pain is a great way to remember you’re actually human, not a dragon. I’ll bitch about failing intelligence checks later. Right now I need medical attention or at least a Dumpster full of garbage to convert into energy to heal my own wounds. My right shoulder luckily doesn’t have a bolt stuck in it, but it’s still bleeding, as is my left forearm, not to mention I have one hell of a headache.

			I stagger through the entryway to the stairs as the knight makes his way toward the door. As I head down to the third floor, I mutter a simple spell that I learned from a source I’d rather not think about. “I am a Child of Man.”

			Sorcerers can be pointed out by their Mark, and as centuries went by and worlds ended and began anew, sorcerers also found that, evil or not, belonging to a group of people responsible for killing gods, creating creatures both awe-inspiring and terror-inducing, and generally oppressing their fellow man into servitude meant that discretion was often the better part of valor. Over time, sorcerers learned that with the right spells, they could cloak themselves. So instead of being noticeable to anyone with a pair of functioning eyes, I’m the least interesting and most easily ignored person within a five-block radius, which is handy both if you don’t want a Knight of St. George finding you or anyone freaking out about you leaking blood on the carpet.

			Also, no one notices if you pull the fire alarm to better conceal your escape.

			With the crowd exiting the building in an orderly fashion, it’s easy enough to slip out with them and vanish into the huddled masses rubbernecking outside, to go find an alley with a Dumpster that the Department of Sanitation hasn’t gotten to yet. I’m not sure if the knight made it out, but other than tripping and falling on his ass on an icy roof, I don’t imagine he got out of the fight worse than I did.

			I’m also a little happy that Slartibartfast didn’t kill him, because the urge was there, and I don’t know if I personally would’ve been able to resist. Or if he would’ve been or…

			Damn it, I really need to quit polymorphing until I get my head on straight.

			It’s better to focus on finding a source of energy, considering that my diamond is at the diner, bolstering Dave’s hoard as the diner doesn’t make that much in the way of profit.

			I stagger into an alley, not caring whether it’s occupied or not, to check the first Dumpster I see.

			No Dumpster, but there are a couple huddled people in the shadows of the buildings, tucked in next to large garbage heaps. I can only hope they’re asleep as I extend my hand toward the mounds of bags and push my will at the trash.

			Garbage is a nice, if small, source of energy. It lacks emotional resonance, so the energy is relatively clean and neutral, and it’s meant to be used within a few hours, as garbage doesn’t really imply permanence. Plus, this stuff would end up in a landfill anyway, so at least it’s a green way of powering my magic. The garbage evaporates, revealing the people sleeping underneath it, and I funnel the incoming energy into one simple word in Sigil.

			“Heal.”

			I immediately scream, because extending the middle finger of magic at reality has its price. Forcing your shoulder to knit itself back together, your wounds to close and your marrow to pump out replacement blood in record time… Well, the human body isn’t designed to do all of that in several seconds. That mass overload of signals to my brain? It’s interpreted as pain.

			A lot of pain.

			The sleeping homeless are awoken by my shrieks, and they rise, groaning as they do so, their faces pale, rotting…

			Fuck.

			Zombies.

			Thank God Spence isn’t here, what with his irrational fear of a “zombie apocalypse”, but it appears I’ve already set them off, and considering that it’s during the day, I can’t let them out of the alley and into the crowd. There only appear to be a couple of them, and thankfully no vanilla humans are in the mix, so no worries about innocents being caught in the crossfire.

			Then again, zombies aren’t brain-chomping monsters. They’re actually pitiful if you know their story. Imagine losing something you know that you need and having no idea where you left it. That’s the state that zombies exist in all the time, with no one to give them any assistance. I have to guess that the zombies will calm back down, and since it’s December, there’s at least one kind of magic that should be easy and won’t draw too much attention.

			“Ice!”

			The snow and slush on the pavement solidify, the temperature already below freezing. I focus on drawing what little heat I can out of the advancing zombies as I chant “ice” again and again, which slows their progress and bolsters my own body temperature, even works up a bit of a sweat. The snow freezes around their feet, keeping them in place, their movements sluggish while I feel like I’m standing in the desert in the middle of July.

			I’m a bit drained, all the energy from the transmuted garbage expended now, the working starting to nibble on the rich energy that remains, which would be my soul. I cut the spell soon afterward, the zombies slumping against the brick buildings and returning to their day’s slumber, and I’ll admit I lean against the wall, exhausted, as well.

			“Impressive.” Coda appears from around the corner, holding a brown paper bag with grease stains. “For a Keth, at least. I would expect something grander from the Ra’keth, but you possess a reputation for preferring subtlety in your magic.”

			I catch my breath, still sweating, though the December air is nipping at my exposed skin. “Now you show up? That knight could’ve killed me, you know. You didn’t notice him coming in?”

			She shrugs plainly. “Knights of St. George are only threats to dragonkind, not sorcerers. You did not announce you would be practicing your flight while I was gone. If you had, I would have been able to offer my services.”

			I narrow my eyes at her. “So this is my fault? I thought you were supposed to be my protector.”

			She smiles, an edge to it. “But, my liege, you made it quite clear that you do not want a protector. You gave me an order to…” the dragon sets her jaw, “…fetch your lunch. I was only obeying your command. You would prefer insubordination?”

			I glance at the frozen zombies, thankful that my cloaking spell is still intact, despite all that happened. “I would think that if your senses are as acute as dragons claim, you’d have heard me doing battle with a knight and come to help me out.”

			“So you do wish for me to occasionally…circumvent your orders?”

			“If my life is in obvious danger, yeah, if you want to sell me on my requiring a protector.” I’m starting to shiver now, the frigid temperature evident. “How about we carry on this conversation somewhere warmer?”

			She bows. “Of course, my liege. You have been weakened, after all. And you are in danger.” Her gaze shifts behind me, and she reaches into her coat. This gets my attention, and I turn around to check on the frozen zombies. They’ve returned to their previously huddled state, and shouldn’t be any threat so long as no one makes any loud—

			I’m paralyzed, pain seizing my muscles as an electric current races through my body. Just because I’m the Lightning Rod, doesn’t mean I can just shrug off…

			I can’t move.

			“So I will take you somewhere warm.”

			Everything’s fading to black.

			“And safe.”

			I slump to the pavement, the cloak still up, preventing any of the passing crowd from seeing what’s going on. I’m picked up, slung over Coda’s shoulder like a sack of potatoes.

			“Since you seem intent on endangering yourself, I have no choice but to exercise the insubordination you have allowed me and take you into formal protection until it is determined by the Ra’saar that you are capable of limited autonomy.”

			I hear the pop of a car trunk, and I’m placed inside with care. Luckily, I feel my strength returning, at least enough to mount a resistance. Coda stands over me, one hand on the trunk. I raise a finger at her, concentrating my flagging will. I’ll have to draw on my soul for this, but I don’t have much choice, as the trunk is empty, aside from me, and I’ve never converted something as big as a car. “Ligh—”

			I’m socked hard in the face, the blow enough to speed my consciousness away.

			“Apologies, my liege. But this is for your own good.”

			My eyes slowly close as I strain to focus on her face, which is set, determined.

			“The council will stand. May the Ra’saar forever retain his throne.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight

			Spencer

			December 19, 3:15 pm

			Most people hate to see their ex for a lot of different reasons. Maybe they cheated, or just up and left one morning for a pack of smokes and never came back. Or maybe someone got a little too in to a song on the radio and tripped over the coffee table, then slammed into the air conditioner which dropped onto the roof of the super’s Benz (purely by accident—the thing really should’ve been secured to the window better). Me, I have a different reason for hating to see my ex-roommate (with benefits).

			“Is this ever going to wear off?”

			I’m on my back, my pants around one of my ankles, my shirt hanging from a lamp, plenty of sweat on my body, chest heaving with exhaustion.

			Screwing for a couple hours will do that.

			To my left is a man who looks to be in his early thirties (though he’s much, much older than that); he has black hair with an expertly groomed rogue’s beard, firm and taut musculature, dark eyes, plenty of hair on his currently naked body. He leans over to kiss along my neck. “You’re the king’s chosen consort, so no.”

			That means exactly what it sounds like. Rourke, the King of the Phouka, took me (accent on took) as one of the people with whom the king has sex. As a result, whenever he’s around my brain suddenly has to deal with having less blood. I can resist it if I try hard enough, so can he, but all too often we just give in, considering it tends to be rather good sex.

			“Seriously? Never? You realize that ruins my shot at a relationship with anyone other than you, and we both settled that matter six months ago. Remember? Being around you will get me killed.” I see the vintage furniture, the packed bookcases that line the walls, the large TV I’d convinced him to buy while I was staying here. “Jesus, we didn’t even make it past the living room this time.” I look left. “At least we had the sense to close the door.”

			“You’re a royal consort, Spencer.” He pulls me to him, his body slightly warmer than most humans, but considering he’s not actually human, I’ll figure it as a feature of being Fae. “I could always give you to the Queen of the Fae if you’ve tired of me.”

			He smirks while my fingers run through his chest hair. I’m bi, yes, but I like my guys masculine, okay?

			“How long did we last this time?” He glances at the clock, then at me. “Not how long we coupled, how long we went without…”

			“Coupling?” I roll my eyes, start to disengage so I can pull my pants up. “It’s been…” I run through my mental calendar, “…three weeks, one day. New personal best.” I retrieve my shirt from the lamp, set to finding my shoes. “I actually needed to talk to you about a few things, and I think I deserve a little credit for not using the sex to get information.” I grin at him. “Not that what we were doing was conducive to conversation.” Conducive, worth seventeen points. Uh…could build it off con since it’s more than seven letters and…

			Damn it, I’m already hard again. Scrabble works for me the way baseball does for most guys, but it’s just not doing it now. I glance at him again. Hirsute. Worth ten, sixty if I use all the tiles and score the bingo.

			No, no. I turn away and start thinking of word placements that could net over two hundred points. That always calms me down. James refuses to take me on in Scrabble, despite having been challenged every time he alludes to the fact that he went to college (for one year) while I “only” have a GED. (I have a diploma, damn it! I did graduate. It was a late graduation, but still.)

			Unfortunately, while thinking about how frustrating that sorcerer can be does get my mind off Rourke, I’m not in the right frame of mind to be thinking about him, considering that now I’m wondering what sex with him would be like. Well, not sex, really. I don’t see James and me screwing on a hardwood floor because we couldn’t make it to the bedroom. He’d deserve something better, something sweet and tender, with candles and music and…

			God damn it, I thought I was past this.

			“Did I at least have the good sense to tell you why I came here?”

			Rourke seems to compose himself, rolling away to get a pair of jeans, though I don’t see a shirt anywhere. “I opened the door, you mumbled something, and then you were running your fingers through my chest hair and moaning.” Right. No shirt. My major weakness with him.

			“Could you put a shirt on, please?” Luckily, being half-Coyote means I don’t have an ultraheightened sense of smell. I don’t know if full Coyotes have that, but I figure it’s a given, considering they have snouts. “I’ve got a couple things, one of which you probably won’t tell me, and the other I probably shouldn’t tell you.”

			“I’m intrigued.” His voice is muffled, but still sends electric tingles through my body. “Go on. Tell me the latter first?”

			“I want the former, first. Quid pro quo, Rourke.” I’m impressed with myself that I managed to say that.

			“Depends on what you’re asking about. You can turn around now.”

			I do, and he’s wearing a black wife-beater that shows the hair on his arms and a peek at his chest. Bastard. “The Cobalt Order. They hit Under the Bridge the other night, and I want to know more about them.”

			He folds his arms. “The Cobalt Order. You want me, a loyal subject of Her Majesty’s court, to give information on an internal matter to a Coyote.”

			“I introduced you to the Ra’keth.”

			“You told me where he works, and that was payment for another debt.”

			Namely, telling me that a lot of vampires in the City are vulnerable to gold or “sunmetal”.

			“Have you met him, at least? I didn’t even warn him ahead of time that you were coming.”

			Rourke sighs. “It would seem that we have met once before.”

			Obviously the pause has a bun in the oven.

			“Come again?” I need a few beats so I can use my words. “Seriously? Seriously? What the hell is it with James and Fae, huh? Huh?” I poke Rourke hard in the chest. “Jesus, his boyfriend’s murdered so I tell him to go get drunk and he fucks some sidhe in a Trans-Am like it’s Prom Night 1984. I tell him ‘Hey, try to get over Cale, be happy, there’s more to life than mourning!’ What does he do? Hops in the lap of some Dwarven grease monkey just because he knows what ‘thack-oh’ is. And now? Apparently he’s fucked—”

			My mouth is covered by his hand, his expression rather cross.

			“He was a child when I met him, Spencer. That is…revolting. Repulsive.” He shudders visibly.

			“Well, thank God for that. That’d be… Not that I’d mind if he were older and…” Yeah, that’s a lie. Best to get back on track. “Just know that you’re not going to trick him, okay? If anyone’s going to trick him, it’s gonna—” Hand on mouth again.

			“I’m not going to trick him, Spencer. I gave him my word.”

			“And the King of the Phouka, a clan of tricksters, isn’t going to go for an Emerald in the Snow because…?” I just need to keep him talking, let my Bard thing do its, uh, thing. This is probably good info.

			“I met him on the Sullivan estate. He was…dressed in a bathrobe, pretending to be a noble sorcerer. A child. It’d been so long since a child knew anything about the Fae that I…misstepped.”

			“Misstepped?” I’m more wondering why he’d include the name of the family, but these things you have to handle right. A lot of the time you can steer the conversation if you need to, but you want to be careful and just let it go where it’s going sometimes.

			“I was tricked, no…I tricked myself, stumbled out of pride into three promises.” He hmphs, folding his arms. “He called me a braggart.”

			“That seems like reason to trick him, not leave him alone.”

			He shook his head. “He was on that estate, in my fields, on my day. Fate is always working, Spencer, you should be well aware of that.”

			“On the…Sullivan estate, you called it? Why does that matter?” I think we’re getting there now.

			“It’s not the Sullivans who concern me, it’s the boy’s maternal grandmother who does. Bridget Sullivan.” He meets my eyes. “Nee O’Rourke.”

			Oh shit.

			Rourke had a son. A son who was a Ra’keth.

			The way Rourke tells the story, his son wasn’t always on the road to being a supervillain. He was a good man, once, who fell prey to feelings of inferiority, that he’d never be powerful because of his mixed blood. And he blamed Rourke for that, became something darker, gave in to baser instincts, abused the power he had and was on the verge of bringing about the end of existence. Rourke had to do something.

			So Rourke killed him.

			He stabbed him in the heart, and held him in his arms as he died. Rourke told him he loved him, that he’d always be his little pup, that no one should ever have to die alone and afraid.

			And his son died accepting that.

			To show a Ra’keth that they’re human, not an infallible force beyond anyone’s reach, that’s the purpose of the Emerald in the Snow, and that Emerald was the Phouka’s first and only.

			But there’s one part of the story I never asked about.

			“Your son, Rourke, I know it’s a sore subject, but he did have children, right?” Because Rourke never had children again, and all the Phouka had to come from somewhere.

			He nodded.

			“So you’re not going to trick James because you don’t trick…” It finally hits me. “You don’t trick family. Because the last time you had to do that…” I don’t finish the sentence. I feel bad enough about bringing it up. “So James is descended from your son, a Ra’keth, whose mother was a Ra’keth, so is that why he’s a…”

			“I have suspicions as to who James really is, given his heritage. Humans have an obsession with cataloging familial records. If he is who I believe he is, that would be enough to bring out my son’s heritage instead of my own.” He shrugs. “I would not be surprised if there have been Phouk amongst his family line.” Rourke then sits down on his couch, and I’m getting the feeling that all of this is weighing heavier on him than my own concerns.

			So I sit down next to him, no moves, despite what we’d both done on his floor a few minutes before. If you’re going to do the whole sex-with-the-ex thing, you might as well make an effort to be one of the good exes. “I won’t tell anyone. Or him, if you want. Something like that should probably come from you, don’t you think?”

			“I told him we would never darken his doorstep. I gave my word.”

			I reach over, take his hand. “He doesn’t have any family, Rourke. None who know who he is, anyway. Be honest with him, actually honest, not Fae honest. He could probably use that. Hell, I think both of you could.”

			“I find it odd that a Coyote would try to talk me into a position where I could attempt an Emerald in the Snow.”

			“I’m not. I’m interested in keeping James in a place where he’ll never deserve one.” I squeeze Rourke’s hand.

			A moment passes before he squeezes back. “Spencer, why do you need to know about the Cobalt Order?” He leans against the back of the couch, inquisitive. “They are not an issue for non-Fae.”

			I get up to face him. “Because fuck the Feud. That’s why. These people are bigots who kill people, and someone should stop them. It’s the right thing to do. I’m on the outs with the clan, so I’m a free agent. You know this, otherwise you never would’ve let me in the door, given our history. For God’s sake, Rourke, this isn’t a game.”

			“But it is. A dangerous one, but it is always a game when the Fae are involved. This is a game, and I am a king. Which piece will you be?”

			“None of them. I’m not a piece, I’m a hero.”

			Well, James’s hero, at least.

			He sighs at that, getting up as well. “So you’re a pawn.”

			“I’m not a—”

			“You’re doing this because you were in the right place, at the right time, and you immediately assume that Fate must be involved.” He looks away. “Coyotes. So convinced the world exists to provide them material. You’re being moved along your path, never stopping to question. What other piece would you be?”

			“I’m not a chess piece, damn it. Being a Coyote means being fluid, adapting on the fly to any trick, not getting bogged down in analogies. You know what happens when you can’t make an analogy work? You change your life to fit it, or change the analogy to make it fit you. You come up with exceptions, excuses, bullshit, so you don’t see you fucked things up eight steps back. And what do Coyotes do? We free you from that bullshit. You think we’re idiots, but you should be thanking us. Because at the end of the day, the Feud is just another steaming pile of bullshit people devote way too much of their lives to so they can plant their flag on top. You know what’ll happen if I pull an Emerald? The Coyotes will have two, and James will likely be dead. I don’t give a fuck about the former but the latter certainly has all my attention.”

			“Because you love him.”

			“Yeah, you’d love for that to be true, wouldn’t you?” I roll my eyes. “For me to end up with a Phouk anyway after all this.”

			“He’s not a Phouk, Spencer, though being a Phouk is much like being a Keth. It’s simply in the blood, and if it awakens, it awakens, and you’re Phouka. There is no halfway. We are Fae insofar as we pledge fealty to Her Majesty, but not even iron wounds…” He blinks at me. “May you be cursed with the itch and have no nails to scratch with, you sneaky Bard.”

			I hold my ground. “Tell me everything about the Cobalt Order, and I don’t go shouting that from the rooftops.” I force a weak smile. “You wanted me to play the game, Rourke. We could’ve done this civilly, but you wanted the Feud, so if that means using the advantage Fate gave me, I’ll use it. You know I don’t want to spread that around. I hear enough down at Under the Bridge about what the sidhe think of the Phouka getting back into the Feud. They don’t like it because it invites situations like this: a non-Fae poking his nose into Fae matters. I felt Fate tugging my string, Rourke. You know what happens to Coyotes who give Fate the finger.”

			In simple terms? Bad things.

			“Just give me the CliffsNotes, I’ll settle for that. Who they are, who’s in charge, who they target, what I should watch out for, maybe a little relevant history. Anything to let me guess why they’d so brazenly attack a commoner bar.”

			The King of the Phouka closes his eyes. “What do you plan to do, Spencer?”

			“Stop them.”

			He looks at me now, worry in his eyes. “How?” He doesn’t let me answer. “Because what this might require is something you’ve sworn you’ll never do. For a Coyote to involve himself in an internal Fae matter, if it were to draw the attention of Her Majesty…” He takes a breath. “Spencer, the Feud is the Feud, and that is all it must be, no matter your opinion of it. Even if you are no longer counted among your clan, you are still a Coyote, and you could invite war. Is that what you are willing to risk? For Fate?”

			I wish I could be firm about this. Well, part of me is, but that’s the consort in me. Being the hero is having to stand at the cliff’s edge and make these kinds of decisions. A fool does the same while whistling a happy tune, and there’s a dog there if the Tarot card is anything to go by. A Coyote, well, we’re the worst kind of heroes and the best kind of fools, it’s how Fate made us.

			But if I’m reading Rourke correctly, he’s telling me that people are going to die. That I might have to kill someone to make this stop. Right now, all this is, is an isolated shooting at a bar in Beckettsville. When Rourke tells me what I need to know, it’s going to get bigger, I know that. It’s something I’ll need help for, I can tell that already, something I’ll have to drag James into and, knowing Fate, my father.

			I don’t want to kill anyone.

			Hell, I’ve got issues with killing zombies, and those aren’t even people.

			But just because Rourke can’t lie, it doesn’t mean it’s the truth. I’m not required to take a life just because he says it’s a possibility. We may be guided by Fate, but we’re not slaves to it, and a con man never has to kill anyone if he does the job right.

			So I’ll figure it out.

			“Okay. Tell me.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Nine

			James

			December 19, 6:32 pm

			I awaken to music, acoustic guitar with an easy melody, a song you listen to while luxuriating in a clawfoot bathtub, possibly by candlelight. I’m in a comfortable bed, the kind that’s so soft you know your back will pay the price, but you can’t be arsed to care. Warm hands gently stroke my temples, sensual, relaxing. Putting me in the mood, to be perfectly honest.

			“Oz, I just had the worst dream. But if this is how I’ll be waking up from them, I say bring on the nightmares.”

			What follows is increased pressure on my temples, which quickly departs pleasurable and shoots right across the pain divide. I open my eyes to a man’s face with ruddy skin, deep-red hair. He’s wearing a crimson T-shirt and nothing else.

			“My liege.” His tone doesn’t imply deference at all.

			“Fluffy.” I get up, or try to, but he holds me down firmly. “My apologies. Stuffington.” I believe I’ve mentioned that I once named a dragon. This would be him. “Let me go. And tell me where the hell I am. Now.”

			He removes his hands, and I get off the bed. Aside from the bed, which has cherry headboards and vermillion satin sheets, there are a pair of matching night tables, a small mahogany dresser, the floor a darker wood, the walls painted deep red. I’m sensing a theme here. The room doesn’t have any windows, so I could be a mile underground or a hundred floors up. There’s no telling with dragons.

			“Why am I in your apartment?” I make sure to put distance between him and me. “And you damned well better not have done anything while I was asleep.” Just because my clothes are still on doesn’t mean anything.

			“I am hardly a satyr, my liege.” He shimmers and is wearing the crimson suit from when I first met him in his human form. “And you are here at the request of the Ra’saar. I am to look after you and tend to your needs.”

			“Tend to my needs?” I crack a smile. “Don’t you hate me?”

			His jaw sets. “You have humiliated me not once but twice before the assembled court.”

			“Twice?”

			“You chose an Azure over a Crimson. That alone was an insult to me, but one I could hope to bear had you not branded me with…” he growls, “…Stuffington Fluffypants the Third.”

			“Esquire. I made you an esquire as well.”

			“I despise you.”

			I shrug. “Tough shit. I’ve faced down two psychotic Ra’keth, you think you or your king make me nervous? I haven’t chosen a protector, I’m not choosing you. Now open that door, let me out, or I start blowing out walls. And then I kick your ass.”

			He grins, showing teeth. “I welcome the opportunity.”

			“Salondine.” A new voice, behind me, and I turn to find a man in his forties, an inch taller than me, chestnut-brown hair, no facial hair, blue eyes, wearing simple gray robes. He waves Sal off, his hand adorned with two simple rings, one on the ring finger, one on the index. “Leave us.”

			The dragon bows his head and exits the room swiftly, silently. The man gestures beyond me with his other hand, which has similar rings on the same fingers. When I turn, the bed is gone, replaced by two wooden chairs. “My apologies for him, the young are often…driven.”

			The hairs on the back of my neck are prickling. I’d felt magic, and despite dragons being magical powerhouses in Dungeons & Dragons, I’d yet to meet one in real life who could manage it. This one was old.

			“The Ra’saar, I take it?”

			He smiles, and it’s a genial, almost grandfatherly smile. “In a sense. I hardly go by that name in this form. As you can imagine, it has been some time since I’ve been this…small.” He takes a seat, and a table shimmers into existence. “Tea is still a customary activity, I hope?”

			Carefully, I sit down in the opposing chair. “Last I checked, yeah. You understand I might be pissed, considering your errand girl knocked me out, stuffed me in her trunk and brought me here? That’s kidnapping, so, no, I’m not in the mood for tea.”

			“My apologies for Codacintha. All of them are eager to impress. They take the possibility of serving as your protector quite seriously. As do I.” He waves a hand again, a tea set appearing.

			“How did you do that?”

			“I follow the laws set for dragons and Ra’keth, of course.”

			“No, I mean the tea. I barely felt you conjure that, and nothing in the room is gone, unless you’re drinking the bed.”

			The dragon shakes his head. “I am not. Conjuration is not nearly as complicated as it seems. How do you conjure, if I may ask?”

			I shrug. “Like, tea?”

			He nods, and I search my mind for a memory, the only one of note being of Cale creating some when we first met. One of the arms of the chair dissolves partially, the energy flowing into me, through the memory and then exiting my outstretched hand, a cup of tea appearing on the table, which I pick up and sip.

			“It takes that long for you?” He seems concerned. “But…you are Ra’keth.”

			“Well, how do you do it?”

			“Tea.” Again, the feeling of magic is in the air, but it’s subtle. There’s no mistaking the Sigil, though. A steaming teacup, identical to mine, appears with a shimmer of light.

			“It’s really not fair when you’re doing that better than I am.”

			At that, he smiles. “I have centuries of practice, Miles.”

			My blood goes cold. No one is supposed to know that name. Because of Cale’s decree, everyone normal should have forgotten that name, my real name. Only one person other than me remembers it.

			Static begins to jump along my skin, and noticing this, he holds up a hand. “The Frozen River was observed addressing you as Miles. As you were informed, the dragons endeavor to be aware of the dealings of the Ra’keth. We know what he called you, your history with him, and his plans for my dragons. I must thank you for preserving the name of dragonkind. I would suppose from your reaction you prefer James?”

			I nod.

			“My apologies for the offense then.” He sips his tea. “Would my intelligence be accurate that you served as apprentice to the Recluse?” To Cale.

			“Yes, that’d be right. Why?”

			Again, a grandfatherly smile. “It would explain your lack of skill in conjuration. The Recluse had no modern equal in divination and scrying, but his conjuration outside of small items was limited. I understand you’re studying enchantment at the moment? Learning from a Dwarven dialect? I understand you’ve…bonded with a dreamblooded?”

			“There’s that term again. Why do you call them that?”

			“What would you call them?” He leans forward, interested.

			“Fae. I grew up calling them the Fair Folk. My mother told me some legends about dealing with them. Why call them dreamblooded?”

			“They were crafted from dreams and nightmares, to be living embodiments of such. Every mythic was made for a purpose.”

			I arch a brow. “Even the vampires?”

			“A guardian that appears human, knows how to act human, is more than human, is easily subjugated to your will, never dies, and can easily be replaced and propagated? Every Ra’keth had good reason for creating the mythic races.”

			“Like dragons being made as security guards?” I’ll admit the question comes across a bit more huffy than I intended, but he smiles approvingly.

			“Might I ask why you chose the Snow Clan?”

			“I didn’t even know there was such a thing as the Snow Clan. I just… I was falling off a building and I panicked. I turned into a dragon that happened to be a White. I play a lot of Dungeons & Dragons, okay?”

			“There are dungeons where dragons are kept?” he asks quizzically.

			“No, no, it’s a game.”

			“Entrapping dragons is a game to you?”

			“No! It’s all pretend. It’s role-playing. With pencils and paper and dice and easily abused rule systems.”

			He steeples his fingers. “And in this…game…you traverse dungeons and engage with dragons?”

			Well, we usually kill them, or at least we used to. Dave isn’t too keen on “pushing negative stereotypes”. Undead, thieves and swindlers that bear an uncanny resemblance to Coyotes are the standard fare. “We leave dragons out of it. What’s with all the questions, anyway?”

			“To determine.”

			“Determine what?”

			“Whether you are even worth protecting, James.” He doesn’t lose that smile. “If there can be only one Sorcerer King, should it not be the most skilled? Is that not the decree of the Lightning Rod?”

			Damn it. “For starters, I never meant it to be only one Ra’keth, just only one to a city, that’s all.”

			“Then perhaps you will take better care in your decrees in the future? Keep them simple, limit the smallest, most insignificant things.” He takes another drink of his tea. “I myself decreed that roses could never possess more than one hundred petals. The possibility was stricken from the world, the tiniest nick on our existence excised.”

			Oh shit. “You…you decreed? But you’re a dragon.”

			At that, he meets my eyes. “For centuries I believed as such, yes. I had forgotten my true nature. Your decree, however, and the challenge it issued to all remaining Ra’keth, caused me to remember. I was quite content to be king and caretaker of my dragons.” He sets the cup down. “That you have preserved their nature and call one of them friend is the only reason you are still alive, James.” He waves his hand, and the tea set vanishes, the abjuration on the borders of my senses. “Worry not, I do not see reason to kill you just yet. I am not so bloodthirsty as my forebears. If your decree forces us to fight to the death, I will ensure you are adequately prepared. In the meantime, please, enjoy the amenities.”

			“The what, now?”

			“You’ve demonstrated you enjoy the company of dragons.” There was a bit of accent on enjoy.

			“One time, I had almost died, and he’d just saved my life. What would you have done?”

			“Not that, but then, I prefer females. However, I supposed you would wish a more familiar comfort.”

			“I hope you don’t mean Fluffy.”

			At that he chuckles, and it’s a short, dry sound, like he hadn’t done it in ages. “Ah yes. ‘Fluffy.’ Giving him that name was an inspired way of bringing the issue to our attention. Now all dragons have names for their human forms, though none are as…interesting as Salondine’s. He will seek to balance the scale, I must warn you.”

			“And you would let him do that?”

			“As you are now? Of course not. Should you show your favor to the Snow Clan again so brazenly, I would not be surprised if you found him roaring his challenge.”

			So no turning into a dragon for a while. Like I needed another reason.

			“Can I leave here?”

			“I don’t know.” He tilts his head. “Can you?”

			I look around the room, and outside of the limited furniture, there’s not a lot to power the working. Plus I’d need a circle to focus, a mirror to scry a location, and a lot of time if I was planning on going through the portal myself. Teleportation’s a midlevel spell in the game, but in the real world it’s a bitch. “There’s not enough to work with in here.”

			“Why not?” He rests his chin on his hands. “You are able to take the form of a dragon with little expenditure, and a transformation is as taxing as moving through space.”

			“No it’s not. It’s just exchanging one name for another. Humanity for dragonkind, that’s all. Names don’t need anything to work. I don’t even have to say anything.”

			“Exactly. And you believe that Names only apply to a physical form? That we only used…” he furrows his brow, searching, “…Sigil? That is its name now?” I nod, and he continues. “Names are power, and to know and use them is a sorcerer’s gift and curse. You will understand. Eventually.”

			Which brings me to the big question. “So if you’re not going to kill me, what happens now?”

			“I agree with my original judgment. You are too weak and vulnerable to be allowed on your own. Until such a time as I deem you fit for independence, you will be under guard. Since you lack the appropriate skill, do you have any preferred foods or beverages?”

			I fold my arms. “I can conjure food.”

			He snorts in amusement. “You can conjure food-shaped plasm, yes. I assume you’d prefer something with more sustenance. I would take this time to practice that. Magic is more than memory, young sorcerer. It is the knowledge of Names. To know is to name. To name is to control. And to control is to have power.” He walks toward the door, opens it and pauses. “And for now, Lightning Rod, I am the one with control.” He closes the door, which promptly vanishes behind him.

			I bang at the wall until my hands start to sting, kick it, prod about for a weakness, some suggestion of a door or window or crawl space. Nothing. All that remains are the chairs and the table. I’m trapped, and no one knows I’m here.

			But I’m a sorcerer, and they’ve just given me the last thing a sorcerer should have: an empty room, free will and time.

			I extend my hand at the furniture, claiming it with my will and letting it dissolve into energy. It’s not much, but if I do it right, it should be enough. I call on a wispy memory from my childhood: standing in front of a chalkboard to do long division and being absolutely terrified I was going to look like a fool in front of my classmates. The smell of the chalk, the dusty feel of it on my fingers—the immersion in the memory deepens as I pass energy through the mental image. Closing my eyes, I feel a tingle in my fingers and then find a piece of chalk, large and thick in my hand. With a focused breath, I kneel down on the floor and begin drawing a circle, inscribing Sigil as I go.

			He wants to know if I can leave?

			It’s not a question of can, it’s a question of will.

			And I will.

		

	
		
			Chapter Ten

			Spencer

			December 19, 8:41 pm

			There are only a couple of times that it’s acceptable for the hero to smoke: he’s just finished a badass encounter and he’s being hauled away by an ambulance, or he’s just been through a heavy emotional encounter and there’s no other way for him to alleviate some of the worry. It’s the only reason I’d take up smoking, but considering the number of times that James has tried to quit (he’s currently on attempt number fifteen, unlike him I’ve actually been counting), it’s likely best that I don’t take up the habit.

			The Cobalt Order is the Fae equivalent of a violent hate group, except what they’re doing isn’t illegal in their society. It’s sure as hell illegal in ours. But in the end, Fae don’t give a damn about the twin-blooded and half-blooded of the world, whose only sin is popping out the wrong vagina. By their opinion, someone like me would be fair game, as well as my mother, father, half-brothers, Mom’s new husband, and anyone related to me. The sick thing? To the Coyotes, they’d be performing a civil service.

			Rourke gave me the CliffsNotes, as I requested, but as any of my high school teachers would tell you, CliffsNotes don’t tell you what you really need to get the passing grade. The Cobalt Order sprang up not long after the Duke of Destry Bay (since that’s apparently a thing) was killed in an honorable duel for speaking out against the knighting of a half-sidhe, Sir Simaron Gray, in some tiny county of St. Benedict headed up by Viscount Richard Stone. (He has a very long formal name.) After the Queen of the Fae got involved and legitimized the knighting, there was a plethora of pissed-off traditionalists.

			So, the Cobalt Order hunts and kills half-bloods of all shapes and sizes, and punishes people they feel are giving them shelter or generally treating them like people, such as Bjorn, who saw them as customers rather than potential meal ideas.

			“I knew you’d run straight to him.”

			My father standing next to a car in front of Rourke’s. It’s a 1967 Corvette that I last saw being driven away by a Fox with multiple tails.

			“You stole Shiko’s car?”

			“It was mine to begin with, I’m just taking it back. Then she does something, I do something. There’s witty banter, maybe we fuck. It’s a game.” He shrugs and opens the door for me.

			“And the reason she won’t call the cops?”

			“Same reason I didn’t. It’s bad form. You getting in or not?”

			I shake my head. “I don’t want your help.”

			“You’re chasing people who’ll gladly kill you and your mother, and I’m not supposed to feel involved?” He points at the passenger seat. “C’mon. Wherever you’re going, this’ll be faster.”

			“They’d kill you too, Dad.” I don’t move.

			“All the more reason to get in on this. We’ll go to Tolon Park, set up a table by the walrus statue, run a little Three Card. It’ll clear your head and you can tell me all about it.”

			A few seconds pass while I stand there, not moving.

			“Damn it, Spencer, how am I supposed to start with you if you won’t let me even take the first step?”

			“You held a knife to my mother’s throat.”

			“That was—”

			“I don’t care! What’s to say you won’t do it again? How do I know this isn’t a scam?”

			“You don’t.”

			“And you want me to trust you?” I have to laugh at that.

			“I haven’t done anything outside of the Feud to you, and believe me, I’ve had my opportunities. I could’ve done plenty to your mother or that guy she replaced me with or the baby.” He rolls his eyes. “Figures she’d marry a cop.”

			“Wait, what?”

			“Some fucking flatfoot with a patrol in Destry Bay. He’s…” Dad shudders, “…nice.”

			“No, you said ‘the baby’.”

			He blinks at me. “You didn’t know that? Kid’s about seven months now. Little girl. Adorable little thing, but they all are at that age.” He snorts. “You were too damned cute for words, laughed at practically everything. I thought you’d been dropped on your head, but Rachel said it was normal.”

			They had a kid? How long has it been since I checked on Mom? I’ve kept a respectable distance to minimize exposure. After all, I was partially the reason she was losing her mind in the first place, and I’m entirely the reason she doesn’t remember any of the supernatural and will never see it again. I made my choice, I’m not happy with it, but I know it was best for her.

			I knew she was going to marry that guy, and, yeah, he’s nice. For a cop. I just didn’t think they’d start a family so quickly, considering she already has a…

			But she doesn’t remember me, does she?

			She gets to experience the firsts all over again. First words, first time seeing her kid walk.

			I have a little sister. Holy shit.

			It’s only when the Corvette begins to pull away from the curb that I realize I was helped into it during my reverie.

			“What’s her name?”

			“Hm?” Dad weaves the car through traffic. “Christina. Christy. I haven’t caught the middle name yet. Been a new guy in the building, assistant super, delivery guy getting the address wrong…”

			I glance at him. “Checked on her a lot, huh?”

			He exhales, going through an intersection. “She has a great laugh. Too good for a cop.” He catches my glare. “I’m not going to do anything, don’t worry. She’s happy. Apparently I should be happy that she’s happy.”

			“You know, I didn’t tell you where I’m going.” I check the neighborhood and see we’re moving into Beckettsville now.

			“You’re going back to that diner, where you’ll talk to that dragon who’s gullible as fuck that I haven’t tricked yet.” He smirks at me. “You’re welcome, by the way.”

			“Why should I go back there?”

			“Because you’re BFF with the Ra’keth, and if you’re so hell-bent on getting yourself killed chasing a bunch of Fae bigots, you should think ahead and get the big guns ready. And maybe find a use for this.”

			He tosses something at me, and when I catch it, it’s a smartphone. “Ah, did Thornton tell you the side-splitting story of how he boosted my phone and texted the Sorcerer King?”

			My father sighs at me. “My Little Pony, Spencer? Really?”

			“Just making up for a childhood of learning short cons and offensive blonde jokes and how to rake a lock.”

			He pulls up to the curb in front of the diner. “I taught you life skills that can be utilized by people other than eight-year-old girls.” He gestures to the smartphone in my hand. “If you change your mind, my number’s in there under Spicy.”

			I roll my eyes. “Figures you’d be taking calls at a strip club.”

			“There is no such place as Spicy, Spencer. I can’t believe you never picked up on that, considering how ridiculous the slogan is.” He appears thoughtful a moment. “Then again, quite a few other idiots bought it too. Wouldn’t be a bad way to go legit.” He shoos me out of the car. “Go on. Go back to not tricking dragons and making friends with sorcerers and not having sex with either of your two attractive coworkers.”

			“Hannah and Monica?”

			“Don’t screw weres, learn from your father’s mistake. I mean the girl who washes the dishes.”

			I get out of the ’Vette and lean toward the window. “Wasn’t Thornton’s mom a were?”

			“I stand by my statement.” Dad pulls away from the curb, and I’m already chiding myself because I’m thinking of him as Dad, not Asshole or the Prick Who Left or, better yet, the Guy Who Tried to Murder Me. Selah screwed with my head pretty bad, yes, but I shook it. Why couldn’t he?

			It’s been a pretty eventful day, all told, what with Dad and the Kitsune and sex with the ex and everything. That’s always a sign Fate’s keeping an eye on you, that those ladies feel your life isn’t interesting enough.

			The dinner crowd’s in when I go into the diner, which is set up like most you see on TV. It’s a long rectangle with a lunch counter, booths along the wall, no standing tables, the seats upholstered with a faded yellow leather that might’ve been hip in the seventies. I honestly wonder how long Dave’s been running this diner, how many waitresses have worked for a dragon and had no idea.

			I take a seat at the counter, which is the only seat open in the place, and get a look from Sharon, Monica’s older sister and the newly minted assistant manager. She’s in her thirties, olive complexion, stopped bleaching her hair so it’s back to black, a kid at home and a husband overseas. She’s not all that fond of me.

			I take out my signed, laminated card from Dave, guaranteeing me free meals for the rest of my life, so long as the meal costs less than ten dollars, and only one meal per use, maximum of four uses per day. I got it for giving him almost a quarter of a million dollars to replace his enchanted skylight earlier in the year. It was finally finished a couple months ago, installed by James’s Dwarven boyfriend. Apparently there was a shortage on dweomered glass, whatever the hell that is.

			“Burger, rarely legal, please?” James got me into ordering them like that. I don’t bother with a Coyote smile with Sharon. She has a spray bottle under the counter, expressly for dissuading that behavior. She puts the order on the wheel and goes to tend to other customers. All of the servers are here tonight, even Hannah’s working the kitchen and looking rather miserable, seeing as weres aren’t good around people, especially the weres that were born that way.

			Most people in the diner are human. Hannah is a lioness that plays human. To her, the diner is likely a place full of fat slow prey that’s paying to make themselves fatter and slower.

			“Hey, moocher.” I turn around, when my shoulder’s given a light shove, to find Monica, Sharon’s younger (and better-looking) sister. She’s in her twenties, but looks early as opposed to mid-late. Her hair has been dyed brunette, tucked underneath a Gryphons cap for the local football team, ponytail sticking out the back. “Sharon already get you?”

			I nod. “Yeah, just a burger tonight. So is she making more money than you now?”

			She grins. “Not in tips.” Monica has customer service down. I’m pretty sure she could sell cars if she wanted to. She yawns and stretches, and I keep my staring at her rack as subtle as possible. Hey, I’m a guy. Besides, our one date didn’t go well so this is as good as I can hope for.

			“James ever come back?”

			“Nah, he’s probably over at Ozzie’s.” Another customer calls for her attention, and she gives me a playful nudge. “Later, moocher. Thought you’d be upstairs fighting with Dave over the TV.”

			Oh shit. The midseason finale of Secret McQueen is on in a few minutes. I glance into the kitchen on the other side of the pass-through and see Annette and Hannah, but no dragon working the grill. Instead, Annette’s flipping the burgers and running the fryer.

			Despite the fact that I’ve hardly eaten today, I move through the diner to the hallway that leads to the loft, where a seventy-inch flat screen awaits. Apparently Ozzie came in under estimate, and the remainder was spent on a home-theater system. I had zero issue with this, and neither did Dave once I persuaded him it was a good idea. Dragons are remarkably easy to convince.

			The TV’s already on, Dave sitting in front of it, but the screen doesn’t have a sexy ass-kicking vampire-werewolf assassin tearing her way through the heavy-metal accompaniment of the opening credits. Instead, there are a bunch of guys in matching uniforms on a big green field.

			“Dragon.” I sit next to him.

			“Lying con-artist asshole.” He drags the remote closer to him with one clawed hand. I give him a look, and he snorts a plume of smoke. “Sorry. Coyote.”

			“I can’t help but notice that Secret McQueen isn’t on right now.”

			“It’s the playoffs, huckster.”

			“It’s the midseason finale, pigeon. I’m pretty sure it was on the news.” I snag one of his beers since he’s not looking. Dragons shouldn’t be drinking anyway, because of…uh…reasons. “You know how many Queenies are waiting on this episode? That guy’s going to propose and everything.”

			He arches a brow. “That guy?”

			I smile at him. “Eventually you’ll get into it. I don’t want to spoil anything.”

			“I’m watching football, trickster.”

			“And I’d like to watch an awesome chick rock a black fedora and see if the writers came up with any more pithy one-liners. Besides, it’s not like your team’s even playing this game. It’s only an hour, the most exciting part of the game’s the second half, and no one downstairs knows you smoke Virginia Slims.”

			“You’re not conning me, Coyote.” He then jumps up suddenly. “Go! Go! Go!” Apparently something’s happening in the game.

			Since I don’t have any money on it, I don’t really give a damn. However, he’s no longer holding on to the remote, which I snatch and use to flip the TV over to Secret McQueen, just as some guy’s running into a part of the field with vibrantly painted grass.

			A gout of flame erupts inches from my face, the heat almost blistering. “Change. It. Back.”

			“Who paid for this? There’s a little TV in the kitchen and Annette is running the grill. Has she ever run the grill before?” The dragon hesitates. “Who takes over if she screws up a bunch of orders? Can’t be Sharon, she needs to run shit out front. Monica’s the only one who can keep customers from getting pissed about slow food, so she’s out. So who, Hannah? Doesn’t she hate cooked meat?”

			He grins wickedly. “I could always have you do it.”

			I return the smile with Coyote flair and hug him. When I pull away, he looks worried, which is even more evident in his voice. “What was that for?”

			“Why, Dave, I’m just so happy, of course.” I grin even bigger. “You finally trust me around the cash register!”

			He snorts, scowls and makes his way downstairs while I fist-pump in victory. “Check and mate.”

			I crack the beer and reposition in front of the screen. We don’t have a couch yet, outside of James’s futon which is across the room and takes too much trouble to move. The show returns from commercial break, showing a steamy bathroom, the shower running, and a curvaceous silhouette visible through the frosted glass.

			“Hell yes. Houston, we have side-boob.” I take a swig of the beer, the door opening on the screen to show the kind of camera shot you usually only see on Cinemax, the steam clearing to reveal Secret’s perfect—

			Static.

			Static?

			“Oh fuck no!” I rush behind the screen, examining the cables, not really sure what to do if I find anything, considering that the TV works by magic, as far as I know.

			“Spence?” I hear James on the other side. “Spence? You there?”

			“James?” I make sure everything’s plugged in the right places, to the furthest of my knowledge. “The TV’s on the fritz, could you command it to work or something? And maybe rewind? I almost got to see Secret McQueen’s breasts in high definition.” I head back around the TV to the screen. “Would’ve given me material for a few we—” I look around. “James?”

			“Over here, Spence.” He sounds tired, but that’s not what’s shocking. What’s shocking is that James is now on the screen, surrounded by a circle that’s glowing with silver light in a room with red walls covered in Sigil that glows as well. His skin is pale, faint outlines of veins showing on his skin. “Spence, I’m in trouble.”

			“James?” I tap the screen, which ripples like water, but doesn’t give to my touch. “Why are you in the TV?” I suddenly grin wide. “Holy shit, are you in TV land? That’s actually a place?”

			I get a hard eye-roll from him. “I’m scrying, you idiot. This is like a phone call. The TV’s the only reflective surface I figured you’d look at.”

			I tilt my head. “How’d you know I’d be watching TV at this exact second?”

			“You haven’t shut up about that show for a week. I knew you’d be watching.” James takes a deep breath. “Spence, I don’t know how long I can keep this going, so I’ll make it simple. I’ve been taken by dragons, specifically their king, and I don’t know where they’ve taken me.”

			He has my attention. “Should I grab Dave? This seems like something he should get in on.”

			“Dave would get in trouble if he were involved. He’s on difficult footing with the council as it is, given that not only is he poor…”

			I motion to the loft and the quarter-of-a-million-dollar skylight. “This is poor?”

			“The other dragons call him the Impecunious. That means…”

			“Too poor to bother conning. I know.” I shrug at his surprise. “Chain between imp and S in Scrabble and it’s a bingo. So no Dave, you want me to get Ozzie? I’m surprised you contacted me instead of your boyfriend.”

			James blinks, confused. “Okay, that came across a little bitter. As far as I know, Ozzie’s meeting with his dad, and I have no idea where. I figured I’d find you here…”

			“Sitting on my ass watching TV. Thanks.”

			He glares suddenly. “Spencer? I’m being held captive. Do you think you could put the brakes on the bitchiness? I don’t know what these guys are going to do. And considering you were sitting on your ass watching TV, you don’t really have a leg to stand on in this.”

			“I could decide to not help.” I close my eyes. It’s not his fault he’s into another guy. “Okay, okay. What do you need me to do?”

			He leans forward, planting his hands on the floor to support himself, sweat beading on his brow. “I need you to go to my sanctum—”

			“Storage locker.”

			“Fuck you. Go to my sanctum and…” he coughs a couple times, “…I’ve got some notebooks there, and you should find a brick.”

			“A brick?” My jaw drops slightly. “Why a brick?”

			“I put a beacon spell on it, keyed to me. Bricks are made from stone and earth, so they hold enchantments well.”

			“So you needed something you didn’t have to conjure and it was the only thing around.” I get a middle finger for that. “So brick, notebooks, anything else?”

			“Yeah. There’s something down there that’s wrapped in white silk. Be careful with it.” He gasps hard. “I can’t keep this going. The beacon will…” He coughs, a bit of blood leaking from his nose. “Say ‘find’ in Sigil, it should work even for—” The screen goes static again, then crackles, pops and goes dark.

			Kitsune are mocking me, Fae have shot at me, Fate’s put me on a job, there’s an order of bigots who want to kill me, my mom replaced me with another kid, Dad’s back in town, and now? Now James is being held captive by dragons.

			A sidekick’s work is never done.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			Spencer

			December 19, 9:17 pm

			No matter my opinion of James’s boyfriend, I still give him a call, mostly because he has a car and I don’t feel like calling my dad so soon. It doesn’t take him long to get to the diner once I mention that James is in trouble, and I meet him outside to prevent Dave from finding out. I will tell the dragon if I can’t mount a rescue in the next twelve hours.

			Ozzie rolls up in his gunmetal Benz, and I get in before he even has a chance to say anything. He’s dressed in a dark suit, beard and hair tied with black ribbon. “Jesus, Oz, someone die?”

			He gives me a look that implies I shouldn’t ask further. “Where am I going?” His gaze gets hard. “And this better not be a trick.”

			“It’s not a trick. James spoke to me through the TV and told me to retrieve magical artifacts from his storage locker.” I pause. “You know what? Just drive, because the more I tell the truth the less credible I sound.”

			He does pull into what little traffic there is, the headlights on. The…ugh…zombies won’t be out for another few hours, as they tend to start their shambling around midnight and do so until three in the morning. I don’t know why James doesn’t go out and blast a few to shreds every night; it’s not like anyone would miss them and it’s not like they’re people or anything.

			“So uh… How are things?”

			Ozzie glances at me, a brow perked, and returns his attention to the road. “Regarding?”

			“You and James. It’s been six months, right?”

			He nods, and I catch a hint of a smile there. “Yep.”

			“Anything else to report?”

			He shakes his head. “Nothing I’d tell a Coyote.” He’s being relatively calm, considering that his boyfriend’s being held captive, but then again, he was rational and in control when James was clinically dead right in front of him. Must be a Dwarf thing.

			“Know anything about dragons that might help in tracking him down or busting him out?”

			He shakes his head. “I figured you’d just talk them into releasing him, maybe exchange him for fake stock tips.” I catch his eye at that one. “Or maybe convince them to pay retail for a four-thousand-dollar home-theater system.” He grumbles. “Could’ve set that up at cost.”

			“You care that much about me watching TV?”

			At that, he keeps his gaze on the road. “Long as it keeps you from chasing my man? Yes.”

			Okay, left field, meet Spencer. Spencer, left field. Pleased to meet you. Are you seeing anyone?

			“I don’t know what you’re—”

			“Every time James and I are in the same room within five feet of each other, you look away or don’t make eye contact. When he turns around, you look at him. Your voice pitches a little higher when you’re answering one of his questions. And you smile whenever he walks into the room like you haven’t seen him in ten years. I’m not an idiot, Spencer, I have eyes, and I know when someone’s sniffing around my boyfriend.” He exhales hard. “Do you love him?”

			“Yeah.”

			Holy fuck. Where did that come from? Not the tirade, the “yeah”. I mean, I don’t love James, I just want a deeper friendship with him, that’s all, to have his back, have him have mine, and be there for him for the important stuff and the petty inane shit that really matters at the end of the day. Maybe I want to kiss him, really kiss him and show him in one grand, beautiful gesture how I really—

			Oh fuck, I love James.

			“Well, tough shit. So do I, and he’s with me.” He glares. “So back off.”

			I offer weakly, “Does it help that I don’t want to?”

			“Back off?”

			“No, I don’t want to love him. I know he’s with you, okay? It stings and it hurts but he’s happy. Do you know the shit he went through? Do you know how much it means to see him happy now? Sure, I’d like to be the one making him feel that way, but I’m not. You are, and you’re doing a good job at it. You don’t belittle him or hit him, you just…” my heart sinks a little, “…well, you love him. And you haven’t been stabbed to death so those are big points for you.”

			He pulls the car over. “I don’t what?”

			“You haven’t been stabbed to death. Most people wouldn’t get huffy about that.”

			“Why would I hit him?” Now he’s angry. Oh shit, James hasn’t told him about Heath.

			“If James didn’t tell you, I don’t know if I…”

			His jaw is set, and he turns the ignition off.

			“A guy before you, he used to beat James. Badly. I met James the night he ran away from him, he was…” I flash on the image, the bruises, the fat lip, the black eye. “He didn’t look too good.”

			Ozzie’s grip tightens on the steering wheel. “This guy. The guy who hit James. Tell me where to find him.”

			“Well, points for the protective instincts, Tex, but that guy’s dead.” I wonder if I should tell him that James was responsible for that. “Listen, we’re getting off track here. James is in trouble and—”

			“And he called you.”

			“He didn’t know where you were. Much like you, he figures I’ll always have my ass planted in front of the TV. Hell, Dave hasn’t been able to shut up about the playoffs, maybe James was trying to contact him, seeing as he’s being held by dragons and Dave is one.” I give him a little glare back, screw it. “So how about we stow the bitterness until he’s safe, okay?”

			A couple seconds pass, and he starts the car again. “I’m sorry.”

			“So am I.” I rub my face slowly. “Listen, this is a shock to me too, but I’m not going to get in between the two of you.” I try a smirk. “And I expect points for not making a threesome joke there.”

			Ozzie continues watching the road as we grow closer to 100th and V. “You keep forgetting that I’m technically Fae, a Dwarf, and I’m from Texas. What you’ve admitted to?”

			“Loving James?” I wince again. It shouldn’t be so easy to say that. I can’t be in love with him. I’m familiar enough with relationships, at least the ones I’ve seen on TV, to know that infatuation’s practically indistinguishable from the real thing. It’s only because I didn’t get to tell James I was feeling weird about the friendship and wanted something a tiny bit more, but I got friend-zoned and I’m perfectly happy there. Honest.

			“There’ll be consequences.” He pulls into the parking lot for the U-Store-It, a small row of about fifteen storage lockers rented out by a rat that also runs a pawn shop and check-cashing service. “A Fae would toss you a practice foil, slash your throat with a saber and call it an honorable duel. A Dwarf would forge a hammer from Fae-steel and ensure you never had children by using said hammer to cause catastrophic injury to your testicles.”

			I swallow hard as I get out of the car. “But, uh, you’re not going to do any of that, right?”

			He exits the Benz and makes his way around. “Of course not, but, Spencer?”

			“Yeah?”

			“I’m still from Texas.”

			I’m immediately slugged in the stomach, and I fall to my knees, coughing, groaning. Ozzie pats my back gently. “Just breathe. If you need to puke, do it. No one’ll think less of you.”

			So I do. And he was lying about that last part—I do think less of me.

			Once I’m done, he offers his hand and helps me to my feet, and tosses me a handkerchief to wipe my mouth, as well as a pack of breath mints. “Figured it’s best for James if we work this out on our own.”

			“Did we just work this out like guys?”

			The Dwarf shrugs. “After all this, we’ll have a beer and I’ll point you at someone else who’s hot and gullible. Then it’ll be settled.” He looks up at me. “You know you should’ve expected that, right?”

			I nod, and with that, he proceeds toward the locker on the far end of the row, where some Sigil is spray-painted on the door, the symbols glowing gently but insistently as we approach. I step toward the door, the words gibberish to me since I can only speak Sigil. But Ozzie can read it, given that his lips are moving as he looks it over. He smiles at the end of the written lines.

			“He’s been practicing his enchantment. It’s a bit crude, not as good as a Dwarf’s work but…” Ozzie picks up some gravel from the ground and tosses it casually at the door, the metal suddenly sheathed in vibrant silver bolts of electricity. “He needs to refine it against accidental tripping, but he’s coming along.”

			“So, how do we get in without him? Did he plan for that?”

			He nods and scans the lower lines again. “That’s odd. The last line isn’t Sigil, it’s not English either.”

			“Well, what’s it say?”

			“Pedo mellon a minno.” He glances at me. “So apparently we have to bring a tiny fish to a melon that prefers the underaged?”

			“No, wait wait wait. I know that from somewhere.” James is in to reading as much as I’m in to TV, and he loves his fantasy books as much as Dungeons & Dragons. It’s likely why he’s a passable sorcerer and isn’t an asshole one, since wizards in fantasy movies tend to be noble and restrained so that they don’t overshadow the protagonists. I mean, take Gandalf from Lord of the Rings. He couldn’t just call his BFF the Lord of the Eagles and fly all their asses to Mordor and pitch the ring in Mount Doom on a flyby? Wait, that’s it! That bit’s from—

			“I’m an idiot. Speak friend and enter.” Ozzie grumbles, looking at the door, and speaks in Sigil. “Friend.”

			The door pops, crackles and slides upward.

			I stare at him, and he shrugs. “You think there’s a Dwarf alive that hasn’t read Lord of the Rings?”

			I glower. “Damn it. If he asks you, tell him I figured it out too. Without any help!”

			After rolling his eyes, Ozzie steps out of the way, and suffice it to say, the locker’s a bit different than the last time I was here.

			Initially, it was a bare space with a few marks of Sigil put on the walls in spray paint, as he prefers to do his circles in chalk. Now, the walls, ceiling and floor are covered in Sigil applied in a metallic silver paint, the characters small but legible. The floor itself has several concentric circles in the middle, all ringed with Sigil. Reading them proves to be a trial though, as the surface shimmers and wobbles with every step. The air hums with the occasional crackle, sparks dancing and leaping from character to character. It’s odd, I know James is in trouble, held captive, but I’d swear he was in here, a step beyond my view.

			“This must’ve taken him…” I stare in awe, afraid to step inside.

			“Months. Couple hours a day, sometimes more. Enchantment needs a stable space, and he’s working on learning that.” Ozzie strides in like it’s nothing, the energy on the floor rippling with his steps, and he takes a moment to stand there and take a breath. “It just feels like him in here. It’s turning into a legitimate sanctum, a pretty weak one, but still.”

			I shrug and take a step inside. “He’s still working his spells out of a storage lock—”

			It’s like James is right behind me, his hand on my shoulder, comforting and relaxed. The air practically resonates with him. I manage to shake it off since we’ve got work to do. “Locker. Right, uh… Let’s get the stuff he asked for.” I run through the list in my head. “First and foremost, we need to find a brick.” I point at several shelves at the back that are beyond the Sigil.

			Ozzie quirks a brow at me. “Right, right. The beacon. Of course.” He starts looking for it, rummaging through piles of notebooks, muttering subject matters under his breath. He seems familiar with the place, and I’ll admit that stings. I know that a Coyote would hardly be welcome in a sorcerer’s sanctum, but I would think James’d be cool with inviting a friend over to see his progress. Did he think of me at all when he was working on this place?

			Maybe I should have laid off the storage-locker cracks.

			I start my own search, and since the notebooks are beyond my ken (an expression I picked up from Rourke), I look for the brick.

			The shelves are packed with notebooks, cassette tapes and CD-Rs with indie bootlegs, empty soda bottles with masking-tape labels, FOR POTION RESEARCH, tattered Dungeons & Dragons rule books, fantasy novels with ruined spines, Dashiell Hammett paperbacks, a bag of dice hanging from a shelf post…

			And something wrapped in white silk, about eighteen inches in length, tucked behind autobiographies of Lenny Bruce and Frank Abagnale. He’s reading about groundbreaking comedians and con men who turned their lives around…

			I lift the wrapped object from the shelf, taking care not to knock over the books. A tingle goes through my fingers as I grip the silk, like I’ve been loaded up with static. The world seems to fade as I kneel to unwrap it carefully, a walnut stock first coming into view with Sigil carved into the wood. I pull it free, like a sword from a sheath, electricity popping in the air as I do so.

			It’s a shotgun, antique, the barrels long since sawed off, but showing new etchings of Sigil, though I can’t make out any of it. I check, and the barrels are loaded with “shells”, but they definitely aren’t shells. They’re cylindrical stones, like diamonds, that have an inner silver light. When I touch one, I get a nasty shock and immediately close the barrels.

			“Found it.” Ozzie smiles, taking out a brick that’s been covered in Sigil, likely inscribed by a Sharpie. He notices me holding the shotgun and whistles softly. “He actually finished that?”

			“What is it?”

			“He’s been researching energy sources, why his stone works, all that. He transmuted a few rocks into something from one of his books. Then he enchanted it to hold energy for later.”

			I look down at it. “What kind of energy?”

			He shrugs. “Try it.” He gives me a look. “Outside.”

			“No telling me I’ll shoot my eye out?”

			“Sure as hell ain’t a BB gun.”

			Nervously, I step outside with the gun. The inscribed glyphs have an eager glow to them as I use a stance I saw in a movie (where a cop taught a gun virgin how not to hold a shotgun like they do in the movies). I set my feet properly, feeling a bit foolish as the hammers will likely just clack against the stones, aim at a particularly intimidating pile of industrial sand beyond the parking lot, and pull the trigger.

			When the hammers hit, the barrels flare with argent fire and there’s a thundering roar of, well, thunder. Two glowing balls of silver light emerge from the gun and lash outward in jagged aggressive forks of electricity that lance into the sandpile. Once it’s fully discharged, the bolts crackle along the sand for nearly a second and vanish, molten glass remaining at the impact point.

			This is a shotgun that shoots lightning bolts.

			“I have a shotgun that fucking shoots lightning bolts!” I jump up and down, repeating it several more times, probably more than enough to be humiliating. But, fuck you, I have a shotgun that shoots lightning bolts!

			I think I’ll have T-shirts made…

			“Spencer?” Ozzie taps my shoulder to get my attention.

			I think I squeak or squeal in reply.

			“Spencer? I don’t think that’s quite ready yet.” He reaches for it, and I back away, clutching it tighter.

			“It’s mine, it came to me. It’s mine! My own.” I stroke the stock lovingly. “My precioussssssss.”

			He folds his arms, rolls his eyes. “Are you done?”

			I grumble and hand it over, after which he wraps it back up in the white silk.

			“Spoilsport. He did mention that I should take it, you know, along with the brick and some of his notebooks.” I glance back toward the locker, remembering the piles of them in there. “He wasn’t all that specific about which ones.” I point at the brick Ozzie’s holding in his other hand. “I guess that’s keyed to him? You just say the word ‘find’ in Sigil, and it’ll work?”

			The Dwarf nods sagely and heads toward the car, giving a tic of the head toward the locker. “Close that up?”

			After pulling the door down, everything crackles, the Tolkien Elvish on the door glowing gently, as if to say the alarm’s set and armed. Six months and he can do this shit. Six months.

			“Where is he learning to do all of this?” I get in the car and buckle up.

			“Those notebooks? I wrote most of them. He wanted to learn about enchantment, and us Dwarves are pretty good at it since we make magic swords and armor. Takes us months to enchant one blade, and years of training to know how to do it right, and he picks it up like it’s nothing.” He shrugs, but there’s a bit of a smile there, pride. “He is the Ra’keth. Magic is supposed to come easy to him.”

			I snort at that. “Not to hear him talk. All he does is complain about how complicated it is.” At least he used to. We don’t really talk shop about magic. Generally we talk about nothing, hours of nothing, but good nothing not boring nothing.

			Ozzie hands me the brick and starts the car, the shotgun in the backseat, wrapped again in the white silk. When he speaks, it’s in Sigil, but a harder, though not harsher dialect. “I am speaking so you will be a Bard.”

			I raise a brow, and he mutters, “Not that good with Sigil, okay?”

			It’s enough though, and no matter the accent, Sigil is Sigil. I hold the brick in both hands and say the word. “Find.”

			And nothing happens.

			“Find.”

			Nothing.

			“Maybe I should tap it a few times?”

			Ozzie sighs. “It’s a brick, not a TV.”

			I stare intently at the enchanted masonry. Well, more growl actually. “Find the Lightning Rod, you cheapass knockoff piece of—”

			The Sigil flares with light, leaving wavering aftershadows in my vision, and settles to a simple glow on one side. I blink a couple times, both for the health of my eyes and from surprise, then point in the direction the Sigil is glowing. “The Brick of Truth says ‘dey went dat-a-way’.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			James

			December 19, 10:45 pm

			So here’s something I’ve learned about screaming diamonds.

			Granted, my sources are a Coyote Bard and a Dwarf who isn’t much into his own culture.

			First of all, they’re a relic of a long-dead world where there were crevasses filled with these things, all of them containing the very essence of magic itself. In following worlds, magic itself was shifted into the soul, and the energy to power it came from converting matter into energy through simple force of will. I’m sure there are physicists who would love to lock me in a lab for the rest of my life simply for that. I wouldn’t mind discussing it if I had any real idea how I was doing it.

			But as I said, it’s a relic, very likely the last one in existence, and it’s been passed down and killed for and won and lost and found and stolen through the ages by various sorcerers, most recently held by Cale, the Recluse, who gave it to me before he died.

			It’s a battery, essentially, a magical battery.

			And it’s nearly out of juice.

			Turns out that charging up a sanctum the fast way can be draining on a relic. So can enchanting various doodads while you’re experimenting.

			So I didn’t feel too bad about leaving it with Dave, as even without power it’s a priceless relic.

			Person-to-person scrying can be a bitch. Despite all of the Sigil I wrote on the walls, it was a brute-force spell rather than a subtle and well-planned working. Scrying was Cale’s specialty, and while I do have some psychic crib notes of what he could do, it’s not the same as years spent refining technique. So it figures that one of the times I really need the stone, I’d leave it at home.

			Probably would’ve kept me from passing out from exertion afterward too.

			Sorcerers may be off the loom of Fate, but we are whipping boys for Murphy’s Law.

			“One of the dreamblooded. I honestly thought you had better taste, James.” I look behind me to find Salondine leaning against the wall, the Sigil there already fading into the crimson paint.

			“Obviously not, considering I slept with you.” I pause a second, as I wasn’t helping myself. “Here to offer to let me out if I agree to take you as my protector?”

			He shakes his head and stretches. Don’t get me wrong, he is rather attractive in this form, like an elf, only taller. And hotter. And it was a rather enjoyable experience. He had just saved me from drowning when I slept with him. It’s the stalkery stuff that came afterward that made him a turnoff.

			“A Dwarf.” He shudders at the word, appearing to fight the urge to spit. “They forge weapons for the sole intent of killing my kind and you…you…” he gestures in a fashion that I would suppose alludes to Ozzie and me, “…couple with it. And favor the Snow Clan, of all things. It is no wonder the Ra’saar deems you unfit for your title.”

			“First, from what I’ve heard, the only way Dwarven smithing will take down a dragon is if you have them detail your car and pay for it on credit. Second, what’s wrong with the Snow Clan?”

			“They are children. Fools. Not a whit of creativity amongst all of them. To the noble race of dragonkind, they are an embarrassment.”

			Well, at least Dungeons & Dragons got that little feud right.

			“I’m willing to bet that the Snow Clan would say the same thing about the Crimson Flight. Though the words pompous and pigheaded would likely enter the conversation a bit more.”

			He snorts, a plume of smoke issuing from his nostrils. “A majority of my investment profits are given to various organizations in need. The Snow Clan cannot even afford such things.” He chuffs with amusement. “They are forced to do labor themselves.”

			“So…the Snow Clan goes out and works with the people, and you just cut a check for a tax break.”

			“What I do does far more good. Who cares of my intentions?”

			I give him an indulgent look. “Really? That’s your answer? I hope your whole clan doesn’t share that opinion.” I step toward him and poke him in the chest. “Honestly, in what fucked-up state of mind do you have to be to believe I’m going to pick you?”

			“I don’t.” He pushes off the wall. “I serve the Ra’saar, and he requested I watch over you. I am…” he grits his teeth, “…honored to serve at his pleasure in this regard.”

			“Let me go home.” I speak calmly, measured. “This isn’t helping anything, it’s certainly not helping me.” I get the feeling that I’ll have to sweeten the pot, and there’s only one thing I can think of that he’d be interested in. “I can rename you with something a little more grandiose.”

			He smirks. “The Ra’saar has graciously given me a new name. A name that accurately reflects my standing.”

			So much for him being punished. Since the Ra’saar is actually a Ra’keth, he could rename a dragon if he wanted to. He has been doing it longer than I have and is obviously more powerful. “I’m not going to get anywhere with you, am I?”

			No response, but it says plenty.

			“All right, get the Ra’saar, tell him I want to talk to him.”

			Salondine arches a brow at that.

			“I believe that the Ra’keth is formally requesting an audience with the Ra’saar. I wonder how he’ll feel when he discovers you took your time telling him?”

			He snorts another plume of smoke, walks to the wall and knocks on it, muttering something in draconic. A door then shimmers into existence long enough for him to make an exit. I check the space left behind but only find solid wall. Damn it.

			It’s still a smarter move to trade Sal for the Ra’saar, though. I need to keep moving forward and being stuck in a room isn’t how I plan to spend the next few days. If I can get him to let me out of here, even for a few minutes, I can get a sense of where I am and somehow get that information to Spencer. Ozzie must be worried sick.

			Considering that I’ve transmuted everything in the room to power my long-distance call to Spencer, the only thing I have to draw on is my own soul, so yeah, magic’s a last resort until I can find another source of juice that wouldn’t result in ending up naked or with no hair on my body.

			I barely feel it as the Ra’saar enters the room, the wall actually rippling as he passes through it. He hrms at the empty room and mutters a few words in Sigil to replace the chairs, though the style is older than anything I recognize, wood with no padding. The spell doesn’t appear to have needed any effort.

			I find his ease a little depressing. “How do you do that?”

			“As I said, centuries of practice.” He motions to the chair. “You wished to see me?” After I sit down, he does so as well. Now that I’m sitting, I can see that my chair is set a little lower to the floor. Subtle.

			“You made your point. I don’t know how to get out of here on my own.” I cast my gaze downward. “Will you teach me?”

			When I look up, his arms are folded, unimpressed. “I doubt your sincerity.”

			“I should take longer to break?”

			“You are Ra’keth, a sorcerer never breaks. I suspect you are plotting something.” I don’t make eye contact, but he smiles. “You are. I know you scried.”

			Crap, he knows I “called” Spence.

			“If you are an example of what sorcerers this world will create then…” He tilts his head. “Parivian stated that you were with one of the dreamblooded. Understandable. It is an embarrassment to fall to the wiles of a trickster.”

			“Huh?” I blink until I realize what he’s saying. “What, Spence? God, I’m not involved with him, he’s just a friend. I only scried him because I knew where he would be.”

			The Ra’saar gives me an indulgent look. “You know where a trickster is, but not the location of your lover?” He appears thoughtful a moment. “Though I suppose I see the logic. There is a saying, I believe, about keeping enemies close?”

			I cross my arms. “Are you going to teach me or not? You’re the one who said you wanted me adequately prepared.”

			He waves a hand dismissively. “To teach you would only teach you my own methods, my own technique. I would only be fighting a limping version of myself, hardly a challenge, hardly intriguing.” He leans forward and lifts my chin so I’ll meet his eyes. “No, I wish you to progress on your own path. If we must duel, I wish to duel the Lightning Rod, the sorcerer who slew the Frozen River and the Usurper, who took the final breath of the Recluse. Strange.” He peers deeper into my eyes. “You do not have the look of a usurper.”

			“I’m not the Usurper.”

			“A, not the.” He doesn’t let go of my face. “Though your decree, should it be successful, would render you far more dangerous. Three have fallen to you, three Ra’keth, three thrones you’ve taken. The…audacity of such actions was once, yes, commonplace, but I suppose we have the Usurper to thank for your bloodlust.”

			“Bloodlust?” I push his hands away. “Fuck you. I don’t want to kill anyone. Heath and the Usurper were self-defense, and Cale was murdered.”

			“Yet every time…” he gestures to me, “…there you were to take their power at the tip of a blade.”

			I shake my head quickly. “No, it’s not like that.”

			He continues, as if I hadn’t spoken. “That power resides in you, it’s drawn to you. It was appropriate that you were named as such.” He glances at me. “And that you refuse to accept it, that is why you are still here. You are a usurper, like it or not. You have killed for your power, and the sooner you accept it, the sooner you can continue along your path.”

			“No, I’m not a killer. It was them or me, I didn’t have a choice.” I get up, turn away from him.

			“You had a choice with Fate.” I freeze, and his voice doesn’t become mocking or patronizing. “It was impressive, combining their Names, making three into one, claiming one of their tools as your own focus. I hear tell you are named for an incident where you hobbled the Crone herself.”

			Atropos, the Fate who cuts the threads, decides who dies and when. She’d confronted me in Hades, wanted me to give up Cale, so I answered her with lightning. In the face. In front of countless newly arrived souls. As a result, I was named the Lightning Rod by the bystanders, and the name spread and stuck.

			I turn around just enough to see him over my shoulder.

			“We Keth are taught that such exertions should kill us, yet here you are, James. You summoned your will on a wasted effort.”

			I crack a smile. “I think you’re underestimating the resourcefulness of Coyotes.”

			He shakes his head. “No. You called for help. You are Ra’keth, you are above help. You are a sorcerer, a king among sorcerers and you still act as if you only just stumbled on your first tome and cast your first light spell.”

			“If I’m so weak and pathetic, why haven’t you taken the throne from me?”

			“Because I do not want it.” His hands clench into fists, his breathing much more measured and controlled now. “Do you believe I forgot myself because of some curse, some foolishness on my part? I wanted no part of the politicking and brinksmanship. I simply wanted to care for my dragons, to treat them as something other than servants.”

			“So you went with subjects instead.” I roll my eyes. “Classy.”

			With that, he gestures with his hand and whispers, “Force.”

			The only thing I feel is my impact against the wall, the pressure on my chest keeping me aloft as he strides toward me, his eyes shifting to a more serpentine appearance. “Do not pontificate on things you know nothing about, child.”

			Okay…as Spencer might say, there’s some backstory there.

			“Hey, I didn’t change their name, remember?” At least it’s easy to talk, though my back is aching now. “They’re just as free as they were before. Just as meddling too.”

			“And who do you think gave them that freedom? Who do you think steered their impulses from mere guarding of wealth to obtaining wealth of their own? Who do you think influenced their instinct to protect human sorcerers into an urge to aid humanity, the race from which their lords are born? You have done nothing but reap the benefits of my labor.” His eyes are intent, determined, and I half-expect a forked tongue to shoot out of his mouth.

			I need to get ahead of this. “Um…thank you? I’m grateful for your hard work, and it’s certainly shown. Dragons are far more benevolent than I ever could have imagined them, and the world’s a better place for your work.”

			Something I learned in D&D: when in doubt, kiss the gamemaster’s ass.

			He closes his eyes, and when they open again, they’re human, and I’m dropped unceremoniously to the floor. “I apologize. I…” He takes a breath. “That was not appropriate.”

			“I take it that your work wasn’t regarded highly by the other Ra’keth? Were there a lot around in your time?”

			“There were several hundred, though it was the Age of the Usurper, so our number dropped quickly. Wars were fought, thousands killed, mythics raised up and created to be little more than tools. The dragons were considered perfect, many were bred for war. In the end they were set upon each other, clan against clan, rookeries were burned. I was the only one to ask why.”

			“So…you became the King of the Dragons to protect them?”

			He simply nods.

			“I don’t really see any issue with that. I don’t want to kill you, it doesn’t seem like you want to kill me, so why not just let me go? There are people worried about me.” I motion to the wall. “Open the door, please.” I try a small smile. “What do I call you, anyway?”

			A few seconds pass. “The names I have gathered are too old, even the least formal of them. I cannot give you even one.”

			“Well, you go by Ra’saar, right?”

			“That is my title, not my name, and it is not for this form, my…” Disappointment creeps into his voice. “My true form.”

			“Well, dragons seem to just shorten their names for the human guises, how about we do that? Like, Ras or something.”

			He furrows his brow. “What would make you say that?”

			“Well, Coda’s short for Codacintha, Parivian was shortened to Parry, Davinicus cut down to Dave…”

			“No, no. The name you suggested.”

			“What, Ras?” I spell it out. “R-a-s?”

			A small, though genuine smile. “It is similar to a word, old when I was young, from one of the first dialects of magic. Rasj. It requires a skilled tongue to link the hard S and the sibilant J.”

			“What does it mean?”

			The smile remains as he speaks the word in Sigil, whispers echoing in undercurrents to carry it to my ears, working it into a word I’ll understand. “Teacher.”

			“I’d say that had an air of destiny, but since we don’t have destinies, it’s likely coincidence. Besides, you said you wouldn’t teach me.”

			He shakes his head. “I won’t teach you my magic, but I can guide you toward finding your own, if you are amenable to that.”

			I chew on my lip because, let’s face it, I’m not nearly as competent as I’d like. I’m an apprentice, and apprentices aren’t supposed to learn alone. “Why are you helping me?”

			“Despite my protests, I now remember myself, what I lost. And you, you remind me of one of my students.”

			“One of? So you had a lot of them?”

			“Four, at one point. We were not always hated. Even during the wars among the Ra’keth, there were children being born into magic every day. Keth blood needed little reason to manifest then, so there were always new apprentices in search of teachers.”

			I work through that. “Is that why dragons are so protective of sorcerers now? Maybe some part of you remembered?”

			He shows me an open palm.

			Confusedly, I stare at it. “Are you asking for payment?”

			He blinks and looks at his hand, then me. “No, it is a simple gesture. It loosely means ‘I have nothing for you’, or ‘I do not have an answer to give’. This is no longer done?”

			I shrug. “I dunno.” I grin. “That’s how we do it now.”

			He tilts his head and awkwardly moves his shoulders. “I…don no?”

			“It’s ‘I don’t know’ said very quickly and with no respect for the Queen’s English.” I wave him off before he can ask. “It would appear we can teach each other.”

			“Indeed.” He nods. “But first, we must work on your pronunciation.” He sighs discontentedly. “You speak Sigil like a Dwarf.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirteen

			Spencer

			December 19, 11:50 pm

			“Find.” No change in direction. “Seriously? Do I have to swear at you every time?” I grumble, smack the brick with my open palm as I turn in a complete circle, the arrow never changing direction. We’re on the North Bridge, and it’s cold. The North River has frozen over already, thanks to an early cold snap, and since the ice is pristine, I’d guess James didn’t fall over the side.

			And yes, I tried looking up.

			“This bit of railing’s newer than the rest.” Ozzie’s been inspecting it for the last minute or so, the Benz pulled over with its four-ways on.

			“I told it to find the Lightning Rod, why would it stop on a bridge? Maybe the running water’s messing it up?”

			Ozzie gives me a look, and I give him one back.

			“What? I occasionally read fantasy novels.” The Dwarf folds his arms.

			“It has nothing to do with James. It’s to better understand adorkable girls so I can get them in bed.” Oh damn it, have I subconsciously been reading Mercedes Lackey because it’s the kind of stuff he reads?

			And James still hasn’t read Hitchhiker’s, the smug bastard. Doesn’t even watch Doctor Who. Some half-Brit he is.

			Ozzie in the meantime has moved on and is for some reason still examining the railing. “Jesus, would you quit with the railing? I doubt he transmuted himself into several lengths of steel.” I think on that a couple seconds… Nah, he wouldn’t do something like that.

			“No, I think something went through this a while ago. Like something went over the bridge. I don’t remember any accidents here in the last couple years though.” He peers at it.

			“Ozzie, who cares if there was an…” Wait wait wait. “Ozzie, how old would you say the railing is? I mean, how long ago would you say it was put in?”

			He snorts. “You better not be asking that because I’m a…”

			“A Dwarf. Yes. I’m a racist asshole. You can hit me again after you answer the question because I know you can.”

			Now it’s a glare. “Three years, maybe four. Five on the outside. I’d be more accurate but my mother is human.”

			He starts ranting about stereotypes, but I’ve tuned him out because I think I know what this chunk of new railing has to do with the brick telling me that this is where the Lightning Rod is.

			I met James for the first time the night he left his boyfriend, I’ve covered that. I gave him a bus ticket to go to the Capital, and that bus’s route went over the North Bridge. And James told me himself that he never got off the bus in the Capital, and that night is within Ozzie’s time frame, and…

			“Oh God.” I stare at the railing. “That bus was on the news. I was still in high school when that happened.”

			The Dwarf looks askance a second and then catches up. “The bus that went over the…” He stares at the railing. “I forgot that happened here.”

			“I think James was on that bus.” I look over the side, down to the ice. “I think this is where James became the Lightning Rod, or at least it’s an important place that has, um, what’s that word he uses? Recognizance?”

			“Resonance.” He places his hands on the metal, not really able to look over the side like my taller self. “It’s like the sanctum, there’s a bit of him here that rubbed off, and since it’s such a rudimentary enchantment, it got confused, seems like. If he was on the bus, it’d be a traumatic enough experience to leave this…residue for the enchantment to get fooled by.”

			“So it won’t find James?”

			He seems frustrated now. “It will find James. We might have to find a few more of these places, though.” He closes his eyes and takes a deep breath. “He didn’t tell me about this.”

			“If it’s any consolation he didn’t tell me either. If this happened to him, Ozzie, it was a near-death experience. I could understand being tight-lipped about that. I mean, I almost got chased down by a horde of zombies once. I’m not too crazy about reliving that.” I wonder if I should pat his shoulder or something, but before I have the chance, he heads toward the car, pointing at the passenger-side door.

			After I get back in, he pulls away and finishes crossing the bridge and looks for a place to turn around. The car is quiet. “I take it you two have some relationship thing where you tell each other everything?”

			He nods, doesn’t answer.

			“Ozzie, he was probably going to tell you. Like I said, he hasn’t told anyone, I think. And we don’t even know for sure if it happen—”

			“It happened.” He sets his jaw. “He has nightmares sometimes, always takes a few minutes where he’s breathing heavy, like he’d been suffocating. Never wants to talk about it. He only takes the el. Never the bus. It all fits. He nearly died in a bus crash, he had a boyfriend who beat him, another who was murdered. He didn’t tell me about this. What else hasn’t he—”

			I cut him off there. “Talk to him about it. I mean, stuff like this shouldn’t fester. It always wrecks the relationship.”

			He perks a brow at me. “How exactly are you a relationship expert?” The Dwarf appears to have given up, working a U-turn.

			“Eleven seasons of Cheers, seven seasons of Buffy, everything written by Chuck Lorre, sitcoms, dramas, procedurals with subplots for the shippers, and countless romcoms where simple communication would’ve saved the romantic leads about forty minutes of screen time.” I think on that. “Wow, I would be awesome in a relationship.” I chuckle nervously. “No offense meant, of—”

			The seat belt loses all slack as the air bags go off to the front and side, accompanied by a loud crash, crunch, I don’t know how to describe the sound. I feel pulled in varying directions as the crunching sounds continue, tires screeching somewhere ahead of us, behind us, to the side. My ears are ringing. My first thought is that the shotgun went off. Something’s pressing hard against my chest when everything finally stops moving.

			Movies handle it with shaky cameras, sound effects like someone emptied a Dumpster filled with scrap metal. TV usually just cuts to black with the crashing sound and either comes back from commercial with the aftermath, or goes to credits to keep you guessing. But crashes always mean one thing, depending on the kind of movie you’re in.

			In a detective movie or a procedural, someone hitting your car means you’re getting close to the culprit and you’re on the right trail. In a comedy, an accident is a risky play for laughs, but everyone will be okay, and my getting cut off midsentence by the crash is a good sign. Personally, I’m hoping we’re in a controversial Mercedes-Benz commercial where they justify their five-star safety rating.

			I don’t want to be in a drama where a car crash means someone’s getting cut from the cast. Only Ozzie and I are in the car, and I know I’m breathing.

			And he’s not.

			Ozzie’s not breathing.

			That’s when the gunfire starts.

		

	
		
			Chapter Fourteen

			Spencer

			December 20, 12:02 am

			“Oh shit. Oh shit shit shit shit!”

			The car is right side up, and my seat belt comes loose with a bit of struggling as I duck down, working to get Ozzie free to pull him down as well. His face is covered in blood, the air bag having hit at a bad angle. I don’t know how to tell whether his neck is broken.

			The gunshots sound like a pistol, but that’s all I’ve got. I don’t know if I can…

			I don’t know what to…

			Oh God, what do I do?

			The shotgun’s on the floor, loose from its silk covering. Maybe I could…

			What, shoot it out with lightning bolts on a public road and probably hit someone or blow myself up? And what about Ozzie?

			All I know about CPR is that when Ozzie did it to James he did it to “Another One Bites the Dust” and as a Coyote I refuse to throw Fate a softball like that. Also, I’ve only seen it done before, never done it myself.

			What I do know from TV is that Ozzie doesn’t have a lot of time if I want to bring him out of it, and the only thing I can think of is magic, and Coyotes really aren’t “spec’d for that” as James would put it. If I had that diamond James keeps around his neck, I could cheat it and try a couple things, since apparently the energy doesn’t care who’s calling on it as long as it’s in Sigil and…

			And the “shells” in the shotgun were made based on that stone.

			I keep low while another bullet takes out what’s left of the window, and reach into the back to lift up the gun and open it, shaking one of the stones into my hand, the cylindrical diamond glowing in my palm. Now all I have to do is speak some Sigil.

			Oh damn, I don’t remember how to speak it. And I can hardly shake Ozzie awake and get him to hum a few bars so I can fake it.

			No, god damn it, I am not going to have a death scene on my hands that turns me into a grizzled, angsty son of a bitch.

			James has used magic around me, I just need to remember what he said. Okay, one time over the summer, Ozzie was putting in a pane of glass on the skylight and it fell and broke and James cut up his arm really bad and Ozzie was freaking out and James played through the pain and said…

			Said…

			I remember the word, imagine one of my cards, the Joker for Sora, as I let my Bard’s tongue shape the syllables.

			“Heal.” The cylinder in my hand has lost its glow, looking like cheap plastic now. The Dwarf’s body starts to twitch as sickening sounds emanate from his chest and arms, bones shifting and setting and knitting back together, wet schlorps as organs mend.

			He’s still not breathing.

			The windshield shatters as I pull out the other “shell”. I won’t come this far, I won’t almost pull off a trick on Fate herself by taking away someone slated for death. Damn it, I’m going all the way. If she didn’t want me doing this, she wouldn’t have arranged for me to get kicked out of the clan.

			Ozzie just needs a jolt to get his heart started, and lightning is under the element of air, but I don’t want too much or I’ll probably fry him. Definitely not an Ace, face cards would still be too strong. Something lower than a ten, stronger than a two. I envision the five of spades and the sparks that dance through a storm, one hand holding the last cylinder, the other on his chest, over his heart.

			“Kaze.”

			The Dwarf’s body practically jumps a foot off the seat and lands, his skin smoking under my hand, a red blotch of a burn there.

			But he gasps. He breathes. His eyes slowly open, and I shove him back down as he tries to get up. The next gunshot saves me having to explain why.

			Unfortunately, the shotgun’s shells look faded. Weird, since it could fire off a lightning bolt and be fine. I guess that’s why it’s magic, not logic. I load the shells back into the shotgun—probably best not to leave those lying around.

			I also hope James will understand that I’m currently on top of his boyfriend. It’s strange, the things that go through your mind when someone’s shooting at you, like wondering what the best music for the scene would be.

			“Any ideas who’s shooting at us?”

			Ozzie croaks, swallows, tries to get his breath. Can’t blame him for that. “What happened?”

			“We crashed, you crashed, people shooting, and I’m not peeking to see who because I’m not in the mood to catch a stray bullet.” Another shot, and the back window’s out. “I really hope you have an understanding insurance company.”

			That’s right, Spencer, make jokes, it’s the sidekick’s job. It’s either that or curl up in the fetal position and cry, and as appealing as that choice is, I want to live.

			A break in the shooting, probably to reload. I peek over the dash and see three tall attractive men with soft-blue skin and long pointed ears and cobalt-blue field-plate armor. And pistols. And they are reloading.

			“Three Fae, they look like sidhe.”

			The Dwarf coughs. “Heraldry?”

			Hanging around Rourke, and having degraded myself by playing Dungeons & Dragons with James, I at least know that asking about heraldry means checking the colors and symbols on their armor or cloaks, and that will give the identity of what house or noble they serve. I, however, know next to nothing about Fae heraldry in the City. Except…

			“Nothing I can see, but considering they’re all wearing dark-blue armor and they shot up a Benz with a half-Dwarf and a half-Coyote in it, I don’t think it’s much of stretch to guess, Oz.” I peek again and barely duck another shot. “I don’t see a car though. What’d they hit us with?”

			Almost on cue, there’s a rush of wind, a beating of wings, and even from my angle, I can see a dragon with scales like burnished metal descending, landing likely beyond the road. Traffic is flowing slowly around the crash, human denial doing its thing. As far as humanity’s concerned, we got run off the road by a semi and we’re just waiting for AAA.

			“Well, there’s a dragon now.” I titter nervously.

			“That doesn’t make sense. Are they fighting?”

			I glance over the dash again. “Nope, they’re standing there looking at us in a menacing fashion.”

			“Together?” He coughs again. “Dragons and Fae don’t work together.”

			“Coyote!” The voice is smooth, sibilant, eloquent. “Our quarrel is not with you. Send out the tainted one, and you will be spared.” A sudden snort follows. “Apologies. Our colleague prefers we also take you into custody, but you will not be harmed. The Cobalt Order sees no reward in antagonizing Fate’s Chosen. I would refrain from any quips or attempts at humor that I’m told are common to your kind, however. Our colleague would relish the opportunity to discover the time it would take to roast the two of you alive. A pity we would not be able to stop him.”

			Oh fuck. Well, I did want to find the Cobalt Order, and since Fate has a sick sense of humor, they found me. I glance at Ozzie. “Tainted one?”

			“Human mother. They don’t approve.” He rests his head against the seat. “I’ll go with them, better one of us makes it than both of us dying.”

			“I just brought you back from the dead, and you think I’m going to hand you over? I mean, props for the noble sacrifice, but shouldn’t we come up with some crazy and ridiculous counterattack options first?”

			Ozzie gives me a look. “Like what? You tell jokes and I bleed at them? That dragon won’t hesitate. They hate Dwarves and they really hate Coyotes, as I’m sure you know.” He sighs. “They’re going to take one of us, and one of us has to find James. As much as I hate to say this, you have a better shot at that than—”

			I’m already outside, hands up. “Okay. I don’t know where you’re getting this tainted-one business, but that Dwarf in there is clean.” I keep my attention on the dragon. “He’s also involved with the Ra’keth, and I seriously doubt you want to draw his ire. It’d be a better idea to take me. My mother was human, my grandfather’s a god, my father’s a Coyote, I was conceived with all the stars aligned and shit, that’s some fucked-up heritage right there. Wouldn’t I be a better prize than a Dwarf who’s good at grabbing his ankles?” I wink at the dragon. “Not to mention I interned at Victory. I could give you all sorts of insider info about next quarter.”

			To be honest, the scant insider info I have is about how the head of my department took his coffee. (Irish. Very Irish.) But, hey, they don’t know that, and only the dragon has to buy it, and let’s face it, he’s a dragon, I’m a Coyote. He’ll totally—

			“All Coyotes lie. All of them.” Smoke is snorted from the dragon’s nostrils, the wind carrying it toward my face, and I cough a fair bit. Okay, maybe he won’t buy it right off, but…

			“We do the quarterlies for eight conglomerates.” I smile beatifically. “Imagine how you could help your investments if you knew which one of them I had to spend four days shredding documents for.”

			There’s a flash of light, and the dragon is replaced by a tall, svelte individual in a crimson suit, with ruddy skin, blood-red hair, and still about as pretty as the sidhe who flank him. He takes a step toward me. “And which company would that be?”

			“MWS.” I say it plainly, and he glances at the sidhe. They nod to him.

			The one on the right of him says, “The half-breed speaks the truth.”

			Of course it’s the truth. I worked for a major accounting firm, we shredded sensitive information for all of our clients, but TV has taught us that shredding means you’ve got something illicit to hide.

			“But this is a waste of our—”

			At that, the dragon seethes at the speaker. “Nothing was promised in the way of compensation for working with dreambloods. A butchered twin-blood Dwarf means little to the council. A greater hoard will.”

			The Fae glare at him, particularly wincing at the term twin-blood. Twin-blood tends to piss Fae off because it makes the insulting implication that human blood is equal to Fae blood.

			“As for your Dwarf,” he continues. “Fate has spared his life, and only a Keth openly defies the will of Fate. A slave of Fate, as this one, will make a fine prize.”

			Oh yes, they look pissed. I’ve heard of saber rattling as a term, I’ve just never actually seen it literally done. This is likely bigger than me, and I got tapped for getting to the bottom of this at Under the Bridge. I have to go with them, if only because, firstly, Fae can’t lie, and secondly, they likely won’t resist the urge to taunt me with their entire diabolical plan.

			Monologuing. It’s not just for Bond villains anymore.

			“I’ll go with you, willingly, if you all walk away and give your word that Ozzie won’t be harmed.” I glance at the one Fae knight who spoke, his hand still gripping the hilt of his sword. “I’m also rather well-acquainted with the Riordan. I’m sure you guys would love some dirt on his liaisons outside of the court.”

			That gets their attention. I’m not planning on selling out Rourke, but the more useful I seem, the less likely they are to kill me, and the more a promise to spare Ozzie will seem worth it. It’s one of the few things you can count on with Fae.

			“You have my word that the Dwarf will not come to harm.” The Fae has a cold smile, but I don’t have to give a damn about reading him. Instead…

			“That’s fantastic.” I motion to the other Fae. “But I don’t have their word on the matter yet. You aren’t screwing me with some backdoor technicality.” I point to the dragon. “I want his word too. On his hoard.”

			The dragon snorts a hard thick plume of smoke. I honestly have no idea if that’s even an oath among dragons. But if there’s one thing they care about, it’s their money.

			The Fae grumble, but each of them responds, “You have my word that the Dwarf will not come to harm.”

			After nearly a minute, the dragon simply nods. “You have my oath.”

			I smile widely. “And your oath is on your…what now?” Yes, this is not the time to be rubbing it in. But he’s a dragon, I’m a Coyote, it’s our job to mess with those bastards.

			“On my hoard.” An actual gout of flame accompanies that. “The dreamblooded will not come to harm.”

			So I walk over to them. That went a hell of a lot easier than expected. They could’ve just taken me and tortured me, in ways you only see in spy movies, to get all the information they want. They’re likely just as surprised as I am that the two of us came out of that crash and a hail of gunfire alive.

			It’s not to say that they’re gentle, however. I’m grabbed roughly by the forearm and practically dragged down the road toward a car that’s parked on the side, unharmed. I’m guessing it’s the dragon that hit us from behind. They don’t test for that at the factory, I’m sure.

			I know I should be worried, but I’m a little relieved, and not just because Ozzie’s likely to make it through the night. I’m surprised that it took this long, considering the role that I chose once I gave up my hero gig (though James has a knack for forcing me back into the role, despite my best efforts to stay on the periphery). James is the hero. Actually, James has magic and can sling lightning bolts at zombies with his mind—James is a damned superhero.

			And I’m a sidekick. I’m a superhero’s sidekick. And superhero sidekicks get kidnapped by the bad guys and held hostage until the superhero fulfills some ridiculous demand. And now I’m kidnapped.

			Like I said, it’s a relief.

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifteen

			James

			December 20, 5:10 am

			Nothing happens.

			“I swear I said that right.” I exhale hard and glance at Ras. “You couldn’t have me make something simpler than a table?”

			“It is magic. There is no simple, there is no complex, there is only the Name.”

			I extend my hand, concentrate, focus my breathing, work through the phonetics in my mind several times, my tongue hesitant to shape the syllables.

			“You appear as if you are having a difficult movement. You are placing too much…you are…” He taps his foot, irritated, before dropping his hands to his sides in defeat. “Khrazet.”

			I blink at him. “Dare I ask what that means?”

			“It is difficult to articulate. It is like a wall between you and the spell, and you are expending your effort to scale the wall to reach the spell on the other side, but the wall is only of your own construction, yet you build it subconsciously because you feel it is necessary, even though it is not. You hobble yourself out of deluded necessity, and hobble yourself further once you are aware of it, and on and on in a vicious cycle. Khrazet.”

			“So that’s not going to be a pet name for me, I take it.”

			He shakes his head again. “Indeed not. What I would call you would not be appropriate to speak in polite company.”

			“And what, exactly, would that be?”

			“I won’t insult you so directly by speaking it in Sigil, but you would be considered… Both the Recluse and Frozen River were your lovers, yes? You would be thought an apprentice who only sought a teacher because of romantic inclinations, or simple sexual need, because of their great power and influence. I do not know if there is a current term for it, but—”

			“You think I’m a groupie?”

			“Hence why I made it clear that I have no interest in men. Talents such as yours are often weaker, seeking a stronger talent to nurture them, to raise them just above mediocrity. It is my suspicion that the world answers your commands simply because there are no other Ra’keth to speak to it—”

			“Table.”

			It appears in a sudden crackle of electricity, several bolts of lightning flashing in a wireframe of four legs and a flat surface. When the sparks fade, the frame has solidified into matter, a simple wooden table that could seat four is in the middle of the room, appearing to be oak, but it’s not from any of my memories. It’s a table, the kind I was envisioning when trying to cast the spell before.

			“I did it.” When I look at Ras, he’s smiling and nods once in approval. “Groupie, my ass. How’s that for mediocre, huh?”

			His smile gets a little wider, and then it all makes sense.

			“You son of a bitch, you provoked me into doing that, didn’t you?”

			“As I said, you must find your own way. I’m merely giving you the pokes and prods necessary. Emotion is a powerful force, especially for us, and must be tempered, as reality is no longer pleased with bowing to the wills of irate sorcerers. In the beginning, though, it is a suitable means of accomplishing workings, to build one’s confidence.” He motions to the table. “Remember this moment, James. Shoddy as it might be, that is an object you willed into existence.”

			“Shoddy?” I fold my arms.

			He gives it a flick with his fingers, and it topples almost immediately since I apparently forgot to envision screws, bolts or braces to hold everything in place. “Consider it a success to build on.” He gestures to the space next to the heap of wood. “Table.”

			An elegant, hand-carved mahogany table appears with clawfoot legs, as well as a tablecloth of golden silk and silver platters at every one of the place settings. Every one of the six place settings.

			“Showoff.” I give his table a nudge. Sturdy as stone. “Okay, I heard you. That was the exact same word I said.”

			“Yes, it was.”

			“So it is the pronunciation or…”

			“It is what is visualized. That is why memory is such a powerful tool for us. Though it can be a crutch, as it limits you to your experience.”

			I point at the adorned table. “This is a memory?”

			“No, I simply possess an active imagination. Your attempt was rudimentary, as you were more focused on the spell than the effect. It is something you will have to work on, but common to khrazet.”

			I glance at him. “Does this mean I can leave now?”

			He shows me an open palm.

			I start toward the space in the wall where a door had been before and hold my hand toward it. The word dances through my mind, the syllables disjointed, wisps of memory, snatches of song.

			And nothing.

			Every time I start, my voice catches in my throat, I stumble into a syllable and know I need to start over. And now I’m imagining a damned wall in my way, a mental barrier to match the physical one. It was a reaction before, I was so pissed off I didn’t have time to think. I thought it and acted. I try to think of enraging memories, things that Heath did to me, Cale dying in my arms, but then I think about thinking and thinking too much and—

			“God damn it.” I sulk a few seconds. “Why can’t I do it?”

			His hand is on my shoulder. “It is a slow process. You are likely convincing yourself at the moment that it was a one-time occurrence? Pure happenstance or fortune that you succeeded?”

			Well, I am now.

			“How do I push through that?”

			He shows me an open palm.

			“You don’t know? I thought you were a teacher.”

			“I am not you. How I overcame such obstacles would likely not be as effective for you.”

			“How’d you do it?”

			“Kernigon.” He smiles. “That is one of the lesser names for my draconic form. Obvious, his true name should remain my own secret.”

			“So you work magic better as a dragon?”

			“No, after spending time as him, some of him bled into me. A dragon does not hesitate in matters, he does not let his perceptions be clouded, he acts. He provides a…seductive clarity. I’m sure you’ve felt it as well when you show your favor to the Snow Clan.”

			I can only nod.

			“But I would not suggest it as a method for you. It can be easy to lose yourself in them, as I did with Kernigon. As I said, the clarity is difficult to resist, you might keep hold of yourself for years, as I did, and then falter completely while taking flight on a whim. Kernigon was not even the Ra’saar then, simply a golden drake who loved nothing more than the wind under his wings. He was a fast learner, though, of dragon society.”

			I take some time to process that. “He’s you though, isn’t he? Just like…” I catch myself before saying his name. “My dragon is me. Or at least a creation of my mind. It’s not like I created a dragon from nothing and possessed him. He’s something that…I don’t know what, maybe a split personality. But it doesn’t mean he’s not me, right?”

			He shows an open palm. “I have been the Ra’saar for centuries, and I could not tell you one way or the other. Perhaps he is an extension of my wish for dragons to be treated with greater dignity, perhaps he is a kindred soul I created. He simply is, and I simply am.”

			“How can you have two souls in the same body? Wouldn’t that be, y’know, against the rules?”

			He tilts his head at me. “We are sorcerers, James. Rules are for humans.”

			“But we’re human.”

			He smiles. “Yes, but also we’re more. For all our power, we are human, but we still have power. We are…”

			“Better?” It comes across as dubiously as I intended.

			“Yes. By fate or circumstance, yes. And that grants us reason to use our power properly.”

			“With great power comes great responsibility?” Spence isn’t here to say it, so I might as well.

			“Yes! Exactly. Rather succinct, I must say.”

			“I don’t know how I feel about the idea of being better than someone, okay? It…” I stop myself. I don’t want to say out loud that it reminds me of Heath. Being referred to as a worthless mistake doesn’t do much for the ego, and I don’t even want to find myself on the other side of that. “It just doesn’t seem right.”

			Ras nods curtly. “You are early in your reign. I’ll ask you in a century if you still share the same egalitarian attitudes.”

			It’s his casual tone that puts me off-balance. A century. Just like that. I keep overlooking that aspect of being a sorcerer. Cale was at least in his nineties, but appeared in his early thirties. Ras seems a bit older, but certainly not several centuries old. Hades had told me once that I would live until I was killed, my death only coming from a murder. As a result, I’ve come back from some injuries that should’ve killed me, like falling through a skylight.

			“I’ve never really thought about living that long.”

			His face grows somber. “The first century is always the hardest. Lovers, family, friends, you outlive them all. Davinicus will likely survive along with you, another reason I forged friendships with dragons as opposed to people. Perhaps this is why you sought companionship with one of the dreamblooded as opposed to a human?”

			“No, we just clicked, and it’s been going well and…”

			“And he knows your nature but doesn’t think you mad. Should he grow to love you, he will not slip into madness, and while he won’t be as long-lived as you may be, the Fae will live a good many years longer than a human. Again,” he smirks. “A better choice than a trickster.”

			“You sound like you’re speaking from personal experience there.”

			He sits in one of the conjured chairs. “That is a story I believe you have not earned yet. I am speaking from experience, that is all I will give you. Upon realizing my error, I made a grave mistake that I am yet to outlive.”

			“Shouldn’t I learn from your mistakes, then? Isn’t that one of the advantages of having a teacher?”

			“Telling you the tale would only grant you false confidence that you would not fall to temptation. I will put it simply: a trickster wishes nothing more than for you to look a fool. They may claim grand altruistic motivations, but they speak falsehoods. You are a trophy to them, nothing more. Friendship, romance, animosity, hatred—all of these are tools they exploit to gain sway over your actions. This is true especially with Coyotes.”

			Considering I’m speaking to the King of the Dragons, and that he prefers them to be treated with dignity, I can understand his issues with a clan of tricksters seeing his people as nothing more than a collection of saps with entirely too much money. I know that Spence is going to try to trick me. Hell, the day he found out I was a sorcerer he told me as much.

			But he’s also someone who’s stepped up for me again and again, shown generosity to a dragon (in exchange for crash space and a ten-dollar lunch allowance) and even helped to save my life, and possibly the world. Maybe Spence isn’t the average Coyote and—

			“They are all the same, James.” When I look at Ras, his jaw is set. “You were thinking the trickster you know is one of the exceptions, yes? We all have believed that, every one of us who has been humiliated by their ilk.”

			I shrug. “Maybe. But I just met you. The only experience I have with other sorcerers has generally been them trying to kill or intimidate me. And dragons have only seen me as a means to an end as well, remember? I appreciate that you’re giving me a lesson in magic, but—”

			“You think this is a lesson?” He chuckles to himself and shakes his head. “No, James, this is simply a conversation. An introduction. This is not a lesson.” He gestures to the wall, murmuring in Sigil, and a portal opens to the hall outside.

			“You’re letting me go?” I stroll through the doorway, which doesn’t shut in my face as I half expect. Instead, it opens to a ballroom reminiscent of my grandparents’ manor in England, with high ceilings, big bay windows and an expansive parquet floor. The walls are papered with a dull and simple design, no interruptions by paintings or objets d’art, though there are fresher sections of wallpaper that outline where paintings had been at some point. No furniture, no rugs. It’s completely vacant, save myself and someone at the far end, about twenty yards away, a woman in jeans and a punker T-shirt and Atlantic-blue hair.

			Ras enters shortly afterward and gestures to the woman. “I believe you remember Codacintha.”

			“The bump on my head does, yes.”

			He calls across the room. “Codacintha?”

			She snaps to attention. “Yes, my liege?”

			He tics his head at me, still looking at her. “You may kill him now.”

			“What?” I back toward the wall, where the door has conveniently vanished. “What the hell is this?”

			Ras glances at me with a slight smile as Coda closes her eyes, long sharp claws extending from her fingers, scaly blue ridges pushing out from her forehead as she advances toward me.

			“I would think it obvious, James.” He takes a few steps back, murmuring in Sigil to create a simple wooden chair to sit upon. “This is your lesson.”

			I gulp as she grows closer. “So, she’s not going to actually kill me, right?”

			“She’ll try, whether she succeeds is entirely up to you. You wished to learn. I see no better way. I would prefer you incapacitated her, rather than kill her. She has much potential.”

			“What fucking purpose does this serve?”

			“A simple but needed one, James.”

			Coda lunges at me.

			“Today, James. I meet the Lightning Rod.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Sixteen

			James

			December 20, 5:25 am

			I jump out of the way just as two sets of claws plant themselves in the wall I’d been standing in front of. She has little trouble pulling them out as I break for the opposite end of the room, my lungs reminding me that, again, smoking cigarettes was a bad idea. Before I can reach the other side she’s caught up with me, and I intentionally fall on my face to miss a swipe at my back.

			To hell with dignity, I want to live.

			As a result she overshoots a few steps, long enough to extend my hand and shout in a panic, “Lightning.”

			The bolt flies from my fingers and spreads in a fractal pattern, one of the forks colliding and crackling over her body, quickly being absorbed while the rest leave scorch marks on the walls, floor and ceiling.

			Right. Blue Dragons breathe lightning. After having played Dungeons & Dragons for as long as I have, I probably should’ve remembered that. Also, I should’ve remembered that shooting lightning bolts from one’s hands will tire a sorcerer out right quick.

			She snorts sparks as she turns to face me, snickering to herself, advancing with deliberate steps, her claws clicking together in anticipation.

			“I truly hope you have more than that in your arsenal, James.” Ras is seated, his tone unimpressed, almost bored.

			I can hear Cale’s voice in my head, memories of our first meeting.

			“Ice!” A frozen wall erects between the dragon and me, leaving me exhausted, barely able to rise to a kneeling position. The dragon punches it hard, the barrier spiderwebbing from the impact, but it holds against her strikes. It won’t keep her off forever. I stumble forward, pressing my hand against the wall, the cold shooting up my arm. I envision the wall, imagine it freezing, expanding, thickening. “Ice.”

			Nothing happens.

			“Children speak in simple words, James.”

			A huge crack appears in the wall, the sound echoing through the room.

			“You are a sorcerer.”

			“I don’t know those words!”

			He gets up from the chair and strides toward me. “You named the language, it is yours.”

			“I can’t just speak it at will, I’m not a Bard.” At a time like this, I’m jealous of Spencer, who can speak Sigil at will as long as he’s heard it recently. I keep pushing against the wall, numbness invading my fingers. “Ice!”

			Nothing.

			I look quickly to Ras. “Help me!”

			“That is not the purpose of this lesson.”

			Another large crack.

			“Please!”

			“There is only one person in this room capable of helping you. Only one who can give you the words you need. It is not me.”

			I can feel tears streaming down my face as the wall shatters, my arms flying up to shield my face from the shards. She bursts through with a corona of ice crystals about her, glittering in the light, her claws pointed at my throat.

			I shut my eyes tight, terror making my muscles rigid, the soft tissue of my neck scant milliseconds from being torn asunder, a flurry of thoughts rushing through my brain. “Go away.”

			The impact doesn’t come.

			I wait a second. Then two. Three. Ten.

			Nothing.

			My eyes open slowly, expecting to find her talons grazing my skin. Only the fallen ice is present in a fast-melting pile. I sob, audibly, stumbling toward the wall.

			After what feels like an eternity, I look around. Ras is now seated in his chair. The ice is nothing more than a puddle. Coda is gone.

			I take a few deep breaths, trying to push down the nausea. “What happened?”

			“You took a step.”

			“What happened to Coda?”

			At that, he gets up and strides across the room until he’s standing over me. “I would ask the same. You sent her away. One moment she was here, the next she was gone. I’m curious as to where you sent her.”

			“I…I didn’t.” I shake my head quickly. “I didn’t do anything, I just wanted her to go away.” I try working back through the newly formed memories. “I panicked. She was going to kill me.” I glance at him. “Wasn’t she?”

			He nods. “I had every confidence you could defend yourself, though.” He motions to the puddle. “Evocation and conjuration are clearly not your strong suits. We’ll have to alter your lesson plan from here on out.”

			I tremble, walk away from him. “Where’d she go, then? What’d I do?”

			“You have pierced space before, yes?” At my look of confusion, he searches for words. “Moved things from one place to another?”

			I stop to think, remember. “Uh…I took someone from Osaka and brought them here once. It was really hard, though. I thought that was just a form of scrying. And I guess I’ve jumped over to Tartarus a few times, but that’s pretty easy.”

			At that, he laughs. “Easy? You have walked between worlds. Even I cannot do that without effort and preparation. All sorcerers are not the same, James. Conjuration has always been my specialty. I would suppose that this is your own strength, though it obviously must be honed.”

			“By trying to kill me?” I feel my strength returning. Enough at least to brace my back against the wall. “I’m surprised doing that didn’t burn out my soul.”

			“You needed adequate inspiration. However, I would like to know where one of my subjects has been sent to.” He waits patiently. “Please.”

			“Uh…” I search frantically through my mind, trying to remember, the emotion of the moment overshadowing everything. “Not to Tartarus, I know that.” I didn’t want to kill her. I wanted to go home, to be safe. “I sent her somewhere where I thought I’d be safe.”

			That could be one of three places. The diner, Ozzie’s place or the room that’s now my father’s private office up in the Mews. I pray it’s the first. Dragons have done enough damage to Ozzie’s recently, and I doubt my father would appreciate a punker girl appearing out of nowhere in his office. Dave would be able to handle a dragon, at least, and Dave would know I’m okay. Knowing my luck, though, she’d probably appear ten feet off the floor and have her fall broken by his latest stack of AC/DC albums.

			Still, how did I do that?

			I’m plenty pissed that Ras decided murder is part of the curriculum, but it’s hard to argue with the results, even if I plan on arguing.

			I didn’t have to think, the words came out in perfect Sigil, soaked in emotion and will and power. I didn’t even have to use her Name, I just sent her away like an overcooked burger, to be dealt with by someone else.

			“It can be disorienting, the first time you surpass khrazet. We always feel there is some trick to it, and for some, there is. It is a rare sorcerer, or a very old one, who requires nothing to bolster his will.” He gestures, murmuring again in Sigil, and a plush, overstuffed chair appears beside me, which he helps me into. “I am still curious where my subject has gone. If you will excuse me a moment.” He backs away, giving me plenty of space before I feel a surge of power in the air, a bright light flashing as he takes the Ra’saar’s form, a Golden Dragon now in his place. The beast closes its eyes a few seconds, and it takes a little while to figure out what he’s doing.

			Jutte told me once that all dragons are in constant communication, possibly through telepathy, that they possess seers and an unbeatable information network when it comes to the Keth themselves. I thought it only applied to actual dragons, though, considering that when I’ve been, ugh, Slartibartfast, I haven’t received any mental phone calls from other dragons. Unless of course I’ve just been broadcasting everything I’ve been thinking, in which case I might end up having a rather awkward conversation with Parivian the Algid later on, seeing as Slarty has a bit of a crush on him.

			A moment later, Ras reappears in a flash of light. “She is safe, though her presence has surprised and irritated the Impecunious. She conveyed that she was there at the request of the Ra’keth.”

			Well, that’s a relief, at least.

			“So I’m good at teleportation?”

			He shows an open palm.

			“What happens now? Going to find a new way to kill me?”

			He shakes his head and doors appear at the far end of the room. Shortly afterward, he gestures, murmuring a long table into existence, complete with multiple chairs. Men and women with vibrantly colored hair enter, some carrying platters. “It has been an eventful day. For both of us. I believe we have earned a repast.”

			“Who are those people?”

			“The council, of course.” He motions to a pair of grand-looking near-thrones at the head of the table. “Shall we?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Seventeen

			Spencer

			December 20, 8:18 am

			Being kidnapped sucks.

			If you couldn’t tell, I’m aiming for the Understatement of the Year Award. I hear the winner gets a toaster.

			I’m currently in a small ten-by-ten room, cinder-block walls, no windows, one door, a small air vent near the ceiling and a bare light bulb above the door. I’m not tied up, just sitting in a corner. The air is cold. I was put in here a few hours ago, maybe more. I slept a little. I’m starting to lose track of time, wondering what the sun looks like, stuff like that.

			My throat’s also sore, but that happens when you run through the entire Tenacious D catalog three times. I was hoping to annoy them into something, but it would seem I don’t have a guard outside the door, which is a little insulting. I figure that someone like me would at least rate adult supervision.

			Considering all the info I promised them, I have to guess this is part of the interrogation process before they put the electrodes to my nipples, or whatever else Fae think up. If fairy tales are any indicator, they can come up with some plenty sick shit.

			The process of getting here was standard, at least as far as TV goes. I was stuffed in the trunk of the car, driven around enough that I had no idea where we ended up, and had a bag yanked over my head when I was taken out. The only glimpse I got was of a parking garage, so at least I’m still in the City. We weren’t on the road long enough to have made it to the Capital.

			After that, I was stripped and thrown back in here with my clothes soon afterward. My pockets are empty, my cards are gone, but thankfully they’re just standard playing cards. A couple bucks at a c-store would easily replace them. Times like this I wish I’d had the foresight to stash some cards or something in the lining of my coat, but thinking ahead isn’t really the strong suit of Coyotes. All I can do is tell myself to have that ready for next time and hope it sticks.

			Also to hope there will be a next time.

			And I mean a next time to be prepared, not that I hope I’m kidnapped again.

			Nobody’s looking at me, so I could just as easily turn myself into a coyote, but then I’d just be a coyote in a closed room. I don’t see the advantage, other than having a different method of pissing on the wall.

			Which gets old after the first time.

			Since singing off-key and marking my territory haven’t had any effect, I try banging on the door repeatedly.

			Nothing.

			Apparently they’re trying to bore me to death. I’ve seen this on TV too. They let me sit and stew until I reach the point where I’m willing to talk about anything, so long as it means social interaction.

			But they made a fatal error.

			I’ve seen enough movies, enough times to know them line for line.

			Sure, The Princess Bride as performed with sock puppets may seem ridiculous, but us ’Yotes don’t mind embarrassing ourselves so long as it was our idea to begin with.

			The sword-fight scenes are a pain in the ass, though.

			“Would you be quiet?” The voice doesn’t come from outside. Rather, it echoes through the vent, but sounds like a refined gentleman. “If you are a means of torture, I would dare say you’re quite effective.”

			“All right!” I whoop with joy, I’ll admit it. “There’s someone to talk to? This is awesome.”

			“I’m beginning to regret starting this conversation.”

			“No, you don’t get it. We can talk and get to know each other and plan a breakout. We’re halfway home now.” I consider things a moment. “Wait, are you attractive? Because this would totally count as a meet-cute.”

			“Even if I understood what that meant, my affections belong to another. Still, it would seem that conversing with you will cease your infernal prattling.”

			“Are you locked up too?”

			“And bound. The Cobalt Order holds my prowess in high esteem, it would seem. And you?”

			“They apparently do not, as far as I’m concerned. What’re you in for?”

			There’s a sigh of exasperation, followed by “It is embarrassing. And yourself?”

			“Implying that I could give them information on the Riordan. Oh, and tips on insider trading at Victory Financial.” I chuckle nervously. “Neither of which I can really deliver on.”

			“Implied? You led them to the conclusion, or told them outright?”

			Ah, he’s asking whether I’m Fae, considering that they can’t lie, not even the Phouka. But they’re damned good at leading you to your own false conclusions while remaining squeaky clean. Assholes.

			“I’m not Fae, no.”

			“Twin-blooded, then. I see no other reason for the Cobalt Order to give you a second thought. Was your mother or father of the noble race?”

			“Huh? My dad wasn’t all that noble. Still isn’t. He’s a Coyote.”

			“Ah.” There’s a slight pause. “You’re one of the…others.”

			“Do I detect a hint of bigotry in there?” I smirk to myself. “Because right now I’m all you’ve got.”

			“Hardly,” he hmphs. “My lord will be along to free me, all in due time. And I do not take issue with those outside the court, I’m simply not as familiar as I’d like. I had heard rumor that the Riordan had taken an outsider as his consort. The individual was painted as a sort of trophy.”

			“Trophy? I wasn’t his damned…” My turn to grouch a bit. “Walked right into that.”

			“At least it is now clear why you are still alive. The consort of the Riordan makes for an excellent bargaining chip.”

			I roll my eyes. “To do what? Get him to step down? Tell a pretty story?”

			“Exactly. Those are stories told to Her Majesty, and her alone. A story told with adequate skill can sway one’s view of something, and the Riordan is the court’s finest storyteller, and has told tales to our monarchs for centuries. It is a story told by the Riordan that is responsible for the formation of the Cobalt Order.”

			“Wait, what?” Rourke is responsible for this? “Because of a story he told there’s now an order of bigots out butchering half-bloods and Dwarves?”

			“Indeed. His tale inspired Her Majesty to appoint a twin-blood as a liaison, and permitted the knighting of the same twin-blood to stand with her approval. The more conservative houses of the sidhe took it as a sign that her reign was faltering.”

			“And they’re killing Dwarves because so many of them have mixed heritage.”

			“Because they supply Her Majesty’s supporters with weapons, armor, artifacts. Their questionable heritage is simply additional satisfaction. I believe it to be an unwise action, however. There are rumors that the Lightning Rod himself shows favor to the Dwarven Clan. Nothing good comes of a Ra’keth involving himself in matters of the court.”

			I slump against the wall. James dating Ozzie is going to have repercussions, as if that wasn’t obvious from the beginning. Why can’t he have something normal for a change? Then again, I doubt a relationship with me would be all sunshine and roses, considering the temptation would always be there to pull an Emerald on him, and God knows James is aware of that.

			“So you don’t have any escape plans, I take it?” Ugh, my voice sounds a bit hoarse, but that’s to be expected, considering all the singing and sock-puppetry. “There has to be a way out of here. No place is impregnable.” That word’s worth eighteen points in Scrabble, by the way. “Besides, I’m sort of counting on someone to bust me out too. Doesn’t mean I’m going to sit around and wait for him to come, though. Besides, I doubt he knows I’m missing.”

			I walk to the door, and while there is a doorknob, it’s locked, and unlike my father, Fate feels that locks have every right to slow me down. The deadbolt doesn’t help matters. I jiggle it, no luck. The vent’s not nearly large enough for anything bigger than my hand.

			“Damn it.” I kick the wall. “There has to be some way out of here. How are you bound, by the way, handcuffs?”

			“Iron chain. It is very uncomfortable, though not having the effect they hoped it would. My wrists and ankles are also bound in manacles. As far as I can tell, they have me quite secured. You have been left unbound? Completely? I do not suppose that Coyotes possess the ability to open locks?”

			“My father does. My half-brother’s an escape artist. My other half-brother…I think he’s just an asshole.”

			“And you possess no knack in particular that might render aid?”

			“Seriously, man, who talks like that?” I bump my head against the wall a couple times in frustration. “I’m a Bard, but I doubt that—”

			“You are a Bard? And you have not freed us yet?”

			“How, exactly, am I supposed to do that? I doubt that speaking in tongues will get the attention of the guards.”

			He sighs loud enough to hear him through the vent. “Curse the locks, the walls, the doors, anything, to make them brittle enough to break with ease.”

			I understandably blink. “Wait, I can? Would that work?”

			“You believe curses are limited only to living beings? You’ve never once believed that an object of machinery could be cursed? A lock possesses many moving parts, a simple stroke of bad luck and—”

			“The lock is broken and the door opens easily.” How the hell have I never considered that? Wow, I could steal so much stuff now. “How do you know so much about curses?”

			“I believe that was rudimentary information. A better question would be how you know so little about curses if you claim to be a Bard.”

			“It’s not a common job for Coyotes. Do you know any Sigil? I need to hear some to get the Bard thing going.” Granted, my curses rarely need help, but I don’t want to misspeak, especially when it’s the language of magic we’re talking about. When it was called Lorus, it was generally stable and dependable. Now that it’s Sigil, it’s moody, which I guess could be a reflection on the guy who named it.

			“If there were some Sigil in front of me, I could read it aloud. Speaking it from memory is not a strength of twin-bloods. Sidhe heritage only carries so far.”

			Well, looks like I’ll be counting on luck, then, and even though luck may follow me around like a lovesick puppy, a Coyote must never count on luck. It’s like Murphy’s Law, you know?

			I tap the doorknob gently, reach back through my mind to remember the last time I heard Sigil. If it were TV, it’d be done through a flashback with a nifty sound effect to punctuate the beginning and end of it, maybe a hazy filter over the lens. These sorts of things have to be done properly, of course.

			“May your pins be as brittle as your maker’s reputation.”

			I turn the doorknob with a hard and sudden jerk. There’s resistance for a second, then a snapping sound from the mechanism and the knob turns partway. The door opens to reveal a dimly lit hallway and a musty smell that implies we’re underground. The hallway is wide enough for three people to stand abreast (abreast, I’ll admit I titter at that), but boxes and crates are stacked along the wall on both sides to make the path more serpentine (worth twelve points, by the way).

			I could always turn into a coyote and get a whiff of the place, but to be honest, I have no idea what those smells would mean, and I doubt it’ll aid the situation. Instead, I step lightly and make my way toward the “cell” my conversation partner occupies. The door is barred and latched, but no key is necessary, which is good since I don’t want to push my luck with those curses. I slide the bar, lift the latch and pull open the door.

			Which creaks and squeaks. Loudly.

			Nothing can ever be easy, can it?

			I wince and suck air through my teeth, regardless. There’s a protocol to follow, after all.

			It would seem that we’ve been left alone, which I know I should find suspicious, as no one down either end of the hall speaks up with “What was that?” or “Did you hear something?” or “Go check that out!” We can’t be considered so low-rate we don’t require any supervision, that’s just insulting.

			The room is identical to mine, except for the rings punched into the wall to secure the chain that binds the prisoner. He’s tall and definitely would be attractive if his face weren’t beat to hell; he has black hair, tanned skin. He’s dressed in ratty sweats, has thick iron manacles around his ankles and wrists, heavy chain wrapping his torso from his waist up to his neck. Strangely, there aren’t any locks securing the chain, only the rings on the wall. It’d be easy enough to take it off, even with his wrists and ankles bound.

			He looks to be in a bit of pain, so I take the chains off him. I probably should’ve checked them first to see if they were electrified or something, but it’s not really the sidekick’s job to think things through. Plus, I think I’ve covered Coyotes and foresight. The chain is relatively heavy, but it comes loose with enough effort, and a couple of muttered curses get the manacles off.

			Once freed from his bindings, he staggers outside and I hear heaving sounds that aren’t difficult to figure out. I follow once he’s done, since ralphing is kind of a private thing, and I assume we’ll both act like it didn’t happen. They probably wouldn’t even admit that a table has legs. Fae are rather proper, after all, and given how attractive the guy is, with a pair of dark-brown eyes, it’s not hard to peg him as half-sidhe. Hell, he doesn’t look half-sidhe. Must be some good genetics.

			“Feeling better?”

			He straightens up. “Much. Thank you.”

			“I thought only full Fae were hurt by iron.”

			He takes a few deep breaths. “Normally, yes, but sidhe are especially weak to the touch of iron, and it is often passed down to those such as I…” He sighs, hands tightening into fists. “Of course. You’re a Bard. I should stop speaking.”

			“Is it that well-known, what I am?”

			“A Bard born outside of the court? Outside of the Phouka? It is unheard of.”

			I decide not to tell him that I’m not the only Coyote Bard out there. He appears to be having enough trouble handling the idea of one.

			“All right, we need to prioritize. I don’t suppose you know where we are?”

			He shakes his head.

			“Maybe why we don’t have a guard? We’re both outside our cells, that usually raises a red flag.”

			I look both ways down the hall and find a couple more doors along the wall that open to similar rooms as ours, though these are empty. At this point, for ease of reference, I face the wall where I came out of my cell and decide that in front of me is north, behind me south, left is west, you can figure out the rest. At the east end, there’s a wall with some boxes stacked against it, and the west?

			A stairwell that leads up to a door. At least I know we’re in a basement. I curse it, the lock breaks, and the door opens to…

			I shove it a bit harder, and the door opens to…

			I kick the door a few times, shove against it with my shoulder, and the door opens to…

			“God damn it!” I kick the door again. And again. It won’t budge. “What’d they do, wall us in?” I sling a few curses at the door, and then actually curse the door. It falls backward, heavily, out of its frame, the hinges rusted and brittle. I have to react quickly to make it topple down the stairs rather than flatten me.

			And the door finally fucking opens to…

			A brick wall.

			“Ask a stupid question…”

		

	
		
			Chapter Eighteen

			Ozzie

			December 20, 9:40 am

			“God, have you tried this?”

			He has an amazing smile, lights up his whole face. I reach for the slice, and he pulls it away with a laugh, grinning all the while. “Uh-uh. Get your own, this is mine.”

			“It’s some mom-’n-pop that I heard about.” I take a bite, and it’s heaven on a crust. I know it didn’t actually taste this good, but I push that feeling away, wanting to stay in this moment as long as I can. “You should try the garlic knots.”

			He manages a grumpy expression for a few seconds. “I was going to but someone ate them all.”

			“Probably the Coyote. They’re all thieves. Dirty, dirty thieves.”

			He rolls his eyes, but I rest my forehead against his, our eyes meeting. We kiss shortly afterward, everything blurring until we’re in my bedroom, sweat soaking our bodies. I’m moving inside him, slow and easy. I always take my time, make sure to get it right, hit all the right spots. I don’t think he’s used to slow and gentle, he always finishes before I do.

			“Oh God, it’s so warm.”

			I finished a couple seconds ago. I can’t manage more than a grunt muffled by my lips grazing over his spine. Everything’s perfect now, right, like it is every time, no matter who’s doing what or how we’ve contorted ourselves together.

			“Yep. Fresh from the smelter.” I wink, even though he can’t see it, but he laughs, relieved and exhausted. “James?”

			He wriggles against me, and I continue kissing along his back, the nape of his neck. “I love how you do that.” I wrap my arms around him, squeeze him. “I love how you make me feel safe. Like it’s just us.”

			“I love you, James.”

			“What?”

			I smile. “I love you, James.”

			There’s a few seconds’ pause, and he starts to pull away, making me gasp as I exit. “Okay, get off of me. Ugh.” He finally turns, and his face is one of incredulity. “Seriously? You love me? What, you thought I was going to say it back?”

			He gets off the bed, laughing as he does, dressing. “Sure, you’re a decent lay, but I’m the Ra’keth. You honestly think I’m going to settle for a half-breed Dwarf?”

			His laughter grows louder, almost to the point of hysteria and…no.

			No!

			James, don’t do this to—

			I gasp for breath, my heart pounding in my ears as my eyes open, every part of my body sore, and not just because I’m on a cheap futon. In my sightline is a large stack of books for Dungeons & Dragons, as well as a fair share of AC/DC posters on the wall, so at least I know I’m at James’s place. On the floor is a silk bag with the butt of a shotgun sticking out.

			How did I get here?

			“You’re up.” I rub my eyes, and Dave waddles his way into my view. “You owe me twenty bucks for the cab ride.”

			“Cab ride?” Why would I have called a cab? I feel like I got dragged behind a truck for a good mile. I pat my pockets, find my cell. Apparently I did call the diner. What happened before that? Why didn’t I just drive…?

			“Aw damn it, I wrecked the Benz.” I sit up, reviewing the other details, remembering.

			“You sounded drunk off your ass when you called.”

			“That was shock. I was in an accident. A…” I remember something big and red, “…dragon hit us.”

			“Us? Was James in the car with you? Where is he? That damned Azure has been tight-lipped ever since I found her up here.”

			“No, the Coyote was in the car with me.” That sonuvabitch, I knew I was right about him making moon-eyes at James and… “Aw shit, the Fae got him.”

			He went with them, so they’d spare me.

			Sonuvabitch.

			“This complicates things a mite.” I rub my temples, still a bit woozy as I get to my feet.

			“You sure you should be up and about?” The dragon nudges me back toward the futon, but I wave him off.

			“May only be half-blooded, but I’m still dreamblooded. I ate plenty while I was asleep.” He looks confused, so I continue. “Whole reason mortals ain’t supposed to eat Fae food is ’cause it’s made from dreams. Human dreams, really, and nothing will ever taste as good. Everything normal just gets tasteless, except for us Fae. We’re made of dreams, so dreams sustain and heal us. I won’t bounce back as well as my father would, but…” I take a deep breath, my ribs aching in protest, but I push through it. “I’ll get by.”

			“Need any help?”

			A dragon offering help to a Dwarf. These are truly crazy times.

			“I’ll give you a call. I might have to take you up on that offer. You said an Azure’s here?”

			“Popped out of nowhere and left soon after without a word. Wouldn’t answer any questions, but she muttered something about…” He snorts a bit of smoke. “Doesn’t really translate. Wasn’t a positive comment, that’s all I can say.”

			“Doesn’t matter. I need to talk to a couple people. Try to head off a dragon hunt before it happens.”

			“A hunt?” Flame tandems with the snorted smoke this time.

			“The Ra’keth’s gone, the Cobalt Order’s getting help from a dragon, and the Riordan’s consort was taken by probably the same people. Her Majesty won’t stand for it, Dave. They’ll call for blood, and it’ll be open season on dragons.”

			“How’d they get the Rear don’s concert? Why the hell does that matter?”

			I rub my face a couple minutes, remember how James likes to run his fingers through my beard, remember when he tied a bow into the braid and I had no idea until I got to work.

			“The Riordan. He’s Her Majesty’s storyteller, and his chosen consort is…well…” I shrug helplessly, “…the person he…you know…”

			The dragon shudders at the thought. I’ve been kind to him, never telling him what James and I do, and he and I have kept such things out of the game as well.

			“And that consort is the Coyote. I can’t imagine how he conned his way into that, but the Riordan needs to be informed of the circumstances, if he hasn’t been told already. It’s going to be difficult enough getting a meeting with Robert O’Rourke. I also have to be the one to deliver the bad news.” I glance at Dave as I steady myself. “There will be consequences for this, and it’s anyone’s guess who’ll pay the price. The court hasn’t had to worry about anything other than Fae matters for the last few decades. Now there’s an active Ra’keth, and vampires and hunters and tricksters and even twin-bloods are starting to get a little recognition. Hell, we’ve got a twin-blooded knight out there now, Sir Simaron Gray of the Benedict Shores. Times are changing, and sidhe hate change.”

			A few more breaths and I’ve got my feet. A good Dwarf is an immovable object if he plants his feet right. I would’ve been a hell of a lineman if my father had let me join the high school football team. Or go to high school instead of a bunch of tutors. Or been tall enough to join the team.

			“I’ll go set up the meeting. I’ll let you know if you need to close up the diner and go into hiding.” I leave without another word, taking what little I apparently brought with me, already aware that I’m going out in bloodstained and slightly scorched clothing, every limb giving me a talking-to, but still following orders.

			I head to the 65th-and-L station, since I’m without a car, and take a minute to dig my UTA pass out of my wallet, since I rarely use the thing. The Blue Line arrives after a few minutes, on time as always, and I find my seat in the front car, next to a circle that was carved in the floor. “Marvin?”

			The scant few strap-hangers in the car give me a glance, but ignore me. Let ’em think I’m crazy. “Marvin? You awake?”

			“Greetings, friend of James!” The voice is irritatingly cheery, coupled with a limey accent, which goes against the robot for whom he’s named.

			“I need to get down to Grunstadt, could you shave a couple minutes off the trip? It’s for James.” According to James and the Coyote, you have to be specific about how fast you want him to go, otherwise he’ll throw a tantrum. I don’t know if they’re telling the truth (especially not in that one’s case), but I’m not going to risk having front-row seats to a commuter train having a manic-depressive episode. “Thanks, Marvin.”

			“Right away!” The lights even brighten as he picks up some extra speed. Nice to see that someone’s in a good mood, and I won’t tell him about what happened to his two favorite people, to keep him in that mood. Last thing the City needs is part of the Blue Line driving himself sick with worry.

			It’ll take a few minutes to get down there, and I’ll admit I’m not excited about the idea of telling the Riordan his consort has been taken, especially after how things were left between me and the Coyote. He admits to being in love with my boyfriend, and then gives himself up to the Cobalt Order to save my ass. Even if I weren’t a Dwarf (we’ve got a code, you see), I couldn’t leave him twisting in the wind. I was raised proper, so I’m going to do the right thing and get his huckster ass back safe and sound.

			Because I’m not going to win James by default, damn it.

			I take out my cell phone and begin the series of calls that will eventually get me on the line with Her Majesty’s social secretary, who can arrange a meeting with the Riordan. More than likely I’ll be pacing back and forth in front of his building for the next hour and a half, but there are protocols to follow.

			The first link in the chain hangs up on me the moment I give my full name. The House of Bremenschmeid is respected in the court, but it mostly goes to my father and grandfather. Sidhe aren’t impressed by a business degree, they want to see weapons that can cut through concrete and armor that can withstand dragon breath. This is the reason I’ll likely never be married.

			So I proceed to the Emerald Towers in Grunstadt, find a place to loiter, and I make the call I’ve been dreading.

			“Ja. Hier Dieter.”

			“Dad, it’s me. Could we do this in English? There are things I need to say and my German’s rusty.”

			I hear a sigh on the line. “Too much time with your mother. Should have taken more of it in school.”

			“The cute girls were taking Italian, can we not get into this? I need to see the Riordan.”

			He chuffs, and I hear the clinking of an empty glass.

			“Dad, are you drinking?”

			“Have been drinking. I lost a friend, Oswald. I am not in a mood to do favors.” I hear him pouring, likely Steinhäger, into the glass. “I am in a mood to think. He had children, Oswald. Sons. I have one. A layabout.”

			“Dad, we are not getting into that, this is important. I need you to make a call to get me an appointment with the Riordan. They’ll do it for you.”

			“A son who has forged nothing of note, who dallies with a man while I attempt to find him a wife.” Damn it, James and I weren’t as secret as we would have liked. I need to derail this before it goes down the old familiar route and we hit all our marks and I hang up in a rage.

			“Dad, the Benz is wrecked, I was knocked off the road by a dragon, the Cobalt Order shot up the rest of it and nearly killed me, and likely would’ve finished the job if the Riordan’s consort hadn’t offered to be taken in my place. I’ll say it again. The Riordan’s consort has been taken by the Cobalt Order. They’re not just a nuisance anymore, they’ve openly attacked a member of the court and your own son.”

			I hear a soft crack, and see that the screen of my cell phone has a line through it now, but the call is still live. “Hörst du mir jetzt zu?”

			“Ja. Sprechen.”

			“The Riordan has to be informed what happened to his consort, and I can’t just go to his apartment to tell him, and I don’t want to delegate this information, given that he’ll want details. So protocol has to be followed, I need an appointment, and they’re not going to give one to me without you doing me this favor.” Dad won’t ask why I don’t just tell someone farther up the chain about this. This would be a hell of a thing to hold over the Riordan.

			“It will take a few minutes. Wait there.”

			He hangs up a second afterward. It’s the best I could hope for, to tell the truth. I lean against the building, my chest still complaining with aches and pains. I must look a damned sight, given that I didn’t have time to change my clothes, but hopefully the Riordan will appreciate my priorities.

			After several minutes, a tall man in his midthirties with dark hair, dark eyes and very tanned skin emerges from an early-model Corvette, dressed in jeans and a T-shirt with the Jaguar logo across his chest. It doesn’t take him long to notice me. When he finally speaks, his voice has a thick Irish brogue. “Dwarf.”

			I point at myself, just to be sure.

			“Yeah, you. You looking for me?”

			I nod, then remember to bow. “Thank you for taking the time to see—”

			He waves a hand. “Clearly there’s something you need to tell me, given your appearance. So shall we spare the pleasantries? I’m a Phouk, the Phouk, if we’re going to be formal about it, but I’m hardly a sidhe. Speak plainly, Dwarf.”

			“I don’t see how speaking plainly will help here, Riordan. I need to tell you something important, but I’m afraid how you’ll react when you’re told.”

			At that, he smirks. “And do you believe I’ll take this news better if you deliver it in soaring prose and iambic pentameter? Neither of us are peacocks…” A slang term for the sidhe that’s never used in polite company. “Simply tell me. You have nothing to fear.”

			I take a deep breath. “Your consort, Spencer Crain, has been taken by the Cobalt Order, they’ve got a dragon working with them, and the Lightning Rod is missing.”

			A few seconds pass, and his accent vanishes, or rather changes when he speaks again, unrecognizable. But I have the sense it’s from a land far older than the countries I’ve ever heard of. “Spencer Crain has been taken.”

			I nod.

			“Dragons aid the ones who took him.”

			I nod again.

			“And the Lightning Rod…the Ra’keth is missing?”

			“Yes, Riordan.”

			His eyes barely contain his fury. “Fetch me a blade of the coldest iron. I am conscripting you into my service, and you will give me aid in addressing the conflicts you have brought to my attention.”

			I will admit I tremble. “Sir?”

			His accent returns to Irish. “There will be blood tonight.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Nineteen

			James

			December 20, 10:01 am

			So it turns out that dragons can cook, or at least that a few of them picked up the skill over the centuries. There is a subtle difference when you eat conjured food; it tastes a little too perfect. Considering that conjured food, at least in my case, is based off memories, it always tastes as you remember it, and nothing is ever as good as you remember it.

			But what Dungeons & Dragons didn’t get right about dragons? God, they’re boring. When the council gathers for a meal, I got to be formally introduced to all of them. With their unabbreviated names. Over three hours later, we’re finally ready to eat.

			I have no idea what I’m eating; the little details are just wrong, but it appears to be some sort of fish, rice and vegetables. This could be breakfast, lunch, dinner—I have no idea what the draconic meal schedule is like.

			Parivian is sitting several seats down on my left, and he doesn’t make eye contact, which leads me to believe that, yes, he did in fact hear what Slartibartfast was thinking about him. Ras is also on my left, acting as if sitting on a throne is perfectly normal while he eats. It’s not, by the way.

			First of all, the chair is too damned high, considering I can swing my legs. Also, the stuffing in the cushions isn’t all that plush or comfortable. It’s itchy, even through my pants. I’m not that in favor of the symbolism either. I’ve enjoyed being a low-profile sorcerer, as everything in the supernatural community outside of that Knight of St. George has left me alone.

			Ras doesn’t have the best of table manners, but I’m guessing he’s either from a time where proper utensils weren’t all that important or he got too used to eating with his face. He hasn’t spoken much. No one has, really, only the sounds of feasting fill the hall.

			“So…”

			And now, dead silence as dozens of eyes train on me.

			I swallow hard and mutter to Ras. “Why are they all staring at me?”

			“Because the Ra’keth is speaking.” He returns his attention to his food as if it’s perfectly normal.

			“Uh, you guys can just talk amongst yourselves. I was talking to…” I gesture to Ras, as I suspect they wouldn’t appreciate that I’ve given him a nickname. They’re still staring, and it’s starting to get a little creepy.

			I lower my voice again. “So when do I get to leave? Or contact anyone and at least let them know I’m here and not in mortal danger?”

			“When I deem you capable enough to defend yourself.”

			“I didn’t need to defend myself before. No one knew about me.”

			He hmphs. “And you truly believed you could continue your reign in obscurity?” He reaches over and flicks my lock of white hair. “Sooner rather than later, that would be apparent to all. We all cannot be as the Recluse.”

			“Why not? This world’s clearly moved on from magic. Why do I have to go public?”

			“Humans have embraced science. The mythics, on the other hand, have not. To many, the Keth are trophies, targets, just cause for long-repressed vengeance, and eventually someone will learn who you are and decide the world would be better off without you. Hence, you will remain here under guard of the Dracon Council until it is determined you only require limited accompaniment.”

			“So I have to choose a protector no matter what.”

			He simply nods and takes another bite of the fish before making a face. “Of all the clans you could give support to…”

			“Huh?”

			He points to the fish. “A staple of the Snow Clan. As you are the Ra’keth, and you showed them your favor…”

			“We’re eating…fish.” I shrug—it’s not bad or anything. When I catch Parivian’s eyes he immediately casts them downward. “Parry?”

			He freezes and meekly looks in my direction. “Yes, my liege?”

			“Did you arrange to have that door fixed? That one you busted down while you tried to save me from the terror of starting my day off right?” Ozzie and I don’t often do it in the mornings, but it could’ve gone there, you never know.

			“I…”

			“Parivian!” Ras stands, his jaw set. “You were asked a question.”

			“Y-yes, my liege.”

			I glance at Ras. “You don’t have to yell at him.” When I look closer, I can see that his eyes have shifted to the serpentine slits.

			“He should be honored to even be allowed at this table.”

			“I am, Great Ra’saar! Deeply honored.” Parry’s actually trembling.

			I reach over and pat Ras’s hand. “Lay off, okay? Maybe I could’ve worded it better.” I look to Parry. “Thank you for attending to that matter.”

			He nods quickly. “Yes, my liege. Thank you, my liege.” The dragon lowers his head and focuses his attention on his food, the fish already down to the bones. Not many other dragons are eating the fish. I eat it anyway. Screw ’em.

			I’d like to note to Ras that his people don’t seem to be as free and happy as he implies, given the rigidity, but it’s not polite to talk about people in front of them. Plus, I’m pretty sure it won’t be taken all that well. Instead, I decide to concentrate on finding a way out.

			Seeing as I sent Coda off to Dave’s, I have to assume I can do that to myself, if only I knew how. I have done something similar to teleportation before, when I yanked Spencer all the way back from Japan, but that required a lot of work, preparation and energy. I’ve never ’ported myself, and I don’t think slipping into Tartarus counts…

			And I doubt that dragons could follow me there.

			But first, I need to find something out.

			“Parivian?”

			Parry snaps to attention. “Yes, my liege?”

			I smile genially. “Where are we? I mean, where in the world are we?”

			He tilts his head. “I…I don’t understand, my liege.”

			“If I had a map of the world, and I asked you where we are, where would you point?”

			He blinks several times. “We are in His Majesty’s realm, my liege.”

			I sigh with exasperation. “Yes, yes, but where is that?”

			Ras chuckles to himself with amusement, and I squint at him.

			“What, if I may ask, is so funny?”

			Once he’s composed himself, he smiles at me. “We are in my realm. You will not find it on a map of the world.”

			“Because…?”

			“It is not of the world.”

			I start to speak several times. “Run that by me again?”

			“I could hardly have you traipsing off to Tartarus. All manner of beings would butcher you in a heartbeat. My realm has no such connection to Hades, or any of the other lands of the dead for that matter.”

			“We’re in another dimension?” I’ll admit I’m having some trouble wrapping my head around that.

			“I am a Ra’keth, an archmaster of conjuration, of creating things from nothing.”

			I stare at him, then get up to look out the windows onto a perfectly lovely pastoral vista replete with blue skies and forests and snow-capped mountains in the distance and a bubbling brook winding its way across the countryside. “So you conjured all…” I gesture at nothing in particular, “…I mean, everything here? A whole world?”

			“It was my will, yes. My dragons needed a place they could be safe, where their rookeries would be unmolested. I was not the first to create such a place and I doubt I will be the…” He glances at me. “Perhaps I will be the last, given the state of the Keth, as it were.”

			Shit, that makes things difficult. Jumping over to Tartarus and making a break for it wasn’t much of an option. I can only stay there as long as I can hold my breath and it takes a lot out of me. But it was at least an option. An entirely different world? No wonder scrying Spencer practically killed me.

			“So how do you get back and forth then? I mean, I thought most of the dragons lived in Europe.”

			He waves his hand, and all of the plates on the table disappear as he rises from his seat. “They do, and the majority of the ways that lead here begin in Europe.” Shortly afterward the dragons begin to file out, though Parry spares a lingering glance. “A temporary way can be opened, though it often requires great effort. You are fortunate that I prefer this realm to the one that I once called home.”

			“I am?”

			“Indeed. The world shall have only one Ra’keth.” He looks at me. “Unless I am willing to take my greater form, I have been forbidden to step foot on…” He furrows his brow. “You call it Earth now, yes?”

			I nod. “I… You can’t ever go back? I mean, not as a human?”

			He shakes his head. “And the Ra’saar is quite limited in where he can go. It is also rather easy to lose myself in him.” He smiles to himself. “And he finds you quite insolent. That was quite a display you put on, and insulting to many who only wished to serve you. Codacintha herself was in line to join my personal guard. She eschewed her opportunity when you took the throne.”

			“What about what I did to Salondine?”

			“Truly, I am grateful you pointed out the oversight in a method that was not so damaging. Once Salondine had served out a reasonable time of punishment, I saw fit to remove the offending title.” He looks at me quizzically. “Stuffington Fluffypants?”

			“The Third. Esquire.” A few seconds pass in silence. “I want to go home.”

			“I’ve told you what is necessary to achieve that.”

			I shake my head. “No. I want to go home. Ozzie’s probably going out of his mind, and he doesn’t deserve that. He deserves to know where I am and that I’m coming home to him.” Ras gives me a blank look, and I have to chuckle. “You don’t get it. Guess you’ve never been in…”

			Oh shit, is that what it is?

			After Cale I didn’t think I could…

			I was certain I’d never feel the same way about anyone ever again, and I have to admit I was right. What Cale and I had was special, a once-in-a-lifetime love that stays with you for as long as, well… And it’s not the same with Ozzie. It’s definitely different but…

			But it’s just as good.

			God damn you, Hades. Fucking smartass.

			“Listen, I appreciate that you’re trying to teach me and everything, but requiring that I take myself out of here when you know I don’t know how doesn’t make me a guest you’d like to stay. It makes me a prisoner you’re forcing to attempt escape.”

			Ras waves his hand dismissively. “Again, you try to convince me with words, which is proper for a Ra’keth, but not the right kind of words. When a Ra’keth speaks, the world alters to his will. He does not request, he does not take, he does not steal. If there is something he wants, he wills it his.”

			“I want to go.” Even Tartarus would be better than listening to a lecture in Megalomania 101.

			I hold my breath.

			Nothing happens.

			Well, the air shimmers a little and I feel tired, and he notices this.

			“Why would a Sorcerer King allow his realm any sort of connection to the land of the dead?”

			“Because Hades personally collects the souls of dead Ra’keth?”

			Ras chortles. “That is his privilege, his preference, not his right. One last bit of vindictiveness before sending us off to whatever cruelly ironic punishment he has in mind.”

			“The Recluse was sent to…” I remain quiet, as that’s not for me to share. “Well, he slew a god and he didn’t get anything terrible. The Frozen River, he deserves whatever he got.”

			Weird, usually even mentioning Cale and Heath in the same train of thought has a definite effect. It still does, just not as strong, like seeing an old scar and remembering how you got it. A dull, far-off ache.

			I think it might be the first time in weeks that Heath’s actively crossed my mind.

			“You have been given a marvelous tool, the words that command reality, and you refrain from using them.” Ras sighs, disappointed. “Even my least-talented students did not struggle this much with khrazet.”

			“I don’t know the words—”

			“Yes you do!” His voice thunders through the hall, his eyes serpentine again. “Yet you croon and whine like a hatchling, eager for your broodmother to do it for you.”

			I back off a step, and he quickly takes the given ground. “When you could change the world to your vision, you choose to be lazy. When you could be strong and protect yourself, you choose to be weak and hope you can sink beneath notice. We are Ra’keth. We are never beneath notice, we are Marked.” He yanks on my hair. “This will never be hidden.”

			My eyes bore straight into his, static starting to crackle along my skin. “Take your fucking hands off me.”

			He only smiles. “Make—”

			“Force.” I imagine a great fist socking him in the chest, and that’s exactly what happens—a spectral hand, clenched tightly, colliding with his torso and knocking him across the room, my scalp screaming with agony as he takes a chunk of my hair with him. The pain fuels my conviction, and I move my hand, the disembodied fist rocketing across the room to hit him again.

			And again.

			And again.

			I need to stop.

			And again.

			No, no, I need to stop this.

			And again.

			“No!” The fist hovers just above Ras, trembling. I gingerly step toward him, blood spattered on the floor, his breath coming in wheezes. Oh God, what have I done?

			I move more quickly, his eyes shut and his face locked in a grimace. I know how to heal myself, but not someone else. Then again, I’ve never tried it before, so maybe the rules work different?

			I place my hands on his ribs, sniffling, searching for the words. “You is no hurt now. You is are go heal time now yes.”

			God damn it! Why can’t I have a better fucking vocabulary. What did I do, what the hell happened? It just came out, the anger and the pain, and it pushed itself through memories of Dungeons & Dragons and Bigby’s Multitalented Hand.

			If this didn’t work, if I didn’t heal him, I don’t know what I’m going to do.

			But his breathing calms, the swelling recedes, color returning to his face as his eyes crack open. “Your pronunciation is atrocious. You speak like…” he coughs, a little blood marking his lips, “…like a…” He rests his head on the floor and chuckles to himself, then extends his hand. “Tyras, the Dragon King. It is an honor to finally meet James Black, the Lightning Rod.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty

			Spencer

			December 20, 11:30 am

			I figured that being buried alive would be a little scarier.

			Oh, don’t get me wrong, I must say this whole situation has me rather concerned. But generally when you think “buried alive” you imagine some terrified actor shot from the side, meekly holding a lit match to discover they can barely move, and you find yourself being short of breath while watching it. Instead, we’ve got a “Cask of Amontillado” thing going on, only with more space.

			Granted, there isn’t any food or water, so I have to suspect we’re expected to suffocate. Not that I’m worrying about suffocating, or breathing heavily, or holding my breath, or wondering if I’m lightheaded. My fellow captive, though, he’s totally been falling to pieces over the last couple hours. Yep, completely him. Not me at all.

			The weird thing is the bricks. I know we haven’t been trapped down here long, but I wouldn’t think that the mortar would have set by now if they just walled us in. In fact, the bricks look rather old, which begs the question of…

			“How did they get us down here?” I motion to the boxes in the hallway. “And what’s with the storage if we’re walled in?”

			Searching them yields no fruit, like a chisel or a sledgehammer or anything. Instead, the boxes are filled with old musty clothes. My fellow prisoner seems more interested in them than I am.

			“I have no answers, I’m afraid.” He inspects a large blue shirt with short sleeves. “Interesting. The heraldry is familiar.”

			“The what, now?” I come over to inspect the shirt as well, but as far as I know it’s a blue shirt.

			He points out varying shades of blue, a single black stripe through them all. “It is simpler than a coat of arms. This was used to show allegiance.”

			“Will that help us get out of here, or be useful in the third act when I have to provide evidence of someone’s betrayal?”

			He gapes at me a few seconds. “What on earth are you talking about?”

			I sigh. “Not a fan of procedural shows, I see.”

			“To answer your more sensible question, no, I am not knowledgeable enough in the local heraldry to discern which House it represents. Knowing that would give us an educated guess as to our location. This appears to be from the Old Houses across the sea, before the days of the kingdom.” He glares at me. “I do despise Bards. A trickster is the last sort of person who should hear this information.”

			“I don’t bother conning Fae. You guys already have Phouka to make you look foolish, and they can do it without telling one lie.” I shrug. “Besides, there’s no money in it, and Fae are the last people who’d take a long look at their lives and consider a different direction. Then again, you’re all walking dreams, and a Coyote has no business telling dreams what they should and shouldn’t be doing.” I stretch, leaning against the wall. “We stick to humans, and stick it to humans, and more often than not stick it in humans. That’s the job Fate gave us, and we’ve got no complaints. Also, as I might’ve mentioned, no money in conning Fae.”

			He rolls his eyes. “I take it Coyotes like money.”

			“Like it? Hell, we love it! What else but money has such…such raw potential, affects lives in such major swings, influences every aspect of someone’s self-image and life path, and in the end, it’s just strips of treated linen that only have value because people believe it does. Money is by far the greatest ongoing trick in the history of everything. We love money more than sex. Hell, we’d take money to a strip club and throw naked ladies at it.” I glance at him. “What’s your net worth, by the way?”

			He huffs. “Service is its own reward.”

			“Yeah, just keep telling yourself that while I’m getting a lap dance and drinking Grande Cuvée.” I drum my fingers on the walls, examining the ceiling a moment when…

			There’s a vent.

			“Check this out.” I get under it and look up. It’s more like a grate, several feet up, and the boxes don’t look sturdy enough to stand on. “Give me a boost?”

			Ceasing his grumbling, he hoists me upward, the grate heavy iron, which is likely to dissuade Fae from touching it, but I guess that’s where our captors made an error. All that’s left to do is lift it, push it out of the way, and Mission: Impossible our asses out of…

			Okay, when I say “vent” apparently I have little idea what an air shaft is supposed to be. It’s thin, compact, and if I tried to crawl in there, it’d take a hell of a lot of work and I’d quite quickly get stuck, thanks to the broad shoulders my Nordic ancestry provided. (Swedish on my Mom’s side, her maiden name is Jensen.) Plus, the smell ain’t too great.

			Still, no water or soot on the walls, so it appears that it could be traversed if I were the size of a ten-year-old.

			Or…

			I drop down and examine my cellmate, a little too closely I guess, as he shoves me back in a not-too-playful fashion. “Are all Coyotes this lecherous?”

			“Yes.” I finish walking around him. “But strangely enough, I’m not checking you out for that reason. I’m wondering if you’d fit the shaft.” I grin. “Well, the shaft up there too. I’ve got experience with Fae, and you guys can definitely take a shaft.” I waggle my eyebrows to punctuate it, and when he makes an aggravated sound, I notch a little tally mark in my head.

			“Would you please take this seriously? Who knows when a cadre of heavily armed knights might come back and discover we’re free?” He inspects the opening in the ceiling and crinkles his nose. “What an awful stench. Perhaps we are near a sewer line.”

			He then effortlessly jumps upward (seriously, that’s a hell of a vertical. I wonder how many Fae play basketball?), grabbing the rim of the opening and lifting himself up to poke his head through, and then almost immediately drops, his face reddened and pocked as he coughs heavily. I support him as he clears his lungs in a series of violent coughing fits. “Iron shavings… Not too far down the shaft, but too far even for me. We’re trapped. Were you a Phouk, well, the iron would kill you, but at least you could fit.”

			Wait…

			Phouka can turn themselves into dogs and horses so long as no one’s looking. I managed to swipe that trick from the King of the Phouka himself, and luckily for me, no Fae blood in my system. (I’ve had a couple other Fae bodily fluids in my system, but never blood.) Hence…

			“Close your eyes?”

			When he does, it’s all I need. It’s a simple trick, really, just sliding under the door of disbelief. What’s to say that I didn’t hide or something, and an actual coyote happened to show up and stand in my place?

			Going from biped to quadruped takes a few seconds to get used to. Once it’s done, I bark, getting his attention, and god damn he wasn’t kidding about the stink. I know that with a more sensitive schnozz I should be able to pick out exactly what everything is, but I’ve got a human mind and no interest in practicing my heightened senses on…ugh… I whine, I’m man or, well, coyote enough to admit that.

			I look at him, then up at the hole, then him again, waiting for him to get the idea, as it’s not like I can talk. After almost a minute of going between him and the vent like I’ve got a bad nervous tic, he finally gets the idea and picks me up, lifting me toward the opening and shoving at my butt until I’m able to scrabble my way in.

			Not the most comfortable space, but I should be able to crawl and shimmy my way around.

			“Good luck. Be careful.” I hear him wheeze. “I’ll stay here, recover.” Another coughing fit and a sound that I’d guess would be him slumping against the wall to catch his breath.

			Now it’s just a long trek toward God knows what.

			I try breathing through my mouth, but then I taste the air and somehow it’s even worse than it smells. How did we not smell this before? I doubt that if the Fae were using this place as a storage unit, they’d link it to a sewer line.

			This is what I don’t get. Why would they bother doing all of this? It doesn’t make any sense to leave us a way out, not tie me up. They knew when they picked me up that I’m not Fae, so why put me in a place that a non-Fae could escape? Plus, there’s this shaft, which I could only fit in if I were a coyote or a Phouk, and there’s no guarantee I’ll find help, plus I leave that guy behind who knows about Bards and…

			Clank.

			That came from behind me.

			It sounded like a grate being yanked back into place.

			While no one’s looking at me, I can’t really go human again, considering it’s a bit of a tight fit in here as a ’Yote. So I bark to see if he’ll tell me what’s going on.

			“Figure it out yet, Bard? The Riordan’s stories of you painted you as quite clever.”

			Well, I’m figuring it out now.

			With half-sidhe, from the couple I’ve seen at Under the Bridge, it’s practically impossible to tell them apart from actual sidhe. Not all sidhe have weird skin tones, mostly it’s in the attitude and (I speak from personal experience here) half-Fae men tend to be, ah, bigger than full-blooded Fae. I just figured he was small for a twin-blood during my inspection (of course I looked there).

			But why the iron? To sell it, of course. I’d be more immediately trusting of a fellow prisoner. It’s a classic con. To understand how Fae work, you have to remember that truth-telling is a scary weapon. They’ll rarely tell you anything directly, even if you’re a Bard. Instead they let you infer a lot, let you assume and give you enough rope to hang yourself. So he leads me to believe he’s a half-Fae prisoner (though thinking back, he never outright said he was, or why he was in there) and takes one for the team with the iron to get me into this tiny shaft.

			But it begs the question, what was the point of all of it?

			Why not just leave me in the room I was originally in or stuff me into the shaft in the first place?

			Because I had to confirm that not only was I a Bard and Rourke’s consort, but also everything I told them at the accident site was bullshit. I had to give demonstrations of my abilities and then willingly put myself in here where I’d be trapped, unable to speak and scared.

			Now they can leverage this into getting Rourke to do whatever they want.

			And I walked right into it.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-One

			Ozzie

			December 20, 11:00 am

			“Where are we going, Riordan?”

			Finding a true cold-iron sword is difficult in this day and age, since Fae-steel has been the alloy of choice for centuries among the Fae. There’s just not much of a point to using plain iron, cold-forged or not, for anything anymore.

			We’re driving, weaving through traffic in a Corvette I wouldn’t mind taking a look at. I wouldn’t have pegged the Riordan as a Chevy guy, especially considering that he’s wearing a Jaguar shirt and that his dealership (when he ran it) sold mostly high-end Jags and Astons.

			“To find where Spencer is being held, of course.” His fingers are gripped tightly about the wheel.

			“I hadn’t figured he still meant that much to you, sir. I was under the impression things between you two had changed.”

			“That doesn’t mean I don’t have concern for his well-being.” I catch him smiling, a devious edge to it. “Tell me, how has he been these last few weeks?”

			Normally, I’d take issue with divulging information about someone, even the Coyote, but this is the Riordan, and his authority is almost tangible. “He’s been hanging around the Ra’keth, probably trying to trick him.”

			He glances at me. “You’re certain of that?”

			“He’s a Coyote, what else would he be doing?” Besides falling for my boyfriend, but I’m not going to share that. If finding out that someone’s in love with your boyfriend is tough on you, I imagine finding out your ex-boyfriend has truly moved on isn’t the best of news either.

			“You have a lot of experience with Coyotes, then, Dwarf?”

			I shrug. “Got tricked by one last year.” I could’ve sworn he was James, even though I should’ve known, given how…forward he was. In the months since, I’ve learned that James isn’t the best at instigating, but he definitely gets in the mood after a few minutes of attention. When you have total control over reality it’s probably nice to have someone else be in charge for a…

			And now I have to obscure a sudden issue from view.

			“You get a name on that one?”

			“I guess he was Spencer’s brother. So Spencer claims.” Though if it was actually him, then…

			I shudder. That did a good job at calming things down there.

			The Riordan nods, and we don’t seem to be driving toward anything in particular, taking turns almost at random. “That one can be a handful, yes. I’ve had dealings with him. He’s quite wily when he needs to be, but all too often fails to take the long view.”

			“I thought Coyotes were forbidden from doing that?” The Coyote had proudly defended his clan’s spontaneity, something about how Foxes and Dogs are too wrapped up in a game fifteen moves ahead to notice you’re wrecking their game plan right now.

			I look at the passing streets. We’re heading into South Allora. “Where are we going? I don’t know where we can find a cold-iron blade in this country, much less the City, and I must apologize, sir, but I’m not forging such a blade for you.”

			“And why not?”

			“To start, I’m not an officially recognized smith, as I’ve forged nothing of note. I only have experience with car parts, and the closest I can come to making a weapon is a quarterstaff. I believe you’d agree that an iron staff would be a bit unwieldy, if you’ll pardon the pun. Most importantly, though, I won’t be known as the forger of a blade that cut down some nobles, no matter what I think of them.”

			“Do not worry yourself, Dwarf, the matter is already handled.” He reaches across to the glove compartment and retrieves a semiautomatic pistol. “Fae fall to bullets as easily as blades.” His face shimmers a moment, the barrel of the gun training on me as the Riordan seems to vanish, replaced by a man in his early forties with short, messy black hair, golden eyes, a complexion that implies native ancestry, an easy smile crossing his face that reminds me of the Coyote. He’s wearing a dark suit with a loose tie and an expression that implies no bullshit. “Now, Dwarf, you’re going to tell me everything you know about this Cobalt Order.”

			I consider jumping out, but even being half-Dwarf doesn’t mean I can make a fast exit from a moving car. I’ve cheated death once in the last twenty-four hours. I don’t want to give it another shot at me. “Who are you? What’d you do with the Riordan?”

			“What, Rourke? I was going to walk into his place and take a look around. Instead I found you just standing outside, so eager to give me all of this choice information. As far as I know, the old Dog’s either still in his apartment or off in Allora bangin’ that sidhe chick. Oh, I’m sorry, Her Majesty.” He winks at me. “Thanks for those factoids, by the way. As for who I am…” He cocks the gun.

			I grip the handle of the door, his eyes catch the motion. “Don’t worry, Dwarf, if I was going to shoot you, I would’ve.” He uncocks the hammer. “Just a fidgety habit of mine, is all. So I hear tell you’re the one fuckin’ the Ra’keth. Kind of interesting that instead of looking for him, you’re out trying to save a Coyote’s ass.” He chuckles. “Honeymoon over?”

			“He can take care of himself.” I won’t use James’s name, I’m not that stupid. “You never said who you are. You’re a Coyote? Going to find your little brother and put two in his skull?” He glares at me suddenly, but I continue. “He’s been pretty open on how he’s on the outs with the clan.”

			“No, Dwarf.” He smiles again, but it’s much darker this time. “I am going to find my son and end any blueblood who stands in my way. Maybe even more than that. Too damned many of you and you’re all too damned static. Boring.” He bumps the nose of the barrel against my forehead, still driving with ease. “Not you, though. Mostly because a blind man could tell you’re a halfie.” He winks again. “You’re a little tall for a Dwarf. Half-bloods are…interesting, and far be it from me to snip someone Momma Fate thinks is interesting.”

			I swallow, fighting off trembles. “I…I thought Coyotes didn’t hurt anyone with their tricks.”

			“Tricks?” He laughs loudly, scratching his temple with the barrel of the gun. “Pups trick, kid. Tricks are when Momma Fate thinks someone needs a new life path. Tricks are when Mother Lachesis has a bad case of the what-ifs. Tricks are for pups who think the Weaver is the shit. I prefer Granny Atropos. There are some people the world would be better without, and if Granny’s gotta cut a thread, she might as well have a laugh too. That’s what I do, kid. I don’t trick. I prank.” He points the pistol at the center of my chest. “But you’re still not gabbing about those bluebloods, Shorty, and I might double-tap your X ring just for the hell of it, so let’s chat.”

			I gulp. “You’re Spencer’s father?”

			He appears thoughtful a few seconds. “Yep, he’s definitely mine. I’m Justin Crain with him. I don’t hear any talking. Now if you knew where my son was, you would’ve told me when you thought I was Rourke.”

			So I tell him. I tell him everything I know, and I’m ashamed of that, not because I gave all of that information to a Coyote, but because I know what he’s going to do with it. Just because I won’t forge a blade that’ll kill a bunch of sidhe doesn’t mean they’ve been forgiven for wrecking my car, nearly killing me and kidnapping Spencer.

			I’m signing their death warrants, because I doubt they’ve ever faced a Coyote, especially not one who claims to work for the Crone herself. It isn’t right, and I wish I wanted to stop myself.

			“Thanks for your cooperation, Dwarf.” He pulls over to a nearby curb. I think we’re close to the neighborhoods that straddle the border between South Allora and Destry Bay. “In fact, I’m feeling a little grateful, which is odd for me, I’ll admit. I saw a dragon with blue hair in line for the Palace over in Allora. Took everything I had not to trick her out of her last dime, but she’s probably still there.”

			“Why are you telling me this?”

			He grins knowingly. “Because you can’t bullshit a Coyote. You’d give your ass and hat to know where the Ra’keth is and run off to his rescue, and the only reason you ain’t shakin’ down your pal at the diner is you know he’d tell you if he knew anything. Other dragons on the other hand…”

			“How exactly am I supposed to convince a dragon to tell me anything?”

			“Remind me to tell you how I stole Spencer’s mother away from your hallowed Riordan sometime.” His eyes take on a glint. “Love is the greatest trick ever devised. You’d be amazed at the crazy shit a perfectly sane person will do for someone they love. Makes any one of us think that we’re human and makes humans remember they are. In the end, it’s why I lost her.”

			He chuckles to himself before looking at me. “And, Dwarf, it’s why you’ll lose him. But hey, maybe you’re the exception. You certainly wouldn’t be the first mythic to buy that line. Love conquers all and all that shit, which is the answer to your question. You think you love the Ra’keth, so when you’ve got that dragon in your sights, you’ll think of something. Anything less would disappoint Momma Fate.” He picks up the silk bag I left on the seat, inspects the shotgun inside. “Think I’ll keep this, though.”

			And then he drives away.

			So I turn and start toward home, because that’s not the case with me and James. It isn’t. I mean I…care about him, deeply, enough that maybe I could say what I’m really feeling if I work up the nerve. And those dreams are just that, dreams and insecurity, and I’ll be damned if I’m going to step aside and let the Coyote do some perfectly orchestrated pop-culture overture and win James away from me. But I can fix it.

			I’m going to go home, get what I made for James, find this dragon and make him or her take me to James, help him or rescue him or whatever he needs, and then I tell him that I…

			That I…

			“That I love him.” I exhale. “Yeah, Ozzie, you’re all brave and can say it when he’s not here. Good on ya. Now get moving before people start thinking you’re nuts for talking to yourself.”

			The door is fixed when I get home, and I take the back stairs down a few flights to the basement, unlock it, move through the first room with storage boxes, washer, dryer and steam press, to a door outlined with Sigil. The keyword needs some effort, as being twin-blooded means Sigil doesn’t come as easy. But the door still opens with a grudging groan to the workshop on the other side.

			It’s actually Dad’s workshop. I more have a workbench.

			I’m almost thirty and I still only have a workbench. Which he gave me at twenty-two.

			But the steel. The steel doesn’t care what my blood is, no matter what the other Dwarves think. It only cares that it’s worked and forged and alloyed and folded and shaped by someone who respects it, and Fae-steel, well, even more so.

			But it’s expensive.

			So I saved. Scraps, slivers, bits and chunks that are left over and would’ve been melted down anyway. For seven years. That seems like it’d be a lot, but in the end I had enough to make one thing. A couple months ago, I knew what it would be.

			A sword is often what a Dwarf starts with, his first opus, proof that he is a smith of regard. Dad started me off with machining a fourteen-inch hubcap for a minor noble who lived outside the City and was barely making the payments on his Cadillac. That I was given the task was meant to be a message of how high a priority he was. But I got the bug, and every now and then I come down here and tinker away on a project when I’m bleary-eyed from staring at the books.

			Then I met James.

			And despite all my insistence that being a blacksmith was just a stereotype, I wanted to make something, forge something with my own hands. For him.

			So I used my ingots and scraps and tapped a bit of my savings (not too much, I can still make rent with ease), and over the last couple months I’ve made…this.

			It’s six feet even in length, one inch in diameter with a rounded bottom and an ornamental crown, the Fae-steel worked to a sheen that catches the light in an argent shimmer, or a deep ocean blue in the dark. I’ve put a lot of work into the etching that runs the entire length, painstaking work, especially considering that on many occasions I’ve had to delay dates or cut them short or miss out on sleep to work on the project.

			Enchanting is difficult, that’s a given, but it’s what Dwarves are good at. Sidhe swear oaths and fight, brownies clean, trolls protect, Phouka trick, and Dwarves smith and enchant.

			Fae-steel by its very nature holds magic well. The fact that it’s made without iron is just a bonus, really. According to legend, making this stuff is the only reason we were created by the Ra’keth to begin with. We were made a race of weaponsmiths to forge armaments for the inevitable military conflicts between Ra’keth. Often, the other armies utilized dragons. What we made injured or killed the dragons, hence their hatred of us. Occasionally we were asked to forge something for the personal use of a Sorcerer King.

			All those times, our smithing was done under orders, under decree from a Sorcerer King. But this…

			I run my hands along the length, fingers brushing the inscribed Sigil, enchantments that I had to look up, research and engrave after the usual charm etchings for perfect balance and easy wielding. (Sidhe may have a natural knack for everything, but it doesn’t stop them from looking for an advantage when they commission a sword.) The Sigil leading to the cap, where it would rest upon the ground, is a series of channeling enchantments, to tap the innate power in the earth and to ground out any excess energy. From the center to the crown are memory charms, ensuring that the wielder can have close-to-perfect recall, as James tends to scramble for words in a pinch, the headpiece etched with the words for lightning, since I suspect he’ll use it as a literal lightning rod.

			A sorcerer should have a staff, and I want to be the one who can give him that.

			I pick up the staff and whisper my heavily accented Sigil to it. “Collapse.”

			Almost immediately the length of metal turns, snapping and clacking loudly, as the opposite ends of it recede toward the center and leave it about a foot in length. I clip it by the crown to my belt, for easy transport.

			Took me three weeks to figure that out, and I still can’t believe I pulled it off. And to think that the Coyote’s impressed by a shotgun that shoots lightning bolts. Adorable.

			“Let’s see a Coyote make something like this.” I appraise it one more time. I’m pretty sure James’ll like it. I went for something similar to what his D&D character, Radcliffe, has. Hell, maybe after this our characters can finally get together in the game too.

			After leaving and locking up, I hail a cab, given that the sidhe wrecked my car, not my bank account, and head out to Allora.

			At least the Coyote’s getting help from his father. Maybe it’s a little embarrassing for your father to come and save you, but given his captors, hopefully Spencer won’t hold it against me, and he’ll understand that I needed to get to James a-s-a-damned-p.

			And I’m going to.

			All I need to do is find a dragon at a nightclub full of mythics.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Two

			Spencer

			December 20, 4:09 pm

			So this sucks.

			Seriously, I know that the sidekick is supposed to end up in situations like this so the hero can bust down the door and save him all, well, heroically, but I never thought to consider how rough it is for the guy being saved.

			“So, what, you’re just giving up?”

			And now, for some reason, James is in front of me.

			Okay…

			“You’re dreaming, Spence. You fell asleep.”

			Then why am I still in a vent—

			Nope, I’m on a couch and I’m human. James and I are in the living room of what looks like a modest apartment that’s sparsely decorated with Salvation Army chic furniture, with the exception of a sixty-four-inch flat screen in front of us, where an episode of Spaced is currently playing. My head is also in the sorcerer’s lap, and he’s gently stroking my hair.

			“I still can’t believe you’ve never seen this.” I chuckle to myself, looking up at him. “The entire series can be watched in an afternoon.”

			“Spence. Focus.” He runs his fingertip along the edge of my ear. I decide I like that. “So this is how you see you and me, huh?”

			“First, are you here? I mean, I don’t know if you’re trying to send me a message through my—”

			“I’m part of the dream, Spence. This is apparently what you want. You really think you love me, don’t you?”

			I get up for that. “Well, yeah.”

			“And you think you’ll just tell me and…” he motions to the room, “…what, this will happen? I’ve got a boyfriend, Spencer. Remember him? The guy who slugged you in the stomach?”

			I shrug. “This is my dream, can’t you let me enjoy this?”

			“I’m just surprised that this is all you want. No tricks, just lying on a couch and watching TV with me. You haven’t even had a sex dream about me, for God’s sake.”

			And suddenly the two of us are in bed. I’m naked, but he’s strangely not.

			“You’ve never seen me naked so there’s no frame of reference.”

			I lean over to kiss him, and while my lips press to his, he does nothing. When I pull back, feeling a little cross, he rolls his eyes again.

			“You don’t know how I kiss either, Spence. Now are we going to talk about how to get you out of your mess or what?”

			“With you and Ozzie?”

			He grumbles, forcefully exhales. “With the vent. You know, the thing you’re trapped in right now?”

			“I don’t see any options. I’m stuck and the way forward is blocked.”

			“Use one of your tricks. Bark Sora at the wall or something.”

			“I don’t have any cards.”

			“So imagine the card in your head.”

			I give him a look. “I’m not a sorcerer, James, I can’t do that. Well, I did once, but I had a magic battery that’ll let anyone do magic, and I doubt there’s one sitting around in here. I’m apparently supposed to just wait for you, well, the real you, to come and save me.”

			“How? You’re chained to Fate and I’m off their radar. How are those ladies supposed to lead me to you? Besides, don’t you remember that you were looking for me when all this happened? You’re going to have to save yourself. Blind luck is not going to lead a savior to you.”

			“I seriously have to get you to watch more movies. Then you’d realize how wrong that statement is.”

			“Spence, you know me, right?”

			I shrug. “Not as well as I’d like to.” I waggle my eyebrows, but he ignores it.

			“Spence, you saved me. In the bus station. But after that I became a different person, stronger, independent, a little scarier, maybe a little brooding—”

			“A little? You’re practically a Joss Whedon protagonist.”

			“Not everyone knows who that is, you know. My point is that I took down Heath myself. I took down the Usurper myself. Hell, I’ll probably take care of this dragon problem myself.”

			“And the point is?”

			He meets my eyes. “Why would I waste my time on someone who always needs saving?” He gets out of the bed, heading toward a door that’s now there. “You want to earn a run at me if Ozzie and I don’t work out? Get off your ass and save yourself. Since when does the comedy sidekick end up with the hero?”

			I open my mouth, but he cuts me off.

			“What went through your head when you had to admit to Rourke that you didn’t love him?”

			I close my eyes. “This isn’t TV. It’s my life.” I take a breath. “I wanted to be the kind of guy who could deserve you, be something more than your friend. I…I love you. And I want to fight for you.”

			When I open my eyes there’s only darkness, so I imagine a deck of cards—aces, kings, and queens; hearts, diamonds, spades and clubs—spinning in front of me, vanishing one at a time until only a single card remains: the Joker.

			In that moment I forget that I’m a coyote, that I’m cramped in a vent, that it’s dark, cold and scary. In that moment there is only me and the card. The word slips over my tongue.

			“Sora.”

			I want out. Now.

			The lights are off down in the halls, and here in the darkness nothing is certain without a truthful light shining on it, pulling back the curtain to expose the trick. Here in the dark, the curtain is never pulled.

			The trick can be anything.

			But let’s keep it simple.

			The vent is closed, but this building is old, damp, and the panel might not fit right, the hinges could be rusted, a thousand things could be wrong with that hatch. Only a single curse has to stick.

			I hear a creak, then a loud clatter behind me.

			Or, a few dozen stick. When you shotgun curses, sometimes you hit really well.

			I shimmy backwards, slowly progressing, but eventually my legs find the opening. It’s a steep fall, but…

			I hear another clatter below me. Those boxes were stacked pretty badly. What’s to say they didn’t fall over on their own? And since they were full of clothes, they make something a lot softer to land on than concrete. It’s not too much of a stretch to assume that the human traded places with the coyote on the way down, either.

			I’m still on a bit of a buzz when I clamber out of the pile of thrift-shop chic for the nouveau riche. I feel warm and sore all over, but I’m free and alive and human again and…

			And fuck, how did I do that? That was seriously some heavy-duty targeted cursing there. Nice to know that Fate still has my back, even when I’m in a jam like this. Guess those ladies dig the proactive type.

			“Don’t congratulate yourself too soon, Spence. You’re still in the same jam you were in when you woke up here.”

			I paw, not literally, around for a light switch or pull chain, but no luck. Instead, since I at least can guess which way the “door” at the end of the passage is, I lean against the wall to guide me until I reach the stairs and the door. A quick curse takes care of the lock, and I open it to find…

			The same brick wall.

			“Damn it.” I don’t touch the wall yet, though. “Okay. They locked the door. There wouldn’t be a point to that if there wasn’t already a way through.” Actually, throwing me off would be the point to it, but I quickly shove that thought aside. Saving your own ass leaves no room for uncertainty.

			“Okay…brick wall. But they can get in and out, obviously, since that smug bastard isn’t still down here.” I tap along the wall, it’s the regular kind of brick, with mortar and everything, but it does feel a little off on the left side. It’s not like there’s a door-shaped outline or anything. “On TV, there’d be a secret passage, but…”

			But they’re pretty smart. This is an oubliette (which isn’t worth as much in Scrabble as you’d think), and it’s one made by Fae. Fae wouldn’t make leaving a simple matter of pushing a loose brick and dancing out the door to Motown’s greatest hits. No, it’d have to be easy to leave, but only for Fae.

			Sigil.

			Outside of sorcerers, no one really speaks Sigil. Well, Bards do, but that’s likely why they stuffed me into an air vent instead of keeping me locked up.

			But now that I’m out, I can speak Sigil with impunity.

			So I’ll get the door open…and then what?

			Well, given that I’ve pulled a card trick without needing an actual card…

			For an odd reason, I think of Shiko.

			She’s the one I filched the card trick from, in exchange for keeping a pretty big secret that, no, I’m not going to share. What I will share is that Kitsune know exactly what they’re doing in the bedroom, and since I’m bi, I really don’t care what their biological gender is. I’ll also share that she mentioned afterward, over noodles, that I was almost as good a lay as my dad.

			It was weeks before I could even think about sex again.

			Damn Foxes.

			It’s common knowledge that the Foxes are wannabe Keth. But they’re tricksters, just like us Coyotes, and what occurred to me, pretty much while Shiko was on top of me, was that that was the trick. That was the trick that Kitsune learned from their Emerald. They learned to trick reality itself into thinking they were Keth, just long enough to work magic.

			So if I filched that trick from the Foxes…why can’t I do that?

			I don’t have to be right. I just have to believe it long enough.

			It’s dark. They brought me down here, I still had my clothes. I never leave home without my cards…

			Well, actually, I didn’t have them when the car crashed—

			No. I never leave home without my cards. Ever.

			“Sora.” So they would be right in my pocket. I reach down and feel the bulge in my back pocket, but it’s bigger than I remember. I fish out a thick deck of cards. My Tarot cards.

			Then I throw up.

			Luckily, I don’t do it on the cards; it’s kinda nasty. This is likely Fate’s little way of letting me know that she’s not cool with her favored children coloring outside the lines. But I don’t really see a lot of options here if I want to escape.

			The whole point to getting my cards is that, that’s how the Kitsune’s tricks work, only they use strips of paper while I’ve got my fifty-two assistants. Thing is, Tarot cards are based on playing cards, or maybe the other way around, but now I’ve got the entire major arcana to work with, as well as the regular stuff.

			So I shuffle through and pull out a card, because that’s the way things work, and with a blind draw, I’ll believe I pulled the right one, because I need to have pulled the right one.

			“The Sun— Holy fuck, that’s too damned bright!” Seriously, the whole place is lit up like, well, a sunny day, the card practically burning with light. I stuff it back in the deck, the light then extinguished. Thank God for small favors, right?

			I pull another card. “The Moon.”

			Much better, though all it does is make me think of Selah, who tried to pass herself off as a moon goddess to swindle poor, innocent Coyotes into doing her bidding, and to make sure they never had a decent relationship. At least I can finally see. Well, sort of, as there’re big blocks of my vision that are blurred while my retinas recover from the Sun card.

			It’s best if I don’t linger too long on how I’m doing all of this, because this is A-1 trickster shit going down and, no matter my boasting, I’m not that good.

			I look toward the brick wall and return to my original plan, now armed for anything that might be on the other side. If the door, hypothetically, responds to Sigil, it should just take a simple command.

			“Open.”

			The wall groans, the bricks sliding and grunting and scraping as the door swings outward to what appears to be a sitting room on the other side. I draw the Knight of Swords and move through the doorway before that brick wall changes its mind.

			The room is decently sized, about as big as a living room for most people, with hoity-toity chairs that are named after monarchs, along with tapestries on the walls, sconces with oil lamps, rugs on the floor that are rather plush and probably took someone decades to make. The ceiling’s high, having a hanging chandelier with lit candles. The wall slides closed behind me, melding almost perfectly with everything else, the kind of secret door you’d have to look for hours to find if you didn’t know it was there.

			Oh, and there’s a sidhe, on his knees, the same prick who locked me in the air vent. His face is bruised, but placid, and his eyes have some fear in them. It’s because my father is standing behind him, holding a gun to the Fae’s head.

			Dad chuffs at my sudden appearance, turning his head just enough to keep me and his prisoner in view.

			“Spencer. About time you got yourself out of there. This one didn’t want to share how to open the door.” He smirks down at the Fae. “Guess I don’t need him anymore, and Granny Atropos ain’t too wild about folk who live past the point of usefulness.” My father looks at me, still keeping that smile. “Close your eyes, son, I’d rather you didn’t have to see this.”

			“Dad, no! Please don’t kill him.”

			“Yes,” the sidhe quickly follows. “You cannot imagine the consequences. Show mercy and I will allow the both of you to leave.”

			My father glances at me, and I look to him, pleadingly. The Coyote nudges the sidhe to glance in my direction. “See that? That’s my boy, right there. Doesn’t want to kill anyone, shows mercy. Just a good kid.” There’s pride on his face as he continues. “Gets that from his mother, you know.”

			He taps the barrel of the gun against the Fae’s head. “Now you, you took him, scared the hell out of him, imprisoned him, and were planning to use him, my son, in your bullshit politics. Hell, you probably would’ve killed him anyway if I hadn’t shown up, right?”

			He whips the sidhe with the butt of the gun. “Right? C’mon, Knife Ear, you can tell the truth or I can pull the trigger.”

			“Dad, stop it!”

			“Yes.” The Fae spits out some blue blood. “We would’ve killed him once we had the Riordan.”

			Dad snickers at the reply, even as I feel my knees go weak. He lowers the gun, but that fact is still obscured to the Fae. “And you know what, sidhe? I’ll lay good money Spence would still spare you because, to him, killing you wouldn’t solve anything.”

			Dad looks at me, meeting my gaze. “My son, the child of the only woman I ever really loved. He wouldn’t kill you because, at the end of the day, he wouldn’t want to be you.” He smiles warmly at me, proudly. “And my son wouldn’t dare sink to your level.”

			Both the sidhe and I breathe a sigh of relief.

			The Coyote levels the gun back on the sidhe. Pulls the hammer back.

			“But I will.”

			I close my eyes.

			He pulls the trigger.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Three

			Ozzie

			December 20, 1:10 pm

			The Palace of Wisdom is probably one of the better-known hotspots in Allora. Built in an old movie palace, it’s a nightclub run by a god, Pan, to be particular, and staffed largely by satyrs and nymphs. The line (jokingly referred to as the “Path of Excess”) is interminable, to say the least, and I’m hardly special enough to skip ahead and wait for judgment by the bouncers.

			The place is pretty popular with the mythics and supernaturals, as a place to both let off steam and network. Case in point, I’m pretty sure that a fellow twin-blood, likely a half-troll woman, is chatting up a werewolf male as we all wait to get in. I don’t follow the Gryphons but apparently they’re both in firm agreement that they need a good fullback or at least a better tight end.

			Hey, just because we’re not technically human doesn’t mean we don’t enjoy the pastimes. We’re still American. I just prefer college ball. Hook ’em Horns.

			The half-troll and wolf get waved in. Figures. So I end up face-to-crotch with a satyr nearly seven feet tall that’s built like a brick shithouse and is not wearing a whit of attire.

			Yes sir, I’m definitely bi.

			“What’re you lookin’ for, Dwarf?” He waggles himself as he talks, of course. No one, by the way, ever scores with either of the bouncers. Yep, twins. Identical in every foot-long throbbing way. They apparently just love teasing the ones who see them as they are. Fae, even twin-bloods, are supposed to be welcome here.

			“Just lookin’ for someone to talk to, is all.” I shrug, try to keep my eyes off his pecker, but when it’s at eye level that’s a pretty damned tall order.

			“You’ll have to check the piece.” He points at the collapsed staff. “You know the rules.” No combat in the club, you take it outside. Everyone’s usually too stoned, drunk or horny to bother with fighting in there, though.

			The twin sneers at me. “And next time wash the damned Keth stink off ya.” The satyr rolls his eyes and jerks with his thumb toward the door.

			I probably should mention that sorcerers are particularly hated by satyrs, considering, as the story goes, a Ra’keth cursed their god, who is still cursed to this day. They’re hardly going to fault me for my “lapse in judgment”. That would go against their code.

			The coat check is in the ticket booth in the lobby, run by a rather stunning young woman with pale skin, blonde hair (this year, at least) and visible fangs. I don’t have a coat, but I unclip the staff from my belt and pass it through the window. She takes it without comment, and hands me a card with a number and a silhouette of a sword on it. Yep, that casual about checking weapons. Stone only knows what kind of arsenal’s back there.

			“You see a girl with blue hair go in there?” I ask the coat-check girl, figuring she’d probably have seen something. Dragons aren’t known for noticing the little people, but that doesn’t mean they’re forgettable themselves. I take out my wallet, put down a twenty.

			She takes the bill and drops it in the tip jar with the other bills, business cards and scraps of paper with numbers. “You think I’m going to tell a Dwarf whether I’ve seen a dragon?”

			I blink. How would she know that a girl with blue hair is a dragon? “Didn’t you just do that?”

			She points to the main doors leading to the club floor. “At least you’re not stupid.”

			“Any hints where to start looking?”

			She grins, showing her fangs. “Not for a Jackson, no. Maybe if you introduced me to his brothers. Two or three of them.”

			“Sorry, darlin’, I don’t think Andy’s into threesomes.” I drop another bill down in front of her. “But I read that Benny here was quite a tomcat in his day.”

			She smirks. “There is something about a dirty old man…” She takes the bill and puts it in the jar. “She came in three hours ago, smelled pretty pissed off. Probably at the bar. Go ask Darren, he’s on the Arcadian side tonight, his info’s cheaper than mine.”

			I take the info and go, opening the doors and descending the stairs to the dance floor. Plenty of people down here, mythics too. I’m thankful my nose isn’t too sensitive, otherwise one whiff would probably knock me on my ass and get me stoned as a Deadhead. The club has two bars on the right and left of the central dance floor, the stage of the theater having a concert space that’s currently filled by a DJ, another satyr, with glowsticks hanging from his horns.

			I stay on the periphery for the vantage point, checking the right side, also called the Arcadian side (the left is called the Grove). I would think that blue hair would stand out, but with all the lights, music and smoke, it’s a pain in the ass seeing anyone’s hair color for sure.

			“Anyone seen a girl with blue hair?” At least I can bellow. Time’s a wastin’ here. I am loud enough to be heard over the music, and while I get more than a few dirty looks for interrupting their delicately crafted mysterious moods, a weretiger with a French-Canadian accent jabs his finger toward a booth a few yards away and punctuates it with a comment in French that I’m guessing isn’t all that neighborly.

			At least I didn’t have to pay anyone.

			The crowd isn’t as thick as I move away from the bar, though I do have to navigate between newly minted couples, trios and quartets to find my way to the booth.

			She’s alone, her hair remaining a deep cerulean despite the constantly shifting color of the lights. At first glance, had I not known her nature, I’d have pegged her as being from the university and recently having discovered retro-punk chic, what with the torn jeans, spiked bracelets and distressed Ramones T-shirt. Her gun belt is empty, likely checked, and she’s taking a long pull from a bottle of Glen McKenna when I come into view.

			Her reaction is muted, for a dragon, when she smashes the bottle and points the broken remnant at me. “Fuck off, Dreamblood.”

			At least she didn’t break any doors. Still, busting a bottle of expensive scotch does draw attention. I immediately put up my hands, palms open. “Relax, darlin’, I just want to ask a couple questions.”

			“And then what, you’ll cut off my head to temper your freshly forged blade?” Yeah, us Dwarves used to do that. Not me, at any time, and we haven’t done it in ages. But dragons have long memories and short tempers, according to the stories and the advice from Dave.

			“Here? In the middle of the Palace, you think I managed to sneak in a Fae-steel blade?” I snort at that. “Besides, it’d only work if you were in your true form. Plus now we temper blades with water. Lot cheaper. All I want to know is where the Ra’keth is, and how to get there.”

			Security at the Palace comprises a seven-foot satyr with a leather harness, a scourge with silver tips and a cigar he hand-rolls. “There a problem?”

			“No, sir, none at all. Just askin’ the lady a couple questions.” I keep my hands up, tone even and respectful. Respect goes a long way.

			“This fucking dreamblood is bothering me and I’ve told him to leave.” She tics her head toward the door. “Toss him out.”

			The satyr folds his arms and grumbles lowly. “I was going to. Then you presumed to command me. We also don’t appreciate language such as that in this establishment.” He motions to me, the scourge gently tapping my shoulder. “Given our relationship with the Tolon Duchy, slurs against the Fae, or any mythic for that matter, are not tolerated. Twin-bloods are also offered sanctuary, given they treat our establishment with the proper respect.” The satyr lightly taps my shoulder again. “This one has followed the rules and shown respect, and you have not. Answer his question, or the Ra’saar will be informed that dragons will not be welcome here for two seasons.”

			“I asked him to leave, Goat Horn.”

			“Four seasons. Say that word again, and it extends to permanency.”

			Understandably, I take a step away, but I only find my back against his furry thigh. “Stay there, Dwarf.”

			“Yes, sir.” The Stone never told anyone to be stupid.

			Clearly, the dragon is fuming, though in her case sparks fly from her nostrils, as she’s the lightning-breathing type. Deliberately, she sets down the broken bottle and takes a long, deep breath. “I offer apologies for my offense and would…” she grits her teeth, “…respectfully request that punishment only be levied against me. I will accept a ban if necessary.”

			“And the Dwarf’s question?”

			She folds her arms. “You understand that I do not wish to share a Ra’keth’s location with one whose liege bears a grudge against my race’s protectorate?”

			“My Lord has no quarrel with the Lightning Rod, only the Recluse. He prefers to let sorcerers dig their own graves. They rarely need help doing so.” The satyr taps my shoulder to put the attention back on me. “Now answer his question. Where is the Lightning Rod?”

			The dragon smiles wickedly at me. “Another realm, where none but the Keth and the dragons may go.”

			The satyr hmmphs at that. “Good. Now I trust you can find your way out. You may return in four seasons.” I’m nudged forward, and I turn around to look up at him as the dragon makes her exit. “She’ll likely run straight back to her masters. Perhaps you could follow.”

			I nod quickly. “Thank you, sir.”

			“You do realize it never ends well for one of us when we chase a sorcerer? Love sours all too quickly with them.”

			I blink, not knowing how to take that. “Were…were you?”

			“My Lord. Even the gods can fall victim to human emotion. He is reminded of his mistake every day. Now go.”

			I don’t need any more encouragement, and luckily getting out of the club is far easier than getting in. Just a matter of collecting my staff and chasing the dragon outside. She’s heading down the street, toward a parked car, an electric-blue Camaro from the eighties.

			“Hey!” Despite my short legs, it’s not that hard to catch up with her.

			“I answered your question, Dreamblood, and out here you are not under anyone’s protection.” She faces me. “Out here I could change, bite you in half, and those ignorant sheep would see nothing more than you being crushed by an out-of-control truck.”

			“You really don’t like humans, do you?”

			“Only the Keth are worthy among them, and His Majesty has granted my kind a favor by only allowing one member of the human race to be worthy of our respect.”

			James’s decree that there can be only one Ra’keth at a time.

			“Take me to him.”

			“Or what? I owe you nothing and you have nothing to give me. And do not presume your…dalliance with His Majesty engenders any consideration. You are not worthy of him.”

			“I’ll believe that when he tells me personally.” Despite what that recurring nightmare says. But I have to think fast. She’s right, at least about not owing me anything. Dave is either on the outs with his family or isn’t wealthy enough to matter, so I can hardly ask him to take me to wherever the hell she was talking about in the Palace. The only thing I have to offer is something I won’t give her, because the staff is for James and…

			The staff is for the Ra’keth.

			“Besides, Dragon, I must be taken to see the Lightning Rod immediately. Protocol demands it.”

			She snorts sparks, which splash against the car’s hood. “And what protocol would that be?”

			“As you’ve pointed out so repeatedly, I’m a Dwarf.” I return the same smile she gave me in the club. “And my people were created by the Ra’keth for…what purpose?”

			As a dragon, and allegedly an expert on all things Keth, she’d have the answer, and considering her face scrunched up like she ate a bad pickle, she knows what I’m talking about. “The Stonekin were created as personal smiths to the Keth.” Anger flushes her face. “To present their masterworks for use by the Sorcerer Kings.”

			I grin now, tapping the staff that’s clipped again to my belt. “And as the Lightning Rod is currently without a proper focus, the House of Bremenschmeid humbly requests to offer our liege our latest, finest creation.”

			What follows is a long stream of draconic cursing and a rain of sparks that subsequently sets off every car alarm within a two-block radius. Considering we’re not too far from the Palace, and near a lot of high-end automobiles, the police will likely be on their way soon.

			She disarms the alarm on her own car and points severely at the passenger door. “Get in.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Four

			Spencer

			December 20, 4:46 pm

			Oh shit.

			Oh shit shit shit.

			Oh shit.

			“Spencer, keep ’em closed.”

			I do, because I don’t want to open my eyes and confirmed that what just happened…just happened. I don’t want to believe that Dad killed someone right in front of me.

			“C’mon, walk along with me.” He takes me by the arm. “Keep ’em closed.” I’m led somewhere. I stumble a couple of times from not knowing where to step. My knees feel like I left them somewhere else, in another reality that a gunshot pushed me out of. “Stay there.”

			I hear a door close.

			“Eyes shut, Spencer. Now take off your shirt.”

			It’s enough to finally break the lock on my tongue. “Wh-what?”

			“Let’s just say there’s something on your shirt that I’d rather you didn’t see, okay?”

			“Dad? What did you do?” He pulls the shirt off me. It’s a little cold in this room. I don’t hear any traffic, so I’d have to guess we’re still inside wherever we are and that there isn’t an open window anywhere near. “God, please say you didn’t kill that guy.”

			“I didn’t kill that guy. Eyes shut.”

			I know he’s lying.

			Something’s put in my hands—fabric, I can make out sleeves. I start to put it on. “Not yet.”

			Something wet rubs my cheek, my forehead, just under my right eye, my chin. “Okay, now you can put it on.”

			The process is slow, methodical. I actually have to stop and remember how to put on a shirt, work buttons. The fabric is smooth, maybe silk. I have to wonder where he got it. “Dad…”

			“Not yet.” He takes me by the arm again, leading me. I hear more doors shut, and the path isn’t straight; we wobble and curve and swerve our way through rooms. He doesn’t speak as we move, other than occasional instructions of direction changes, or asking me to step high.

			“Dad, what did you do?”

			“Spencer.” He sighs. “Son, I know you don’t really want the answer to that question. Let’s just say the Cobalt Order probably isn’t something to worry about anymore. Don’t ask why, that’s a story you don’t want to carry, and it’s taking every ounce of willpower I’ve got not to tell you.” His voice has the edge he had a few years ago, when Selah stole his mind, when he nearly killed me. “Now stop asking.”

			I couldn’t say how long we moved through corridors, rooms. If we were taking a direct route through the place or avoiding people or what. I know that I’m under no compulsion to keep my eyes closed and that I can have the truth if I just look and see.

			But I don’t want to see. Not this.

			I can figure out what probably happened, but until I open my eyes, it’s just a theory, a story I’d maybe tell later, with some boasts thrown in, because maybe, if it’s a story, then it’s not really happening to me. If I don’t open my eyes, if I don’t see the blood splattered on my face, on my clothes, then I can tell myself it didn’t happen. I can come up with something improbable, but still possible, something to squeak through the cracks of reasonable doubt.

			I won’t have to accept that my father may very well have killed a lot of people to get me out of here. I should be okay with it, really. There are a bunch of movies about this very thing, though the badass action-hero father is rescuing his daughter or avenging her honor. That’s what stories tell us now, that it’s okay to take so many lives if you’re protecting an innocent, if you’re protecting your family. People would tell you that, you know?

			But those people didn’t feel their fathers wipe blood off their face and possibly brain matter from just under their eyes. And my father knows that. He’s a violent asshole who walked out on me and my mother, but he knows that. And I don’t know what to do.

			We enter a garage. I can hear the echo of our steps, the openness of the air, the change in temperature. I hear him tap a car door, the locks instantly giving way to him, the alarm bleeping once, futilely, before his special, personal Coyote trick kills it off.

			He helps me into the passenger seat, buckles my seat belt. I’m suddenly reminded of long drives to arcades that had Skee-Ball, where he’d run petty scams so I’d have money for the machines.

			“Keep ’em closed.”

			He gets in, starts the car by tapping the ignition, his knack of opening any lock applying to automobiles as well. The engine doesn’t roar, it’s quiet, thrumming, probably high-end, as the passenger seat is leather. The imposed darkness of my closed eyes takes a brighter tint a few seconds later, signaling we’re outside.

			“Dad?”

			“You can open your eyes now.”

			We’re in a Jaguar, not Rourke’s Jag, and we’re definitely in Destry Bay, given the traffic. Dad is cloaked in a fine suit, to give the impression he didn’t steal the car. Reflexively, I cloak in a similar fashion when he looks away, not for the same reason. He’s taking streets that’ll lead us into Grunstadt. His face is calm, but every now and then he glances at me and smiles.

			I want to ask him. I should ask him. “Dad?”

			“Yeah, son?” His voice is weary, like when he’d come home from work. I never knew if he had a real job or was running games in Tolon Park or around Allora. He gave up the Feud for Mom and me, as long as he could, at least. He looks at me, smiles. “Never thought I’d see Rachel’s eyes again.” He gives my nose a playful tap.

			“Dad, we need to talk about what happened.”

			“Just…a couple more minutes, okay?” He takes a deep breath. “Just a couple more minutes where we’re a father and son in an eighty-thousand-dollar Jag and, I don’t know, on our way to a boardwalk down in Jersey for old times’ sake. Sorry it’s not the ’Vette. Got stolen again. Damn Foxes.”

			I should worry about saving James, getting to him, but that doesn’t feel like a priority. “Dad, we can’t go to Jersey.”

			“I know.” His grip on the steering wheel tightens for a few seconds. “Just let me have it, okay?” He sets his jaw, the cracks growing in this temporary facade. “I didn’t have it with Hank, Thornton never wanted it, just…” He shows teeth while hitting the steering wheel. “Just let me have it with you a couple more minutes, okay?”

			“Dad?”

			Another long breath, a few more seconds of silence as we get on the expressway leading into Grunstadt and eventually the Benedict. “Yeah?”

			I sag in the car seat, look at him—at me—catch my blue eyes, my mother’s eyes in the side view. “Lie to me?”

			My father glances at me, nods silently and proceeds to tell me everything. Everything. The sidhe he beat to a bloody pulp to get the manor’s address, every look of fear, every thread cut for Fate, every bullet expended, the satisfaction taken in ending almost a thousand combined years of life. A Bard must hear the stories, after all, no matter their subject or violence, no matter how it’ll change the way a son will view his father, no matter how damaged the old fractured, frayed, less-than-perfect image of my father will now become.

			So I did him that service in my request. I gave him the gift of uncertainty, asked a Coyote to give a fabricated account, so for a little longer he’s not some violent killer. There’ll be the chance it was all a lie, that he just snuck his way into the Cobalt Order’s house, got me out of there and knocked out the sidhe for his trouble, nothing more.

			I know that’s not the truth, but for saving my life, for my father’s sake, I’ll try to believe.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Five

			James

			December 20, 6:13 pm

			“You’re a son of a bitch, you know that?”

			I’m on my back, knocked there by a magical strike for the fourteenth time in the last half-hour. Tyras, Ras, whatever he is, is thirty feet away, his arm sheathed in flame. Usually when you take a fireball to the chest, it should kill you. And, normally, I’d think that a wall of ice would be a fantastic way to prevent such a fate, but instead I…

			A few minutes ago I’d looked across the room, at a spot on the carpet near a scorch mark from a previous attack, and shouted, “There.” Within the space of a blink, I was there. After that I was subsequently knocked on my ass by an unseen force. And that’s why I’m currently on my back.

			“You should have gone behind me, above me, out of my line of sight. Despite our power we are human and limited by our human sense—”

			“There.” I’m behind him. “For—”I sink to my knees.

			Getting kicked in the bollocks will do that to a man.

			“Unless of course your opponent openly challenges you to—”

			I glare at him and say, “Force.”

			Tyras flies through the air, not of his own volition, his back colliding with a wall, followed by him falling on his face. Pain can be inspiring, you know.

			“Something I learned from a Coyote? Never monologue or gloat when you’re in melee range.” Seriously, Spence lost so many characters in Dungeons & Dragons to smartass remarks.

			Tyras grunts, trying to get up, but he stumbles, crying out in pain. “You broke something.” Weakly, he gestures me over.

			“Like I’m going over there so you can hit me with something else.”

			He grins then grimaces. “I would applaud your distrust, but a Keth cannot heal himself with magic. And curse the Mad One for decreeing it.” He beckons me over again. “Please, I give you my word the lesson is over for now.”

			So I stagger over to him, because I’m still recovering from pain too. I kneel next to the fallen Keth and place my hand on his shoulder. “Tyras, you is no hurt fix heal now yes.”

			I can feel the spell work, but Tyras blinks at me in shock. “By the Throne, you are terrible at this.”

			“I only had a teacher for six months, and he wanted me to figure out my own style.”

			He nods and sits with his back to the wall, catching his breath. I sit next to him. “The Recluse, who freed us all from the Storm God’s wrath.”

			I nod. “Killed Zeus or something, I never got the details, other than the other gods being pissed about it.”

			“When he usurped the throne from the Sculptor, yes.” He glances at me. “Your mentor prevented an alliance between his predecessor and Zeus. The world would be covered by an ongoing storm, reigniting Zeus’s influence, and the Sculptor would use his army of golems to maintain control over humanity. For the Recluse’s trouble, he was marked for death by the gods.” Tyras sighs, rubbing his collarbone. “Not to claim that he was saintly. He made many foolish mistakes, not the least of which was stealing from my hoard.” His eyes flash serpentine for a second until he settles himself. “Would you attempt that feeble restorative again?”

			“If we’re in a different realm, why do all the decrees still apply?”

			“They apply to existence itself. The Mad One decreed no sorcerer could heal themselves with magic, to prevent his enemies from waving off his attacks. His student, the Usurper, quickly took advantage.” He winces as he tries to move his arm. “Surely there is something in that foolish fantasy of yours that allows one to heal another.”

			“For priests, yeah. Mages aren’t so much with the healing in that game.”

			He rolls his eyes. “I have never taken a student so devoted to his khrazet.” He exhales through his teeth. “What is the name of magic?”

			“Sigil.” Thank God there’s no confusion about that, never a good thing when there is.

			“And who named it so?”

			“I did.”

			He literally growls. “Then. Speak. It.”

			“There’s a difference between naming a language and being flu—”

			“No there is not,” he roars. “Not for us! Stop thinking like a…human. You have taken the throne. Now sit upon it and declare your will before someone decides you’re not worthy.”

			“I WANT TO GO HOME!”

			I can feel the energy building, swirling, chaotic and emotional, and crackling with electricity, but it’s mine and from my will. I send it at whatever barrier is between this realm and the world I know, the energy like sharp claws tearing at the fabric between them and…

			Then nothing happens.

			And Tyras laughs. Then he laughs louder, occasionally sputtering from grunts of pain. “You stupid boy, you’ve caught yourself in your own trap.”

			“What are you talking about?”

			“Your decree. The world can have only one Ra’keth. It would appear by coming to this realm, you’ve taken a Ra’keth out of the world, so another must rise to take the Throne.” He keeps laughing. “Now…now your own decree won’t allow you to return!”

			I blink at him. “There’s another Ra’keth already?”

			“The poor fool might not even know of their fate or, well, lack of one now.”

			“Don’t you guys automatically know when there’s a new Ra’keth? Isn’t that supposed to be a dragon’s job?”

			“We have apparently not found him yet.” Tyras shows his teeth, which look sharper than before. “Or someone is not sharing.”

			“I thought dragons knew what all the other ones did.”

			“That is as it should be, but the clans are not always cooperative when attempting to gain my favor. There is a new Ra’keth, for better or worse, and you will not be allowed back until they are dead. By your hand.”

			I grit my teeth, try the working again, to no avail—several more times, in fact, to Tyras’s amusement. After the tenth try I kick the wall, which only serves to aggravate me further. “I’m not going to kill someone.”

			“You’ve already killed three Ra’keth.”

			“Two. I did not kill Cale—”

			“So it’s not beneath you. How many people do you think perished during your last escapade? When you decided that the Snow Clan could work magic if they saw fit? I thank you for not informing them of that. Balance is difficult enough among the clans.”

			“I was possessed! I didn’t cause that storm.”

			“What of the storm before that? Where you usurped the Frozen River? Are your hands truly so clean? Innocents have died by your hand so you could secure the throne, for you to…what? Hide? Cower?” He gets up from his seated position, a little wobbly, but his gait much surer. “You ended the world.”

			“It had to be done! The tapestry of existence was coming apart.”

			“Because you condensed the Fates into one entity.”

			I fold my arms. “It was screwed up before that.”

			“Though it might’ve survived a few decades longer.”

			“Your council asked me to end the world. Well, Jutte did. She even phrased it as a humble request.” I lean against the wall I’d previously kicked. “It had to be done or it would’ve been the end of everything.”

			“Exactly. We are sorcerers. Apart from humanity. We must ignore their rules occasionally if we are to do what must be done. This new Ra’keth, do you believe that he or she is prepared for the responsibility that has just been put upon them? Imagine if some corrupting influence got to them first. By the Throne, James, take responsibility.”

			“So I’m supposed to kill some random person because of that?”

			“If it keeps things in balance?” He nods simply. “Yes.”

			I shake my head. “Even if I was willing to do that, it’s a moot point. I can’t go back anyway, remember?”

			His eyes flash serpentine. “You cannot, no.”

			“Go back as a dragon?” Well, it does make sense that dragons could enter and exit this realm, considering that it was made for them in the first place. But if that’s true…

			Oh damn it all.

			I pinch the bridge of my nose, sigh. “I could’ve turned into a dragon and left anytime I wanted, couldn’t I?”

			“I’m deeply surprised the idea didn’t occur to you sooner. Then again, intelligence strangely has never been a requirement for the Keth. At least not anymore, it would seem.” He looks toward the windows. “It is truly a shame, James. Your struggles with khrazet, your reluctance to be the Ra’keth the world needs, your weak focus, reliance on fragile alliances and the ignorance of the mythics, connections to the dreambloods and…” he visibly shudders, “…Coyotes.”

			“Well, right now, I’m all you’ve got.”

			Nearly ten seconds pass before he answers, a time he spends taking deep, focused breaths. “Respectfully, I decline your response.”

			A flash of light later, the Dragon King has taken his place, his voice low and booming. “I have decided that you are not worthy of the throne, and your blunder has afforded me the opportunity to correct this. As I doubt you will find the new Ra’keth before I do, and your obstinacy has left me no choice, I will assume the throne once more.”

			Oh shit.

			“You can’t do that!”

			But he’s already vanished through the wall, and I’m left here alone.

			“Fuck. Fuck. Fuckity-fuck.” I take a deep breath. “Okay, that son of a bitch has got to die.”

			“My liege?”

			When I turn to face the voice, Coda is standing there looking rather agitated. Ozzie is behind her.

			“This…person wishes an audience. Shall I kill him?”

			“No!” I wave her off. “Let him go, Coda. Come over here, Ozzie.” Ozzie closes the distance between us, and I hug him a couple seconds. “Okay, however you got here? I need you to go back with me.”

			The Dwarf puts his hands on my shoulders. “James, you need to listen to me.”

			“Ozzie, we have to go now. That guy’s going to kill someone who’ll have no idea why.”

			“James. I’m here to give you something. If I don’t give it to you, and you don’t accept it, there’s a good chance that girl will kill me where I stand.” He takes a step back, kneels, unclips a short rod from his belt and bows his head as he offers it up to me. “The House of Bremenschmeid offers this unworthy trinket in the hope it pleases the Lightning Rod.”

			I take the rod, examining it, noticing all the Sigil engravings, the delicately crafted head of the staff, the little nub of a button. I press it, and the rod extends out almost instantly to six feet in length with an audible shick!

			“Ozzie, if I didn’t have to go kill somebody right now I would take the appropriate time to tell you how cool this thing is and…”

			It’s odd how clear my head is while I’m holding this thing. I can feel, actually feel my will coursing through the metal, like it’s an extension of my body. The Sigil glows gently in pulses, in rhythm with my heartbeat.

			“And…this is mine.”

			Ozzie nods. “Well, yeah, I made it for you.” He takes a step back as electricity starts to race along the length of the staff. “James? Are you all right? Your eyes are…black.”

			I gaze at the staff, the runes, etchings and Sigil glowing a bright blue. The words flow so easily, my memory catching them, tongue shaping them with ease. The air reverberates, the sound echoing like thunder. “I name you Sigil, for you are mine.”

			Even Coda steps back at the spectacle, which ends almost as soon as it began. The staff snaps back to rod-size with a thought, and I hold it in my hands, dark veins along my skin receding as the power fades. Ozzie takes a breath, settling himself. “James? You okay?”

			I keep looking at the rod, turning it over and over again in my hands. “I… Yeah. I think I’ve got a new focus.” My previous one is currently in Tartarus where I left it. In the Usurper’s chest. When I look up at the Dwarf, his hands are wringing slowly. “Relax, Ozzie. I love it, thank you.”

			He nods.

			“So, I’m going to have to turn into a dragon so I can go after the Ra’saar. You want a ride?” I give a warning glance to Coda, just in case she has an issue with me hunting down her boss. “This going to be a problem, Coda?”

			“I am your servant, my liege.” It’s not even said through gritted teeth.

			Ozzie, on the other hand, still looks a bit flustered.

			“Oz, c’mon, it’ll be okay.”

			He nods slowly. “Yeah. Yeah. I’m uh…I’m okay.” He meets my eyes for a second then averts his gaze. “Let’s, um, let’s get out of here.”

			I have to figure that watching a sorcerer claim an early Christmas gift as his magical focus can be a little rattling, so I let it go and take the Snow Dragon’s form. I lower my head, hoping he’ll get the idea, as my voice is remarkably loud in this form. A minute later I feel a weight on my neck and hear, “I’m on.”

			My left foreleg feels a bit off, and when I lift it for inspection, I find it encased in a Fae-steel vambrace covered in Sigil. My focus auto-adapts to my form—excellent. I’ll have to show the dreamblood, er, Ozzie, my appreciation later.

			I summon my will, the vambrace sparking as I breathe a blast of cold air at the wall, thick wintry clouds obscuring the barrier. With a flap of my wings, I leap through the clouds, the wall not even there anymore, only a tingle as I cross the border between realms to return home.

			I may not know where the new Ra’keth is, but it shouldn’t be too difficult to follow after Tyras, wherever he’s going. After that? I stop him, somehow, and figure out what to do with the new Sorcerer King.

			And if I’m lucky, I can get out of this without any more blood on my hands.

			Somehow.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Six

			Spencer

			December 20, 7:41 pm

			“So what happens now?”

			We’ve been on the parkway, driving around the City, almost into our second lap. Mostly we haven’t been talking. I should be concerned that we’re in a stolen car because, whether the owner’s dead or not, it’s still stolen. TV, at least the grittier TV, would have us taking the car to a chop shop and finding something less conspicuous or buying something used, no questions asked. But we’ve just been driving, the satellite radio tuned to a comedy station. I wish I could say we’re bonding over the risqué material, but it’s mostly filling dead air for us.

			“I don’t know, son.” He shrugs. “Maybe I’ll drive back to New Mexico, lay low, see the few members of my family I haven’t pissed off yet. Maybe Dad will make me spin out somewhere in Texas for getting us involved with the Fae.” He glances at me, then points at the backseat. “Lifted that off some Dwarf. It’s yours, isn’t it?”

			I look into the back, see a familiar bag, strain to reach for it and pick it up. The shotgun’s still inside, the diamonds still loaded. I figure that Dad must’ve not checked it. “Yeah.”

			“Thought you didn’t kill people.”

			“I don’t, Dad.”

			“So you’re carrying a double-barreled sawed-off because…”

			I grin in spite of myself, looking down at the inscribed metal. “It shoots lightning bolts. Or, well, it would if it had any juice left.”

			He deadpans, “You’re telling me you have a shotgun that shoots lightning bolts.”

			“Yep. Even getting shirts made.” I put it back in the bag. “I think James made it for me. I should probably give it a name or…” Dad’s now glaring at me. “What?”

			“Why would he do that?”

			“Because he’s my friend. And he wasn’t expecting to give it to me for a while, but he’s in trouble and I need to help him, okay?”

			He sighs, shaking his head at the road. “But why? Unless you’re really going the extra mile to pull an Emerald, I can’t understand why you’re still chasing after that guy. He’s a sorcerer, son. Us and them don’t mix. Just look at your grandfather, if you don’t take my word for it. There’s always a price for running around with them. Always. And he’s already got a Dwarf willing to lay down his life out of romantically induced insanity. I doubt he needs one more.”

			“Dad, I love him.” Any other time I’d be proud of myself that it’s getting easier to say that out loud.

			“No. You don’t. Coyotes don’t love, okay? We can try our damnedest, even trick ourselves into believing it for a while, but we don’t love. We charm, we tease, we trick, we get them better than anyone. But that’s not because we love them, it’s because we’re the tricksters and they’re the marks.” He sighs, closing his eyes a second. “No matter how much we don’t want them to be.”

			“So, what, you don’t love me?”

			That breaks him out of it. “You’re my son. Take that how you will. I’ve got three children, and you’re the only one I can stand, how’s that? Hank’s an idiot and Thornton…” He shakes his head, turns down the radio. “He’s too much like me.”

			“And I’m not?”

			“You think like…like they do. Foxes, Dogs, Spiders, you watch what they do, how they work, and you make your own tricks from it. You stole a Fox’s tail, a Dog’s ear, and danced on a Spider’s web without getting caught.”

			“Danced on a what?”

			“A Spider’s web. You’re actually friends with one of them. I didn’t even know they did that.”

			“What, Bank? He’s a cool guy and he thinks it’s easier to have friends than enemies, that’s all.”

			“Well, whatever. The point is, maybe I don’t love you, I don’t know, but I know I’m proud of you.”

			It takes me a while to come up with an answer for that. A lot’s happened in the past few hours. It’s not like all those memories of him just get canceled out, life’s never that easy. Mostly it’s just feeling the words in your head and trying to push them out your mouth, knowing that whether you say anything or keep quiet will matter.

			“Thanks, Dad.” And I mean it, not through some tiny voice in the back of my mind, a vestige of me as a kid that only wants his approval, but me, all of me. “So uh…what’s the difference between a chorus line of blondes and a magician?”

			He blinks, and we drive on for nearly a minute. “Don’t think I’ve heard that one.” He gets onto an off-ramp leading down into the Benedict. “You hungry? I know a place outside town.” Dad exhales, working through the joke, starting a few times with likely answers and then stopping with a quick, “No. Maybe…”

			“You want the answer?”

			Dad glowers mildly. “No. I can get it. There’s nothing on the line for this, right?”

			“Nope, maybe if you can’t get it then you buy the meal since I’m pretty broke.”

			He tsks at that. “Free food is an easy scam, son.”

			“Dine-and-dash isn’t a scam, Dad, and I’ve worked with waitresses. It comes out of their pay, so just cough up the ten bucks for a change? And you’d better tip.” He grumps, but I catch a nod. “You give up yet?”

			“I can get it.” That’s practically growled. Ten awkward minutes go by before we pass the city limits. Ever sat for ten minutes in silence? Try it, see just how long it really is.

			“There’s really nothing on the line, Dad. Think of it as picking up a new joke, okay?”

			“I’m the one who taught you all of those.”

			“I think we’ve been over how inappropriate that parental decision was.”

			He slaps the steering wheel in frustration and grips it tightly. “Fine. How is a chorus line of blondes different from a magician?”

			“A magician has a cunning array of stunts.”

			“A cunning array…”

			I nod. “Of stunts. Just…think about it.”

			I won’t say the actual punchline. Fate is three women who would gladly smite my ass for saying that out loud.

			The seat belt digs into my chest and waist as the brakes are slammed, rubber screeching on the asphalt as the car swerves, starts to fishtail, but he regains control soon enough for the car to stop, the bumper, well, bumping a giant leg. A giant scaly leg. A giant golden scaly leg.

			The dragon isn’t looking at us, thankfully, but instead at a roadside diner full of people that likely just saw a high-end luxury car ever-so-gently tap a jackknifed semi.

			But I’ve managed to get a dragon’s attention for the second time in as many days, and not in the way I’d like.

			“Okay, Fate, I’m deeply sorry about the stereotype-based joke with the unspoken gender-offensive punch line.” I look to Dad. “We’ve got to get that thing away from the diner, people are in there.”

			“Coyotes aren’t the hero type, son.”

			“Well, dragons are gullible.” I unbuckle the seat belt, open the door to get out, taking the shotgun out of the bag to carry it with me. “Let’s trick him into thinking we are.”

			“Granny probably would love to bag a dragon.” I hear him exhale forcefully. “Fuck it.” He undoes his seat belt. “But you’re scamming lunch afterward.”

			Jesus, that thing’s big, and let’s face it, we’re just a couple Coyotes, combat’s not really our style. This is the kind of job I’d want Shiko on speed-dial for, considering Kitsune have the sort of skill in swordplay you normally only see in Japanese animation.

			“Dad? Please tell me you’ve got a deck of cards on you.”

			He rolls his eyes and tosses one across the hood. “I doubt he’ll go for Follow the Lady, son.”

			I crack it open while the dragon sniffs loudly at the diner’s windows. Everyone inside appears to have backed away from the windows, a few people on cell phones. Chances are we’ll have an official audience in however long it takes the cops to get out here. It’s a new deck, so the card I need is right on top.

			I raise my boomstick, level it on the giant broadside-of-a-barn-sized ass of the beast, and lay the card on the barrels. Just giving the trick a bit of direction, is all.

			“Yo! Thunder-thighs!”

			The dragon doesn’t hear me or doesn’t care. I pull the trigger as I murmur, “Kaze.”

			Twin bolts leap from the barrels, the Ace of Spades burns to a crisp as the lightning forks straight into the scaly posterior of the dragon.

			Suffice it to say, I have his full and undivided attention. I tic my head at the field behind us. “Let’s go.”

			And I am especially proud that I don’t pee myself right then. Seriously, you have no idea.

			Dad comes around to my side as we both back away from the dragon that’s turning to face us. “Went with the Bruce Campbell, I see.”

			I hurry up my retreat. “Well, you know, you gotta respect the classics.”

			Dad matches my pace, goes a little faster, as the dragon’s turned around and starting to advance. “Trying to set up a ‘Good, bad, I’m the guy with the gun’ thing?”

			I grumble as I speed up even more and notice the dragon’s moving quicker than we are. “Well I can’t now since you’ve said it.”

			“What do you expect? I’m not a Bard. I just took you to see those movies.” We’re pretty much jogging backwards now.

			“Yeah, thanks for contributing to my fear of zombies.”

			“Deadites, not zombies. And don’t mention it, wasn’t like I could show you a real one. Did you know I originally wanted to base my Justin Crain cloak on Bruce Campbell?” He grits his teeth, as the dragon’s only thirty feet away now. “I’m thinking you shoot him in the face with that thing, and then we run like hell. Your thoughts?”

			I cock back the hammers, the King of Spades already in my hand.

			“Groovy.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Seven

			James

			December 20, 7:42 pm

			“James, I know you’ve got to concentrate on flying, but…”

			He’s only half-right, or maybe closer to forty percent. My attention’s pretty split right now. Obviously keeping aloft is an issue, considering I fly “like a dropped egg” and a race isn’t really practice. It’s hard enough trying to track someone by scent when you’ve never had to do it before.

			The rest of my attention is focused on squelching the instincts of Slartibartfast. I know he could do this a hell of a lot better than me, but I might end up forgetting who I am in the first place. Largely I’ve been keeping my mind occupied with things that a dragon would likely have no interest in, like song lyrics that aren’t from AC/DC and which edition of Dungeons & Dragons has the best spell mechanics for the sorcerer class.

			The D&D topic was done in five seconds, as I’m a bit biased, and apparently both dragons and humans don’t like giving thought to counterarguments.

			So I’ve been singing.

			I might’ve covered before in my observations of Dave that dragons can only aspire to one day be merely tone-deaf.

			“I can’t believe I’m saying this, James, but you’ve actually ruined Fleetwood Mac for me.”

			Ozzie’s been conversant, I asked him to be because a part of me isn’t all that wild about having a Dwarf sitting on my neck. I’m sure Spencer would have a witty remark about that. I can always count on him to say something risqué, and for advice too; he’s pretty trustworthy when you think about—

			“Ozzie, I’m starting to slip again.” What I’m slipping from I’m not really aware. We’re chasing after the Dragon King because…reasons, I guess?

			“You’re James Black, the Lightning Rod, not a dragon, and all Coyotes are liars and thieves. Dirty, dirty thieves.”

			Oh, right.

			“Thanks.” The booming takes some getting used to. Dragons don’t really do indoor voices. If I’m slipping this easily, I don’t want to think about what state Tyras’s mind is in. No matter which way it’s leaning, it won’t go well for the new Ra’keth.

			Damn, would it be nice if I could just turn back to human and let some other schmuck take the job for a while. If I ever bring the world to an end again, I’m definitely putting in a decree about sabbaticals from sorcery, but currently I’m a bit screwed out of that idea by my own decree. Have to appreciate irony.

			“Are you okay up there?”

			“Freezin’ my ass off! You’re mighty cold.” Being a Snow Dragon, or at least in the form of one, will probably do that. “I’m certain the name of magic is still Sigil, so at least the new king isn’t aware of his or her crown yet. Any idea where the Golden went?”

			I shake my head. I don’t have a clue. Slartibartfast could probably sniff him out faster than I can. A dragon once found me in a city of millions, just from the scent of a scale in my backpack, but it’s a huge gamble. There’s no way to change back if I let him take the reins. I might forget who I am forever and end up a headcase like Tyras. Hell, I might end up joining him in thinking that eating the new sorcerer is a good idea.

			What’s to say he wouldn’t just take me as a pet and let me think I’m a Snow Dragon for the rest of my life? I mean, that’s the sort of uppity bullshit you can expect from a Golden or a Red. Fucking snooty scales, thinking they’re so much better than us. Well, try breathing underwater or burying Vermont in four feet of snow! Maybe there’s more to helping humans than a fat bank account, you ever think of that? Bunch of money-humping…

			Am I supposed to say something to the dreamblood on my neck?

			And, damn, why am I flying so unsteadily if I’m chasing the Dragon King?

			Okay, I’m chasing the Dragon King. I know I’m angry at him, and for some reason, I’m letting a Dwarf ride around on me. There’s also a pretty sweet-looking vambrace on my foreleg. Did the dreamblood make that for me? Awfully nice of him, considering Snows and dreambloods aren’t the palling-around type.

			Is he talking? Who’s James? Oh right, that’s my human form. But why would I bother with that when we’ve got ground to cover? I must have him pretty well fooled if he thinks I’m a sorcerer. The clan can work magic, sure, because…uh…someone told us we could. It wasn’t the Dragon King, I know that.

			Wait!

			I’m so stupid.

			That must be why I’m angry at the Dragon King, he doesn’t want the Snow Clan working magic! I remember him not being happy about that development, but I’m not about to let him take away the one advantage we’ve got. I can’t remember who said we can work magic. I think it was a nice sorcerer, but I remember doing it when I was going after a mean sorcerer who was taking over my body.

			Anyway, it’s not my fault I decided to get acclimatized to human society while King Tyras was off in the home realm, handing down edicts or sitting on his scaly ass doing nothing of note while we’re out here actually doing the work we were created for. He’s probably so blind to human culture he’d think “Go Your Own Way” was just human noise. At least I’m trying to understand our scaleless and squishy protectorate, even if I can’t get their music right. At least when I start singing the Dwarf seems to calm down.

			A quick sniff of the air is overwhelming, considering I just smelled everything within a five-mile radius. Thankfully my mind is spec’d for that, I think that’s the term. Spec’d is a weird word. I wonder where I picked it up?

			“He’s that way.” I pick up speed, magic flowing through me subtly, but it’s there, like a slight itch under my scales or a song I can’t get out of my head. What’s that band Davinicus likes?

			No, no, focus, Slartibartfast. (Seriously, what were my parents thinking?) The Dragon King is waiting, and he’s going to kill a sorcerer, and you just don’t do that! We’re here to serve and protect them, unless they’re mean, and whoever the new one is hasn’t even done anything worthy of execution yet. If anyone should be punished, it’s His Majesty.

			How awesome would that be, to take down the Dragon King, maybe take the throne, be in charge and get our kind back on track. Maybe Parivian could be my consort and…

			Yeah, right, like the other clans would ever let a Snow sit on the throne. They’d snort and squabble and go through all manner of meetings and stalling tactics while they came up with a reason to justify their bigotry that sounds vaguely like protocol. Seriously, who says a Snow Clan can’t be the king and save our race from ourselves? We’re probably just what dragonkind needs, that’s for sure, and that’ll be clear once I take down Tyras, take the throne for the clan and then maybe…

			No, this is not the time to think about the victory dance. That’s what that Coyote would tell me, and he always gives good pointers. Too bad I don’t have any money to invest with him. He’d probably do pretty well with it. He’d tell me to concentrate on the task at hand, which is finding the new Ra’keth and keeping him or her safe. Just wish it didn’t take me so long to remember that.

			Weird how I’m so absentminded today.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Eight

			Spencer

			December 20, 8:11 pm

			Only Ricky Jay can save me now.

			Sure, you might think, this humble trickster can flimflam Foxes, deceive Dogs, con Coyotes and even scam sorcerers, but can he defend himself against a dragon?

			Said dragon chasing me might have been on another night the sort of mild-mannered mark I’d fleece to finance a booze cruise down to Rio. But when taking into consideration the prior precedents of dragons attempting to total any motorized conveyance I choose to utilize, the dragon’s presence only serves as a reminder of how difficult life on the road can be.

			When a Coyote finds himself attacked by a dragon, there are three real methods of defense. The first is the stare. And then dive out of the way of a gout of golden flame.

			As you can see, this angers the dragon.

			Next, the bold gesture.

			“Hi!” A card explodes against the dragon’s brow with a similar burst of fire.

			This infuriates the beast.

			Finally, I suggest throwing a lively quartet of queens into the dragon’s open maw. “Hi! Kaze! Tsuchi! Mizu!”

			The explosion of elements in the dragon’s throat sends the beast into a heap, coughing up bits of dirt, ice and mud that crackles with electricity, and serves as a warning to any would-be hecklers.

			Now, you may believe that, since a Coyote can fire cards into a dragon’s maw with relative ease, could he in fact penetrate the thick outer, nigh-pachydermatic layer of draconic scales?

			No! Of course I can’t, that’s just crazy. Who the hell could do that? But given that I find my life on the line, and with the encouragement of approbation provided by the imaginary audience I’d like to think is watching, I attempt the feat.

			I roll to the right and spring up, scaling a seven at the beast, which bounces off the scales to no effect.

			That, um, scares the dragon. Probably.

			I run in a circle around it, as pivoting isn’t a strong suit of dragons, firing random cards which tap lightly against his golden armor and fall to the clawed-up earth and grass below.

			That, uh…wounds the dragon?

			A jack hits cleanly and tumbles down, jarred loose by the dragon’s movement.

			That pisses me off.

			For Dad’s part, he’s mostly providing distraction by way of shooting at it, which for all intents and purposes to the human eye looks like he’s trying to carjack a tour bus. That, or live-action role-play a scene from Grand Theft Auto.

			Yep, video-game references too. I’m just a Renaissance trickster trying to give that imaginary audience its money’s wor—

			Shit!

			Okay, maybe less humorous interior monologue and more dodging and rolling out of the way of a particularly lethal beast. But it’s imperative I don’t take this seriously. Coyotes don’t do serious, even in these situations. So I kind of wish Shiko were here, as serious is definitely a forte of the Kitsune.

			I come out of the roll rather grass-stained and dirty, scaling a card blindly straight ahead, I don’t even know which one. When I get upright, I can see that the Joker is precariously perched on the scaly brow of the Golden behemoth.

			Seriously, the corner of the card is wedged in the tiniest of gaps between the scales of the dragon’s eyebrow, a feat of card-throwing so amazing and awesome I am forced to point it out myself, well, to myself.

			Still, when Fate gives you a piece of pure destiny like that on a silver platter, you take advantage before she changes her mind.

			As I have demonstrated, the suits in a common deck of playing cards are thought to have been inspired by Tarot, which assign specific elements to each suit, those elements being the traditional water, earth, wind and fire. But as I took this trick off a Fox of Nipponese descent, there is an element that often gets included, that being the Void, the element of creativity, spiritual energy, thought, and the explanation they use why they can pull off supreme bullshit actions not usually seen outside an anime.

			And despite my Swedish-American heritage and only being able to speak Japanese like a drunk executive who fell asleep listening to Rosetta Stone MP3s, I still stole that Fox’s Tail and can use that trick, call on that element, because thankfully it doesn’t discriminate based on who’s making the call.

			“Sora!”

			And the dragon’s head is quite suddenly thoroughly wrapped in many, many layers of silk bunting that appears to have been tie-dyed by a four-year-old.

			I might have forgotten to mention the considerable amount of mental focus and discipline required to call on that element, since dumb luck will really only carry you so far, and Fate’s not that thrilled about helping anyone with magic. But, hey, silk, especially in that many layers, is really strong, it can even stop a bullet—

			Riiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiip!

			“Oh fuck.”

			“Son,” Dad says as he comes up next to me. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but we’re not really making a dent here.”

			We’re backing away, again, if you were curious.

			“Oh, I noticed. Ricky Jay can only take you so far, you know? Maybe if I had his erudition and elocution I might have pulled it off but—”

			“But you only got a GED.”

			“Diploma.” I grit my teeth. “I didn’t graduate in June, but I did graduate, damn it. Jesus, you’re just like James.”

			He grins at me. “Really? You graduated? Well, before that thing kills us, you should know I’m proud of you.”

			“Please don’t tell me I’m the first one in our family to finish high school.”

			“On my side, at least.”

			“At least someone’s impressed. James thinks I’m just some walking gland that—”

			I hit the ground, shoved there by Dad, him on top of me, shielding me from a swipe of the dragon’s claws.

			God, what were we thinking, trying to take on a dragon?

			A dragon…

			Oh shit, I am a moron. It’s a dragon.

			“Hey, Goldie.” I worm my way out from under Dad, put myself between him and the beast. “Yeah, you, what the hell do you think you’re doing? You can’t do this!”

			Ever had steam snorted in your face? It’s not a pleasant experience, I’ll put that right out there.

			“And why can’t I, hm?” Okay, that’s a voice that could do movie trailers. At least I’ve got it talking.

			So why can’t it? C’mon, Spencer, the answer’s gotta be there, or at least a bright, shiny lie that dragons were put on this earth to fall for. Why can’t a Golden Dragon—

			“Because you’re lawful good!”

			Yeah, awkward silence on all our parts.

			The dragon tilts his head confusedly. “I’m what, now?”

			“Lawful good, so you have the utmost respect for the law, for order, practicing benevolent behavior while combating evil. And uh…you can’t attack good people because it would be a, um…ethos violation. And both of us are totally good people, same with everyone in that diner over there. So you gotta behave or the gods will bring the hammer down on your ass.” I nod quickly.

			The dragon appears lost in thought for a moment, but I hold my ground. “Dad? Promise me that you will never tell James I actually paid attention to his Dungeons & Dragons crap. Or anyone, really. I will totally steal back your car from Shiko for you if you’ll do this.”

			“Dad?”

			I glance over my shoulder. He hasn’t moved.

			“Dad?”

			Blood’s on the grass.

			“Dad?”

			A lot of it. I fully turn around.

			Oh God, he’s not breathing.

			“Dad!” I’m at his side, he’s still warm, but his eyes are open, unblinking, three long gashes are on his back, red and deep. “No. No no no no no. No, it’s a trick, just a cloak, right? You’re faking.”

			I roll him onto his back. He’s limp, his chest still not moving, face expressionless. “You’ve got to be faking, Dad, come on! I’m handling the dragon, you don’t have to do this.” My eyes feel hot.

			“Please, you don’t have to fake it anymore. You can get up, Dad. It’s going to be okay, I’ve got it handled.” My jaw is clenching, fingers are curled, sounds are coming out of me between my words. I’m just trying to sell it, that’s all. Help the con. He’s not…

			“Damn it, it’s not funny anymore!” A choked sound emerges from my throat. “Just get up.”

			Please, please don’t be…

			“Fine. You got me. I buy it, great job, we’ll laugh our asses off about it later, okay? You win, I’m happy you’re back. I need you in my life, okay? You’re a son of a bitch, but you’re my father and I’ll forgive you if you just…just…fucking wake up!”

			I grab his face, stare into his eyes. “The trick’s over. I’m not buying it anymore, you’re not dead.” I collapse, sobbing, my face is wet, my chest is tight, throat hot. “Dad, please don’t be dead. Please, you’re all I’ve got left.”

			“I’ve been considering your words. I find them…lacking.”

			Right, there’s a Golden Dragon behind me. I’m going to take care of that. I get to my feet.

			The dragon is four feet from me, his snout breathing hot, almost steamlike air into my face. I stand unfazed. The card is still affixed to his head, unnoticed by him.

			He speaks again, showing sharp teeth. “I am here to kill a sorcerer, Trickster. And you…whoever you are—”

			“I forgot to introduce myself, didn’t I?” I already know what I’m going to do, what I’m going to say. “Hello. My name is Spencer Jensen Crain. You killed my father. Prepare to—”

			“Die?” He hmphs, blasting me with another snort. “A Coyote believes he can kill me?”

			Dragons will believe practically anything a Coyote tells them. The card wedged into the scales of his head represents the element that pertains to thought, to the mind. I used it to jump into James’s head once, but I don’t need to do that here.

			And no, I’m not going to kill him. He killed my father, who died saving my life. The bastard doesn’t deserve to die.

			He deserves worse.

			“I think I know something you don’t know.” I smile a Coyote smile. “I may not be a sorcerer, but I still know the magic word.”

			He grins with plenty of teeth. “And that would be?”

			“Sora.” The Joker glows fiercely as my Bardic tongue shapes the words. “May your words be ever on the tip of your tongue, your inspiration always just beyond your grasp, your will and wealth an open wound that will never close, your name never clean, and your heart always heavy with what you have wrought, Dragon.” I spit the last word in his face.

			The concern blossoms in him almost immediately, brow furrowing, confusion conquering his gaze as the curse takes hold. Apparently a Bard can take down a dragon, but right now I couldn’t care less.

			I just need to get back to—

			“Dad?”

			He’s standing there, but he’s still on the ground, no longer bleeding. He’s on the ground, but I can see dull shapes moving behind him. His face is locked in a grimace of pain and concern, and yet his face is somehow relieved, smiling.

			“Son, you know what this means.” He steps forward, his form a little more wispy. When I reach out to touch him, my hand passes through him, warmed, like it’d just felt the desert sun. He looks beyond me at the dragon, and when I look as well, the beast is stumbling off along the road, making mumbled sounds, no words. “Really did a number on that one. Couldn’t kill him? Not even for me?”

			I shake my head. “I’m sorry, I just…”

			“Hey, none of that. You aren’t a killer. I’m glad that’s one way you didn’t take after me.” Dad looks over his shoulder. “Think my ride’s on the way.”

			“So…you’re really…” I shake my head. “No, there’s got to be something I can do. Maybe a way to trick Granny Atropos or if I find James he can—”

			“No,” he says sternly. “I died saving my son’s life. I can’t think of a better way to go.” He smirks. “Well, maybe in a hot tub filled with champagne and satisfying four women at once and dying in the successful attempt.” He shrugs. “Or maybe with your mother, wouldn’t mind hearing that laugh one last time.”

			A few seconds pass, and he looks over his shoulder again. “Okay, before I go, I want you to promise me you’re not going to get all blubbery and swear revenge. We’re Coyotes, son, that’s not our thing. You’re going to go out, get drunk, swindle and hustle a few people in my honor, and maybe make a few bad decisions.” He grins. “And you did promise to steal back my ’Vette.” He points a ghostly finger at me. “Promise me.”

			I sniff back some tears, try a smile, maybe I even manage it. “I promise. I guess this means you really did love me, huh?”

			“Up to you, really. You’re the Bard, it’s your story to tell.”

			“Dad?”

			“Yeah, son?”

			“I forgive you.”

			He chuckles. “No you don’t. But thanks for saying it anyway.”

			And he vanishes in the blink of an eye. He was right. I don’t forgive him, not really, not yet. Everything doesn’t just wipe away in the space of a moment. But he died to save my life, and that’s a place to start, a place to build from.

			For my father, I’m willing to try.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Nine

			Slartibartfast

			December 20, 8:14 pm

			“Are we getting close?”

			Ugh, this dreamblood is yappy. I’m grateful for the neat vambrace on my leg. I can tell it’s enchanted but doesn’t have any enthralling qualities to it, so it’s not like I’m his pet or anything. But all these attempts at conversation are a mite grating, not to mention he keeps calling me by the name of my human guise. I mean, rude, right?

			I also have no idea what his investment in bringing down the Dragon King might be, other than him simply being dreamblooded, and he doesn’t even smell like a purebred one.

			“James?”

			I grit my many teeth, which weren’t built for that sort of treatment. “What now?”

			“What’s a White Dragon’s treasure type?”

			Oh great, sure, now he’s rubbing in that I’m broke, like most of my clan. “Not as good as a Red’s, is that what you want to hear? Or that uppity damned Golden’s. I’m broke, and I’m just looking for some volunteer work to help out humanity. What have you done in a charitable sense lately, hm?” I smirk, satisfied. Dwarves aren’t known for their philanthropy. They’re known for…uh…sensing gradients. Weird, why would I know that? Seems a pretty lame thing to be known for.

			“Um…” He sounds worried. “What’s your name?”

			“Hmph. Like I’d tell that to a—” I sniff the air, scan the earth below, my eyes straining as they focus, which feels odd, and odder still that it feels odd, like I’d never zoomed my vision in before. The weirdness fades though, as I see what I’ve been searching for, ambling along the side of a highway, away from a roadside diner that I can smell from up here. Mmmmm, human food can be so decadent…even if they don’t know how to serve fish right.

			No, no, focus, I should get down there.

			“Hang on, Dwarf.” And I descend. I’d rather dive but the dreamblood would probably fall off, and I’d rather not piss off a clan of blacksmiths who’ll spend the rest of their days forging a Zweihänder named Snowslayer or something.

			It’s odd that His Majesty is walking along the side of the road. Maybe the diner is where the new Ra’keth is? Pretty funny, considering the idea of a sorcerer being at some greasy spoon is…

			Actually it sounds sort of familiar, now that I think about it.

			“James!”

			Shit, right, got distracted and went too fast. It’s hard to keep everything juggled in my head, especially the human guise. Maybe I should just bag it for a while and focus on being what I am: a dragon that’s going to kick His Majesty’s ass, take the throne and earn some respect for the Snow Clan.

			So, obviously, I’ve got surprise on my side when I crash into his side and send his golden self tumbling into the field, seeing as I don’t want him colliding with the diner and killing my new boss.

			Tyras rolls over languidly, and just…keeps moving along? He does realize I just hit him, right? “Hey! What, you’re so superior you won’t even acknowledge a usurpation attempt by my clan?”

			“James!” The Dwarf hops off me, thankfully, as that frees me up for better movement.

			I snort a bit of frost in his bearded face, not too badly. “Stop calling me that, do I look human to you?” I leave him behind, stomping toward the Golden. Maybe a bite to the neck will get his attention.

			“Slartibartfast!”

			Finally someone gets my name right. I crane my neck around behind me to see someone familiar, and he doesn’t seem all that pleased. Ugh, what happened to his hair? How many colors is that? I sniff the air, his scent triggering a few memories. Wait, wait, I think I know this guy.

			“Thank God you got him to stop.” The Dwarf knows him too, looks like. “He’s lost himself, he doesn’t remember who he is. He thinks he’s actually a dragon and wants to kill the Dragon King.”

			The man looks at the Dwarf, shocked. “Oh shit, I put the whammy on their king? I mean, I’m a good trickster but, damn, their king?” He glances off into the field. I can smell a little blood. Is he hurt? He doesn’t look or smell hurt.

			“Forget that, Coyote, we’ve got to remind him who he is before the new Ra’keth takes the throne.” Wait, that guy’s a Coyote? No wonder I probably know him. They’re a funny and friendly sort. Too bad I don’t have any money. He could probably give me some good investment advice.

			“There’s a new one?” He points toward the diner. “What, in there? Shit…” He chuckles softly to himself, then shakes his head. “No, no, gotta focus on something other than…” The Coyote stares at me. “Slartibartfast? That’s your name, right?”

			I snort in annoyance. “Of course it is. I have no idea what my parents were thinking, but—”

			“I named you that.” He takes a step closer. “In fact, I’ve given you two names, for both of your forms. Slartibartfast for this form, and James Black for the other.”

			Huh, now that I think about it, that is correct. That must be why I know him. He’s probably my friend.

			“I’d like to tell you about your human form.” A few more steps and he reaches his hand out, touches my snout. “That would be okay?”

			“Of course, I trust you.” Certainly more than the Dwarf. The Coyote just seems to have a…quality, I think is the word.

			“Good, because everything I’m about to tell you is the absolute truth. You know that, right?”

			I nod. “I doubt you’d lie to me if you gave me both my names. You and I are friends, I’m guessing.”

			He smiles, charmingly, relieved. “Yeah, probably best friends. And right now, I need you to remember who you really are because you can’t imagine how much I need you right now. So, are you ready?”

			I nod again, since this is apparently vital information.

			“Okay. I first met you at Victory Station, you were human, and you were going by a different name then, one your own parents gave you. But you had to give it up because you were getting away from someone who was hurting you.”

			I snort derisively. “I doubt anyone could hurt me. These scales aren’t just for show.” Still, it feels oddly familiar.

			He doesn’t comment, just continues with the story. “You met me during one of the low points of my life, when I was running from a bad situation, and I was minutes away from my escape. But I gave my exit to you, and you said—”

			“That you were my hero.” That does sound familiar. Must’ve been in my human form. But if someone was hurting me, why didn’t I just turn into a dragon?

			“Yeah, and I needed to be reminded that I could be that, heroic, to put someone else’s needs and safety above my own. You did that. And I gave you a name to go by until you didn’t need it anymore. And that name was James Black. Later on, you were given another name. The name that defines who you are.”

			The Coyote looks directly into my eyes, and the words emerge in Sigil. “You are James Black, the Lightning Rod, Ra’keth of the Argent City, Holder of the Throne of the Sorcerer King.” His face pales, but speaking in Sigil tends to do that to people. But…his words. They…I…

			“I’m…the Ra’keth?” But if that’s true, I’m human, not a dragon, and turning back would be as simple as…

			One uttered word, then a flash of light, and I collapse into Spencer’s arms, the staff tumbling into the grass. “I forgot I was human.” I look up at him. “You helped me remember.” I hug him tight. “Oh God, I almost lost myself forever. I’m never doing that again, never ever ever…” Oh shit. “Where’s Tyras? The other dragon?”

			That son of a bitch.

			He was going to kill some random person, probably traumatize a building full of people, let me think I was a dragon for the rest of my life (with a big inferiority complex, I might add), and probably keep me as his pet because he saw an opening for the throne and wanted to take his shot.

			Well fuck that.

			He wants to meet the real me?

			“James!” It’s Ozzie, but I’m not in the mood for that right now. “James!”

			“What?” I turn around, glare at him, and he staggers back a few steps, Spencer appearing put off as well.

			Whatever. I put my attention back on Tyras. He’s still just a dragon here, and I’m the goddamned Ra’keth.

			“What are you going to do?” Spencer’s hand is on my shoulder, but it immediately jolts back, probably from the electricity racing and crackling along my skin. “Jesus, would you calm down?”

			“What the hell do you think, Spencer?”

			“I’m not letting you kill him.”

			“Do you have any idea what he did to me? What he put me through?” I shove him aside but he doesn’t back down, putting himself between Tyras and me. “Move.”

			“I’m sure he put you through hell but if I wouldn’t kill him, then you’re not going to.”

			I roll my eyes. “Why would you kill a dragon, those are meal tickets for Coyotes.”

			“He killed my father. I am having a shit day, and I’m not going to allow you to make it any worse for either of us. Now stop, leave the dragon alone, and let’s all just go home.” His lower lip trembles slightly. “Please.”

			Fuck.

			Fuck fuck fuckity fuck.

			I didn’t know Tyras had killed Spencer’s dad. When did that happen? Jesus, I hope it wasn’t in the time since Spence and I met, because then maybe I could’ve done something to prevent it or… God, what do I do?

			Well, I didn’t know his dad, but I do know Spencer, and as pissed as I am at Tyras, there’s really only one way I can handle this situation without hurting my friend.

			I push Spence aside again. He closes his eyes as I pass.

			Spence wouldn’t kill him. So neither can I.

			“Tyras!” I have the dragon’s attention; his eyes are confused, but he seems to recognize me. And…oh shit, what the hell is emanating off him? It’s like…wispy chains that go all around him, through him, his heart and his mind, binding his mouth closed and… “As your king, I decree that you are banished to your realm, never to return. You will live out your days there, caring for your dragons, ensuring that they are well-treated by me and any Ra’keth that follows me, but you will never come back to this world. Understand?”

			He only makes a soft whimper, but punctuates it with a nod.

			“Good. When you return home, you will be free from any curses laid on you.” I glance back at Spencer. “Because no one should have to suffer like that.”

			It doesn’t take long for the working. He’s soon gone.

			I don’t know what I was expecting, really. I thought there would be a magical duel between us, maybe to the death. Some part of me, I know, wanted it that way. Some part of me liked when I killed the Usurper months ago, cut him open and left him to bleed out in Tartarus. The same part that made putting a scissor blade through my ex’s heart not as hard as I thought it would be, the part of me that accepted the power Cale gave me with his last breath, and wanted more. The same part that makes my eyes go black and my veins stand pronounced and dark against my skin, that would make anyone mistake me for a villain.

			When I come out of my reverie, I’m on my knees, exhausted. Spencer’s hand is on my shoulder. “I’m sorry about the curse. That part of your Bard thing?”

			“Yeah.” He sits down next to me. “And it’s okay. I’m all right with him never coming back.”

			“He killed your father, though.”

			“Well.” He shrugs. “Dad was kind of a dick. Don’t get me wrong, he’s my dad and I loved him, I think. But, uh, it was in the heat of the moment, and I’m still pissed and raw about it, but he didn’t want me to mope. Killing that dragon, making him suffer, that’s not a tribute to Dad, you know? Swindling some whale out of half a million dollars in Vegas and blowing it all on whiskey, strippers and ‘massages’ would be.”

			I’ll admit I snerk at that.

			“Can I tell you a secret?”

			He grins, he calls it his Coyote Smile. “Absolutely.”

			I lean and whisper. “I hate my job, Spence. Seriously. I hate it. I’d give it all up to that random person who is probably in that restaurant over there.”

			“So why don’t you?”

			I glance at a family getting into their car in the parking lot and sigh. “Because I wouldn’t wish this on anyone. So I might as well do it and rock the boat as little as possible.” I get up, help him up as well and glance over at Ozzie, who still looks awfully worried. “I’m okay, Oz. At least I will be.”

			He takes that as his cue to come over, bringing the staff with him. “I’m sorry, I tried to keep you from slipping into that… I’m sorry.”

			I wave it off and take the staff. “Not your fault, I screwed up. Don’t worry, won’t happen again. I don’t plan on being a dragon for a good long while.”

			“Well, uh.” Spencer speaks up. “Probably a good idea for us to continue this conversation in the car, on the road, driving away from here, considering those nice people in the diner probably just saw either two semis colliding, my dad trying to carjack a tour bus, or any other number of illegal things. Car’s over there, let’s go.”

			“I’ll call a cab.” Ozzie looks away. “You two can go ahead.”

			“Spence, could you get the car started? We’ll be right over.”

			I take Ozzie aside while Spencer heads to what looks like a luxury sedan. “Everything okay? Figured you’d be in a better mood, I mean…” I press the button on the staff to make it collapse. Damn, that’s cool. “We did just win. We’re all okay, well, except for Spencer. I thought…”

			“You were… Your eyes were…” He can’t make eye contact. “I don’t know what, didn’t know what you were, what you were going to do…”

			I put my hand on his shoulder. “Ozzie, I would never hurt you, you know that. Look at me, I’m fine, I’m okay. My head’s still a little fuzzy but I know who I am and what I am.”

			“The Ra’keth.” He looks at his feet. “You’re the Ra’keth.”

			I shrug. “Well, yeah. You knew that when we met.”

			“I knew, but…but I never really thought about what that meant. When you claimed the staff, you were… I finally realized what you were capable of, how there’s so much about you that I don’t know, that you might not even know. I…” When his eyes meet mine, they’re moist. “James, I don’t know if I can do this.”

			Everything, even the air, suddenly feels really heavy. “Oz, are you saying that you, that we’re…”

			“I just don’t know if I can handle this, James. I’m sorry, I just don’t know. You’re amazing and everything I thought I was looking for—”

			“But now, it’s hitting you that you’re dating the guy who ends the world, who’s got a target on his back and that target might include you. It’s okay, I get it.” It doesn’t make it hurt any less. “You, um, I get it. I uh…” I sniff back some tears. “I gotta go.”

			“James…”

			“I gotta go.” I push past him and run over to the car that Spence had pointed out, leaving Ozzie behind me. I don’t say anything, just get in, Spencer adjusting the seat as someone taller was driving it.

			“You okay?”

			“Drive.” The engine starts, and the Coyote blinks a couple times at the ignition, then me.

			“All right.” He does a U-turn and begins driving toward the City. “Might want to calm down, at least out of Dark Wizard mode, okay? We don’t have to talk, I won’t ask what happened.”

			“He broke up with me.” I wipe my eyes on my sleeve. “That’s what happened. Should’ve figured I couldn’t have something normal.” I glare at him. “And if you make one fucking rebound comment—”

			“Jesus, James, I wouldn’t do that. I was joking when I said that, what, six months ago? I’m surprised you even remember. I’m going to drop you off at Dave’s, and then I’m going to shoot pool until all the bars close so you can just brood or be pissed or throw things or whatever until you call me and tell me you’re ready to talk about it.”

			I glance out the window. “That’s awfully mature of you.”

			I hear him mutter under his breath, but I don’t quite catch it. “What was that?”

			“Nothing. Just that I’ll give you all the time you need. I don’t recommend pulling a heist on a vampire to get over it, by the way, didn’t turn out all that well for me. I’d also advise against petty theft, trying Goldschläger, telling the captain of the lacrosse team his girlfriend’s ass isn’t as cute as his, breaking into a chop shop to steal back an eight-year-old Civic with sticky transmission or filling a Kitsune’s apartment with about eight thousand dollars worth of Hello Kitty merchandise.” He points at me without looking. “There’s a smile. So no matter how shitty today was, at least you smiled.”

			“Spence, why are you my friend?”

			He appears to be about to say something, but stops. “Because if that’s what I can be, then that’s what I’ll take. Like my friend Bank says, ‘It’s easier to have friends than enemies.’ Granted, I don’t speak as many languages as he does.

			“Shouldn’t take us too long to get back. Need you rested and recovered since the dragons and the Fae are likely going to have a bit of a spat, not to mention the Fae are getting pissy about twin-bloods and other bullshit.”

			He smirks at me. “See? You thought you could avoid getting involved, but now you know about it. Your consciousness has been raised.”

			“Tomorrow, I’ll worry about it tomorrow.”

			“As well you should, unless we end up first against the wall when the revolution comes.” He glances at me. “Please say you’ve at least started reading it.”

			I shake my head, he rolls his eyes. “I’ll buy you a copy, that’s a crime that needs to be corrected.”

			A few seconds pass, and he looks at me again. “Just trying to get your mind off it so you don’t do anything you’ll regret. Actually, you’re not the only one trying to get his mind off shit. Gotta wonder how many microbrews Bjorn thinks saving his life is worth. Probably worth a burger or something too. Hey, you like Skee-Ball? I could drive us to Jersey, we’ll find a boardwalk, and by the time we’ve earned enough tickets for the teddy bear this fucking shit day will be over.”

			“Spence, just…please, just drive.”

			So he does, and sometime later I’m dropped off in front of the diner.

			“Spencer?”

			He glances in my direction.

			“I’m really sorry about your dad. Let me know if you want to talk, okay?”

			He nods then drives away without a word.

			I go upstairs, passing Dave in the kitchen wordlessly, and collapse on my futon.

			Then…then…I finally cry.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty

			Spencer

			December 20, 11:30 pm

			“Because I love you, you dumbass.” God, if I’d only said it louder in the car. But I didn’t, because even though I’m an asshole a lot of the time, I don’t want to be one with him. No, I didn’t want to jump with glee when he told me he and Ozzie had broken up, and no, I don’t want to track the Dwarf down and get the whole story. I’m pissed because they broke up. James was happy and didn’t need an Emerald pulled on him, and now? He’s gone full Ra’keth at least twice today. That’s the sort of behavior that causes a sorcerer to need to be reminded he’s human and flawed like the rest of us.

			Also, telling a guy you love him within five minutes of his boyfriend breaking up with him is a dick move. That’s a given. If this were a movie, I’d be driving around the City to some maudlin tracks on the radio while the camera cut between James and me to show how we’re handling it. The audience would wonder why the hell I don’t just go tell him I love him and that everything, and I mean everything, would be okay.

			But I’m a Coyote, so chances are I’m just playing one hell of a trick on myself, that I’ve actually managed to convince myself that not only am I capable of loving someone, but that I love the one guy that I, as a Coyote, am supposed to trick. Maybe being half-human’s enough to slide through the door, maybe it’s not, I don’t know. This is the sort of thing I’d ask Mom advice about.

			But instead of driving around town, I’m at Under the Bridge, nursing a beer, Bjorn already fully recovered, the bar itself appearing to be fully repaired. James isn’t the only one who’ll brood tonight, it seems, even though just by looking I can tell at least eight fish are swimming around the pool table, and I could use the money. The car’s parked nine blocks away, wiped down, in front of a building that has a couple sidhe living in it. A storm’s brewing with the Fae, but like James said, it can wait until tomorrow. For now I’m content to sit at one of the corner tables and drink.

			“Good evening, Mr. Crain.”

			Or maybe it can’t wait until tomorrow. A sidhe stands in front of the table, dressed in an off-the-rack suit, but one from a higher-end store. He’s tall, but then they all are, his skin a lighter shade of blue, hair closer to midnight, likely styled in a session that cost more than I could hustle in here in a week. His face is placid, they can be hard to read when they want to be. I expect him to sit down, but he remains where he is.

			“Whatever you need to tell me, it can wait until tomorrow.”

			“Tomorrow I have an audience with Her Majesty. She’s quite curious as to why thirty-five members of the peerage were alive this morning, and are not as of this evening. I cannot lie to Her Majesty, but perhaps I can be…selective with the truth.” He folds his arms. “The Coyotes’ pointless feuding with the Phouka was amusing to Her, but I believe as of this evening, it has ceased to be amusing. An outside force has involved itself directly in Fae affairs, attacked and senselessly murdered our kith and kin—”

			“Senselessly? I was kidnapped and held for ransom!”

			“Ah, yes.” He smiles, self-satisfied. “But you are a Coyote. A group that has long cultivated its reputation as expert liars. No respected member of the court would give your words any weight. Her Majesty will have no choice but to demand weregild from the Coyotes.” His smile grows wider. “Thirty-five in total.” He leans toward me. “My apologies. I forgot about your father’s fate this evening. Thirty-four.”

			So yeah, really want to hit this guy. But let’s face it, that’s exactly what he wants. “You’re Cobalt Order.” I glance toward Bjorn. “Is this really the place you want to be threatening me?”

			“The Cobalt Order? Ah yes, the unfortunate Order of Knights of the Realm that were butchered by your clan. It is a shame what happened to them, to fall victim to such a brazen act of war upon the Fae. What else could it be? The weregild will be demanded, any with ties to your clan will be investigated.” His smugness seems to intensify further. “High-ranking officials of Her Majesty’s court might find themselves under a scrutinizing eye.”

			Rourke. They’ll go after Rourke.

			“Obviously you’re buttering me up. What do you want for a promise of selectivity with the truth during your meeting?”

			“Direct. The stories seem correct about your kind. Fine, I will honor your request.” He goes for the dramatic pause. Asshole. “I want the Lightning Rod. A Ra’keth would accomplish our aims in the space of a breath. You need not convince him, just deliver him to us, and false assumptions about the death of the Order need never be corrected.”

			I will admit that if this guy weren’t allowed to make it to that meeting, possibly because he’s eating through a tube, none of this deal matters. But, one, I’m not that kind of person, and, two, people like this always have Plans B through Z waiting in the wings.

			So I get up, smooth out my clothes and give my answer. “I’d like you to think about what you’re doing. You’re standing in a commoner bar, professing to be a member of the Cobalt Order…” I make sure to project that last part. “And you’re threatening the Agents of Fate Herself. You, a sidhe, the oldest, most regal, most noble, most uptight and stagnant assholes in the entire mythic world, are announcing you want to demand something of the Coyotes? You’re opening yourself up to become ideal marks for the greatest con artists and hucksters ever put on this earth. But you want me to trade the Mark of All Marks so we don’t get a shot at that?”

			I get right in his face. “Go run to your mommy, fucker. I can’t wait to tell my grandfather that the sidhe just declared open season on themselves. And it’s Spencer Crain. Remember the name, because I’m going to be the one who fucks up your life until it finally dawns on you to shape up.” And then I spit in his face. “Because that’s my goddamned job.”

			To his credit, he doesn’t wipe his face. “You’ve made a mistake.”

			“Also my job. But so did you, Mr. Perfect. Don’t worry.” I grin a bit wider, because if there’s one thing I’ve learned about sidhe from hanging out at Under the Bridge, it’s this… “It’s probably just some of that human blood making itself known.”

			Sidhe, according to other Fae, at least, were the first Fae created by the Ra’keth, and they’re not really creations, but descendants of the Sorcerer Kings, which means no matter how many times they inbreed to keep their blood blue, there’ll always be a human hanging out in the family tree, waving down at them. And when you remind them of that fact?

			Well, that gets the punch thrown, which gets his stuck-up ass thrown out.

			But of course, the first thing I do is leave a message on my grandfather’s answering service. He might be pissed at me, but he’ll probably want to know that I likely got us in even more trouble. Also, I’m wondering why the Fae see me as a Coyote even though I’m still on the outs with the clan. Sure, I see myself as a ’Yote, but I don’t think that counts.

			Does it?

			Regardless, I feel a little better, kinda, so I head over to the pool tables. I can hustle some beer money, and it doesn’t take long for someone to come up.

			“I always wanted to play a game against Spencer Crain.”

			“Yeah. And if you’ve heard I’m good at pool, you should see me play Karuta.” I smile halfheartedly, racking the balls. “Don’t have the head for Go, but I know six players I can pay to play for me.

			“I won’t ask how you knew I was here.”

			Shiko picks up a cue. “No one ever expects one of your clan to plan ahead. Does this mean you’ll finally tell me how you stole my soul, Coyote?”

			“Does it count as a favor?”

			“Spencer.” She touches my hand. “Not the Feud. Not tonight. You stole my soul and returned it to me on the same night you took it. No trickster of any clan had ever managed it, and I never want it to happen again. Please.”

			I chew my lip a moment. “Hypothetically?”

			She smiles. “Hypothetically. How would you do it?”

			“That pride of yours? That was my in.” The Fox gestures for more before I break, the balls scattering across the table. “When we first met you were playing four games of Go at the same time. I remembered that and researched your online profiles, logs of your games, sent them to someone who’s knowledgeable about such things. She dissected your playing style and came up with which schools of play would likely give you the most trouble. Not beat you, just give you trouble. After that I found, hypothetically, six players to challenge you, with explicit instructions to play not to win, but not to lose.”

			“To keep me playing and distracted as long as possible.” She mutters “kuso” under her breath after a miss.

			I sip my beer, then line up my shots. “Because I noticed how seriously you take your Go. When I lifted Kazuhiro’s keychain, he knew right away I’d taken it, even though he wasn’t within sight or earshot. If I was going to do the same to you, I’d have to make sure all of your attention was exactly where I wanted it, because you’d know in an instant what I was up to. Hypothetically.”

			“When would you have decided to start planning all of this?”

			“After you got those three favors out of me. Well, it was two at the time. I knew it would be tough as hell, but the advantage I had was the time to plan, and my clan’s not known for thinking ahead. So, for the first part of the trick? I would have to get to Japan without you knowing.”

			Shiko hrms. “Kazuhiro? He does seem to enjoy dropping you there and leaving.”

			“Exactly. Kazu-kun was easy. I played the fool and he couldn’t resist sending me to Tokyo. He even thought it was all his idea. You should let him know he’s an easy play. Anyway, I made sure he did it before he went out on his delivery route, and lifted his phone beforehand. The second my hands were on your soul, you’d know, and you’d be after him for a portal, so I had to make sure you couldn’t call him for a speedy trip to find me. Gave me time to search.”

			We’re out of the hypothetical now, but I don’t care anymore.

			“And you found my apartment.” She leans on the cue, wheels turning in her head as she watches me sink the seven, the four, the two, the one. I had a good teacher. “How?”

			“As clever as you Foxes think you are, you forget you’ve got to interact with the human world as well. A Dog couldn’t find you, a Coyote couldn’t find you, another Fox probably couldn’t find you.” I look at her, and she’s smiling her real smile. “But you’ve still got to pay taxes and rent and buy food. That leaves a paper trail. It took some time, but I knew you wouldn’t be on to me until I held the item in my hands. But I gotta ask, Shiko.” I’m pretty close to running the table now.

			She nods curtly. “Please.”

			“Why keep your soul in a picture frame?”

			“I don’t think you’ve earned that yet.”

			“Can I guess?” Just the five left and then I can sink the eight and seal it.

			She thinks about it a moment. “I won’t say if you’re right.”

			“Because of the picture that was supposed to be in it? That one of you that my dad stole, that you traded in exchange for a hit on me and a ’Vette?” Only the eight left now, trapped behind the thirteen. She doesn’t flinch. “It’s really pretty, you in the kimono with the umbrella, all demure and elegant.” I set up the masse. “That’s the real you, isn’t it? Eight ball. Corner pocket.” I take the shot. “Fuck.”

			She takes up position, starts making her shots. “You’re aware of what I really am.”

			“What you were born as, sure, but that picture, that’s of who you really are inside, right? Who took it?”

			“Drew it.” Three left on her side.

			“Jesus, that was drawn?”

			“By the Recluse, no less.” She glances around, and then leans against the table. “I would tell you to never love a sorcerer…” She covers her mouth politely as she briefly giggles. “But it would be wasted advice for both you and me. We cannot resist them, our kind, those who see through all our tricks are the ultimate challenge at first, and then we see how lonely they truly are. We understand them, they in turn understand us, and for a time the love is real. You cast aside thoughts of an Emerald because you love someone who sees you as you are.” She exhales, takes another shot. “And still they love you regardless.”

			“Why didn’t it work out?”

			“The Emerald, there is always the Emerald, and when they learn of it, and they always do, it is the greatest betrayal. For them, all of it will have been a lie, and the consequences… I was lucky.”

			“What happened?”

			“He threw me through a mirror and I landed in Tokyo Bay. This was before Kazuhiro was born, and there were no other Kitsune who could open portals as he does, so getting back to America took several weeks, enough time to swear off humans, especially sorcerers.” She furrows her brow. “I suspect you would not be as lucky. The Recluse killed a murderous tyrant to end the world in his time. The Lightning Rod nearly allowed existence itself to be destroyed and has angered more gods than I can count.”

			“But he doesn’t do anything.”

			“Exactly.”

			I take a sip of my beer. “Not really following you.”

			“What do sorcerers do?”

			“Uh, wash dishes? Listen to obscure indie-rock mix tapes? Pay way too much attention to outdated role-playing games? Ignore seminal works of British comedic writing?”

			“And?” She doesn’t act surprised or intrigued by any of that, meaning she likely knows who the Ra’keth is, probably because the Kitsune have been following me and figured out who James is. I’ve tried to tell him that keeping a low profile isn’t exactly a solid plan. Still, I’m avoiding the obvious answer.

			“They work magic.”

			She nods, lining up the final shot. “They change the world. They alter it, end it, begin it anew, and this world is exactly as the old one. No favor for any of the clans or the mythics, no diminishing. The decree of the Lightning Rod was to lessen the Ra’keth. Eight ball, side pocket.”

			“So?”

			“So?” She gets some attention at that, mostly because her human guise drops, her tone betrays a hint of masculinity, anger. She also misses her shot. “There shall only be one Ra’keth. One. How could he decree something so…so…idiotic?”

			“Before that you had to kill a Ra’keth to become one, maybe he wanted to cut down on the competition. I don’t know. Three people were the Sorcerer King in one night, remember? Would you rather have had the Frozen River? He wanted to kill all the gods.”

			“Obviously not, but that fool could’ve been dealt with. This one…this one could kill us all.”

			“How? I mean, he’s slipped up a couple times, but I doubt he’s going to go all Bond villain and end the world again.” I lean back against the table. This isn’t really the memorial drinking binge that I wanted to have for Dad’s sake. I’d planned to have a few here, go to the Palace, find someone, anyone, willing to take me into the men’s room or the ladies’ room and not come out until some burly satyr called me a cab and told me to come back later. “If he gets too bad, someone will pull an Emerald and ground him out.”

			“The Emerald is to remind him he’s human, he’s aware of that. Unfortunately there is no trick to remind a sorcerer of what he is also.”

			“And that is?”

			“Magic.”

			“Well, obviously he can work magic, we covered that already.”

			“No, Spencer, he is magic. The Ra’keth is the conduit for magic itself. The Lightning Rod is his title, Sigil is his name.” The Kitsune takes a few seconds, gathering herself. “Spencer, all of us, all of the mythics, you remember our origins, yes? What we all have in common?”

			Everything, at least in the beginning, was created by a sorcerer. The details vary from case to case in the reasoning, such as dragons apparently being made as guard dogs, the Fae being crafted as living dreams, the weres and vamps made as soldiers to use against other Ra’keth. Every mythic, even the gods themselves, was initially born of a sorcerer’s will, an act of magic.

			“I’m still not seeing why this means we’re all doomed because he’s keeping a low profile. The Recluse did the same thing, didn’t he? Why the hell are you telling me this anyway? And I mean, why are you finding me to make sure I know this shit?”

			“Because the Coyote that could trick me, that could fool a fallen Keth into believing that he is a sorcerer, that could steal an Emerald in the Snow, that has tricked reality itself into believing he can work magic…”

			“I throw cards, Shiko, that’s your trick.”

			“Even I cannot make the trick work as often as you do. The Fates look the other way so often where your clan is concerned I can only assume there is some sort of collusion—”

			“Shiko? My father died today, okay? Can any of this wait until tomorrow?”

			She puts her hand on my shoulder, squeezes it. “I know.”

			“Then why bother me with all this tonight?”

			“Because you need to know. Because the clans need to be aware, and you are the only Coyote who would give this information the weight it deserves. Also…” She takes my beer, sips it. “You are not the only one in mourning. I lost a good rival tonight. There are few that still challenge me. I will…miss the competition. As the Phouka are caught up in their own complications with the Fae, that leaves me with either hunting demons…” she meets my eyes, and it’s still like looking into an autumn sky, “…or Karuta.” She leans into me, her human guise returning as her lips brush mine, but I gently push her away.

			“I can’t. I’m sorry, I just can’t.” Instead, I try to change the subject by taking the last shot. “Eight ball. Side pocket.” Plunk. Yay me. Crap, I forgot to set terms. I just beat a Kitsune and won’t get anything out of it.

			“I understand. Spencer?”

			“Hmm?”

			“Don’t go anywhere. I need to run to the ladies’ room.” And she leaves the table, but I catch a smile, her natural smile, with the barest of winks just before she turns away. Her keys are on the table. Keys to a 1967 Corvette. In the end, I guess, it’s the best method of consoling she can come up with, of keeping my father alive a little longer.

			I get up, take the keys, go out to the car in the lot and drive off into the night.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-One

			Spencer

			December 21, 3:06 am

			It’s after three in the morning when I finally make it back to the diner. Took me a while to remember driving stick, and after that it was just wandering the highways, listening to maudlin music.

			Everything’s closed up, so I go in through the side door, use the key I hid behind a loose brick. I’m already into a new day, so all the shit is officially in the past, but it won’t feel real until I wake up later this morning.

			Who am I kidding? Early this afternoon.

			I left the ’Vette in a parking garage a couple stops down the Blue Line. Maybe I’ll move it tomorrow, don’t really know how Dad handled the game of Keep Away. What I do know is that even if my grandfather doesn’t really see me as a Coyote anymore, the other clans still do.

			Dave’s snoring away in his tub, you learn to tune it out after a while. The futon’s empty, so my first thought is that James and Ozzie just had a spat, and now he’s back over there, the two of them making up or in post-making-up bliss.

			Then I see the silhouette through the skylight, up on the roof. I should go to bed, but judgment issues, you know?

			James is standing near the ledge, looking off toward the sky, not at the street below, so I assume this is brooding, not contemplation of something stupid. Still, I say, “Don’t jump.”

			He sits down on the ledge. He’s wearing his bathrobe that’s too big for him, the one he wears when he’s doing stuff in his storage locker. “Shitty night, huh?”

			“Quite.” I go over and sit next to him. “Why are you up here?”

			“Making sure I don’t do anything dumb, like call out Ozzie’s name and force him to come here and take me back.” He sags, rubs his face with his hands. “I don’t know what I did to fuck it up, you know? Wasn’t like I wasn’t the Ra’keth when we started dating.”

			“It’s a bit for people to take. Just because he’s a Dwarf doesn’t mean he’s had a lot of exposure to the weird stuff, and you tend to attract the weird stuff, you gotta admit. Give him some time, you’ll find a way to work it out.”

			He half-chuckles at that, the other half of it an amused sigh. “Funny to hear you saying that.”

			“How so?”

			“My boyfriend left me. Didn’t you promise you’d be there to swoop in for the rebound?”

			“Well…” I scoot a little down the ledge, away from him. “That was something I said. You just got your heart broken so I’ll try to follow Wheaton’s Law.”

			“That being?”

			“Don’t be a dick. Also, you told me not to make any rebound comments.”

			That earns a smile. “I feel like shit, Spencer.”

			“Same here.” I yawn, put out the idea I’m tired and it’s past three in the morning, so maybe we’ll both be in better spirits tomorrow morning and won’t make any mistakes tonight. It was a very nuanced yawn. “But the least we can do is help each other through it, right?”

			“Spencer, seriously, I’m sorry about your father.” And he hugs me tight, clearly taking it worse than I am at the moment. Dad didn’t want me crying about it. I’m sure, wherever he is, he’s happy the ’Vette’s back in the family.

			“Don’t worry about it, I’m grieving in my own way. Even going to a few strip clubs in his honor. You wanna go with me?”

			He shakes his head. “Spence, you don’t have to do this.”

			I hold his face in my hands. “James? Trust me, yesterday was the shittiest day of my life, but it was yesterday. Today’s starting off okay, we’ll see about tomorrow. For now, just…just be here and talk to me.” I glance at the new accessory on his belt. “What’s that?”

			He takes the staff off his belt, looks at it a few seconds and clips it back on. “Ozzie made that for me. I claimed it. Without even thinking, I claimed it. I think that’s what scared him off. I guess I get pretty scary looking.”

			“Black eyes, dark veins, yeah, it’s intimidating.”

			James looks at me. “So why are you still here, then? Hell, you’ve seen it a bunch of times. Why didn’t you run off?”

			“Well, because I’ve been chased by zombies, almost blown to pieces by your ex, nearly sacrificed to a dead guy, stabbed through the arm, shot at, possessed by the Usurper… I’m shocked I’m not in a rubber room, to be perfectly honest. I’ve seen the sort of shit that would demand months of therapy.” I shrug, nudge his shoulder. “So you’d probably have to bring your A-game to drive me away.”

			“Bullshit.” He shakes his head. “There’s got to be more to it than that.”

			“Fucking sorcerers and their trickster sense…”

			“So it’s all for a trick?”

			“No, it’s nothing like that. I just want to be here with you because you’re feeling shitty and helping you out gets my mind off feeling shitty and—”

			And he’s kissing me. His tongue slides between my lips and teeth, eager, needy, arms tightly holding me to him.

			I wish I could say I was strong enough to resist, that I could be a better man, that I pushed him away and told him it wouldn’t be right, and then found a place to crash, but…

			“Spencer?”

			I pull away enough to look into his eyes, dreamily. “Yes, James?”

			“Please.” His hands slide down along my sides, wander over the front of my jeans to underline the request. “Please.”

			Oh God, Spencer Jensen Crain, you need to pull back and tell him no. Not like this. Not like this.

			“James, we shouldn’t.” Jesus, that took everything I had. “I can’t do this. Not to you.”

			“Can’t do what?” His eyes are focused on mine, the moon reflecting off them, which doesn’t really help the Coyote instincts.

			“I can’t… You want me to sleep with you, right? You’re feeling awful and rejected, and you want to feel like someone still thinks you’re awesome, so you want me to sleep with you. I’ve seen it in a hundred movies and TV shows, and it never turns out well. It wrecks friendships and I’m not going to risk losing you for the chance at making your futon squeak and traumatizing Dave.”

			“Maybe. But I think you’d do it anyway, and not because you’re torn up over your dad.”

			“What, because you think I’m an opportunistic prick?”

			He shakes his head. “No. Because you love me.”

			And the world sort of stops for a few seconds. I haven’t been that obvious, have I? Did Ozzie tell him? Am I part of the reason they broke up? Shit, that is exactly what I didn’t want.

			Time seems to start again when his hand is on my face. “You do love me, don’t you?”

			Fuck.

			“Spencer, it’s a simple question.”

			“With a really difficult answer, okay?”

			“If the answer was no, you would’ve said so by now. You also would’ve taken me up on it.” He kisses me gently, again. “But you didn’t. So c’mon, Coyote, you love me or not?”

			I sigh. “Fucking… Yes. Okay? Yes, I love you, you oblivious dumbass.”

			“Then why the fuck didn’t you say anything?” He’s gotten up now, stomped off through the gravel that covers the roof. “Jesus, I’ve been with Ozzie six months, how long has this been going on?”

			“Since uh…around the time you two started going out. Had an epiphany and everything. I wanted to be the guy who made you happy, Ozzie just beat me to it. So I stepped aside because that’s what you’re supposed to do, and I’ve been paying for it ever since!”

			Now I’m standing. I’ve only seen a couple movies where a declaration of love turns into a screaming match, but at least I’ve got a road map. “Besides, it doesn’t fucking matter anyway if you don’t have any feelings for me, right?” I take another step toward him. “Right?” Another step. He’s not looking at me.

			I lower my voice. “Right?”

			A couple seconds later I’m on my back on the gravel, James on top of me, mouth locked with mine as his hands work my clothes open. What follows is…

			Technically, I’ve had better. Rourke had centuries of experience and months to learn every single spot on my body to make my loins surge. James needs work on his foreplay, erogenous zones, all that. Clearly he’s used to following someone else’s lead. Also, I definitely cannot recommend sex on cold gravel at three twenty in the morning in December.

			But when it’s the first time with someone you love? Really love?

			“Spencer…” He whispers in my ear just as it happens and doesn’t let go of me until it’s over. It’s mostly the heavy breathing that accompanies the end of exertion after that. That’s all I’ll report. Some things you keep to yourself, treasure, remember to your dying day. The first time you really make love? That’s one of those moments.

			“Feel any better?” I’m still on my back, holding him against me, looking out toward the moon that’s starting to pass behind Victory Tower.

			“Yeah. You?” He repositions so we’re face-to-face.

			“You never really gave me an answer, if you have feelings for me.” I kiss along his neck. He makes a satisfied noise in reply.

			“I think so. My heart’s in a bit of a jumble right now, you understand. Can we talk about it in the morning?”

			“Yeah, we should probably get some sleep. But we are going to talk about it, right?”

			“No.”

			“No? But you said we’d—”

			“No, we won’t sleep. I’m not really ready to sleep yet.” He runs his fingers along my face. “So I was thinking you’d make good on all that bragging about your prowess.”

			One part of my body is definitely amenable to that plan, namely the part that’s exposed to the night air, that I’d like to gently push into the man I love so he’ll make the sort of noises that no guy has ever come close to eliciting from him before. Yes, I’ll admit there’s a bit of Coyote pride at stake. I won’t claim we can fuck better than sorcerers, but I’ll be damned if we lose out to dragons or Fae. Plus, just because you love a guy doesn’t mean you can’t demonstrate your jackhammer impression for him.

			Still, I’ve seen this movie before.

			“James, I don’t want you screwing me to avoid a conversation, otherwise I’m the pathetic guy in love with you that you use at your leisure, and I think you’d understand if my opinion is ‘to hell with that’.” This isn’t really the conversation I imagined having within minutes of having him on top of me for the first time.

			“And you’re telling me you’ve been in love with every person you’ve ever gone out with? It’s not enough to want to know what it’d be like with you? Christ, what is this, high school? I’m attracted to you, is that what you want to hear?”

			“How long?”

			“Huh?”

			“Hey, you asked me the same question, James, it’s fair play. How long have you been attracted to me?”

			Seriously, I can still feel a little warmth in there from when he finished. I told him I love him, and we’re fighting already about our relationship. There’s a romantic comedy in here somewhere, by God.

			“The diner. When I beat you at the shell game. I thought you were kind of hot even with that simply…horrid dye job. I wasn’t used to guys flirting with me, you caught me off guard. It’d been a while since I’d been off guard. And…” He rolls his eyes. “That’s how I feel around you. Off guard. Like…like me. Like…Miles.”

			His real name. Who he was before he became James Black. He takes a breath before continuing. “And I don’t know if that means I love you, okay? I know you’re my friend and you’re important to me and…and I wanted to kiss you and maybe I had a moment of weakness and Ozzie left me. I don’t even know what the fuck you went through before I got back. I just… Christ, Spence, isn’t that enough to—”

			So, yeah, I’m kissing him now.

			What? He started it.

			There’s a way he holds me to him while I do that. He’s not a fantastic kisser—competent, not Oscar-worthy—but there’s a quality to it, kind of like when he hugged me years ago in the lobby of Victory Station. When he called me a hero.

			His hero.

			I don’t let him go. “You realize I’m a Coyote. I’m probably not the best choice for you. This’ll only complicate your life.”

			“Because it’s so simple right now.” He manages a soft smile. “You still going to try to trick me?”

			I return the smile, kiss him lightly again. “Every day, James. In all the best ways.”

			We’re getting off on the wrong foot, we were fighting within minutes of consummating the relationship, and let’s face it, with a Coyote boyfriend he’s got an even bigger target on his back now. But that’s all for tomorrow’s James and Spencer. Right now, the man I love is in my arms, and though our moment may be short and fragile, its ending uncertain, it still waits beyond the hidden dawn.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Two

			James

			December 21, 6:40 am

			So. That happened.

			It’s the thought that keeps running again and again through my mind on a loop, renewed every time I look down and see Spencer’s arm draped over me. It was easy enough to ask Dave to head downstairs, tell him that I wanted to rest that day and didn’t want to be disturbed. Questions would be answered later, all that, and no, dragonkind hadn’t been obliterated.

			Shortly after he went downstairs, Spencer came down from the roof and, well, he’s definitely good. I won’t compare lovers, but Coyotes apparently know exactly what they’re doing.

			Now he’s asleep, the lucky bastard, while I have the distinct pleasure of once again reviewing how I fouled things up. I wish any of it meant something, like time off my community service, or a major decree, or one less Ra’keth to bother me. But instead I’m right back where I started. Only now, instead of meeting Ozzie’s father, I’m in bed with a trickster.

			I didn’t lie to him, though. I wouldn’t say I’ve don’t have a thing for him; rather, I’ve never really wanted to see him in that way. He always seemed to fit better as a friend because I need people who are reliable, and as weird as it sounds, Spencer is the one I can count on consistently. But…love?

			With Cale, I simply knew. Ozzie? Took a little while, but I knew there was something there once I realized there was something, well, there. With Spencer, well, it’s Spencer.

			Spencer Crain is not the type of guy you introduce to your parents.

			Granted, that didn’t stop me from throwing myself at him last night, but I don’t have the best track record for handling drastic change. After a near-death experience, I screwed a Red Dragon in Tolon Park. After Cale died I was so distraught I went to a dive bar and fucked some guy in his car within minutes of meeting him, just because I wanted to feel anything other than what I was feeling. And last night, after Ozzie broke up with me, I slept with Spencer, who has been in to me since the day we met.

			I wasn’t lying. He really is the only person who knew me both before and after I became a sorcerer, and I have to admit that affords a level of honesty that I can’t have with anyone else. But at the same time, he’s a Coyote, and the second time we met, he told me to remember his name because he’d be the one to trick me. I want to believe that’s all changed, like in one of those romantic comedies he’s always going on about, but at the same time I live in the real world.

			God damn it, this could be a huge mistake. This is why sorcerers in Dungeons & Dragons live in towers and shuffle around in oversized bathrobes: relationships are not for the magically inclined. Besides the whole reality-altering thing, which still scares me, by the by, there’s a good chance I won’t make it through the next few years alive.

			Unfortunately, the concept of not having to be the Sorcerer King anymore because I’d be dead isn’t as comforting as I’d thought it would be. I’ve seen Tartarus, after all, and considering I’ve killed two Ra’keth, I’m pretty sure that’s where I’d end up. So I’d like to delay that as long as possible.

			It’s a little funny that my mind goes here after a couple hours of pretty good sex with the Coyote who’s spooning me; he’s the only one I could imagine talking about this with.

			Spencer

			“Spence, you up?”

			I tug him a little closer out of reflex, mostly to confirm that he’s there, that it really happened. A wriggle of my legs reveals that I’m naked, as is he, and judging from how spent I feel, it’s safe to say that my grand learning tour of his erogenous zones was not, in fact, a dream.

			So I answer him by shimmying a bit farther up the futon to kiss his neck, nuzzle, cuddle, all that sappy stuff I usually think is pretty lame.

			“Spence?”

			I disengage enough to stretch, my body almost gleefully informing me that if James is up for it, I could definitely go again, and probably again after that.

			“Yeah?” God, I feel so stupid, what do I call him? Just James? Maybe Miles? Come up with some ridiculous cutesy nickname that’ll make everyone eye-roll but us?

			“What would you do if I died?”

			Spencer, you remember left field, don’t you?

			Oh hey, sorry to hear about your breakup, left field, but I’m kind of in a thing right now.

			There’s only one thing I can think of, though, as I sit up next to him and shrug.

			“I wouldn’t let you die.”

			He grumbles, sits up next to me. “Spence, you have to be realistic. Someday something’s going to kill me. I’m the Ra’keth. It’s a question of when, not if.”

			“So I’d stop them. I’m a Coyote, they’d never see me coming.” I put my arm around him, rest my head against his.

			“Well, what if you’re not there? And Hades shows up to personally collect me? I’m dead, gone, judged, all that. So what do you do?”

			I shrug again. “Go into Hades to rescue you, I guess.”

			He pulls himself free, looks at me crossly. “Jesus, would you take this seriously?”

			“I am taking this seriously. You get in trouble, I back you up. You get in a jam, I rescue you. That’s what the sidekick does for the hero, especially when, well, you know…” Oh God, did I just blush?

			“Spencer, this is not going to be a forever kind of relationship, okay? I just want to be sure that when someone finally kills me, you won’t lose it.”

			I hold his face in my hands, make direct eye contact. “And you’re not listening to me. I would not let you die. Take it or leave it.”

			I can tell that he fights off rolling his eyes, but his tonality conveys it all the same as he pushes my hands away, resumes his previous position. “Fine.”

			“So what would you do if I died?”

			“Huh?”

			“C’mon, you made me answer, I don’t get to ask the same question? What would you do if I died?”

			“I’d incinerate your corpse until it was naught but ash and then spread those ashes to the four winds.”

			I blink. “Uh…that was a quick answer. Jesus, have you been thinking about this?”

			“It’s because if you’re burned in the magical equivalent of a nuclear furnace, there’s no chance you’d come back as a zombie. And if by some chance you do come back as one, I’ll hit your head with an ice spell and shatter it without alerting the rest of the horde.” He shrugs simply. “I don’t know, that seems like what you’d want.”

			I just stare, agape, until he finally notices and asks, “What?”

			“And that is why I love you, James.”

			“Because I’d—” James doesn’t get to finish his sentence. A tongue in your mouth will do that, as will hands moving to certain places and working a certain appendage.

			For that answer, he’s really getting my A-game.

			Ozzie

			I should’ve expected something like this, to be truthful.

			Everything had been going so well, at a good pace, I’d found someone I could make a connection with, could love. Maybe I thought that was enough to overlook him being a guy, being human and being one of the Keth. The first two I’ve had some experience being okay with, the last one…

			I can still see his eyes, two pools of black oil that light would never find the bottom of. It triggered something…primal in me, an innate compulsion to just go along with whatever he wanted, to serve him properly because the Ra’keth created the Fae. We were created to be their smiths, to make more interesting weapons for them to kill each other with. That part, luckily for me, was diminished by all the interbreeding with humans over the centuries. The other part is what made me leave.

			I was afraid of him.

			I love the guy, but it finally hit me that after one bad day he could just wave his hand out of annoyance and that would be the end of me. I know he wouldn’t actually do it, especially after what the Coyote told me about his last beau, but a man still needs time to process all of that. There’s a difference between playing Dungeons & Dragons with your boyfriend and him cracking a joke about how his character could wreak more havoc than he could, and then actually witnessing what he’s capable of. Kinda puts things in perspective.

			That’s why I needed time to figure this out, and at least James was understanding about that. I think he gets how big a deal this all was for me too.

			Hell, if I can ride on his back while he’s a crazed dragon and still not be scared off, then maybe this is the real thing, minus a bit of naïveté on my part.

			To think I was actually considering proposing at six months.

			Nah, we need some more time to work through things, maybe make his moving in more formal, give him more than just a drawer at my place, or maybe we could find our own apartment. I don’t know, but I like thinking about the possibilities, and that’s how I know we’ve got a shot.

			Parking isn’t much of an issue. I found a spot a couple blocks away, and the diner’s already picking up, even fifteen minutes after opening.

			“Mornin’, Ozzie.” Sharon smiles at me when I come in and climb onto one of the stools.

			I’m aware that I’m putting things off, but James tends to sleep in, and I want to give him a few more minutes. I nod to Sharon with a smile of my own, and she makes the time to stop by.

			“Usual?”

			“Looks like. Guessin’ he hasn’t come down yet?” Already a coffee cup’s in front of me, filled up.

			She shakes her head and puts an order on the wheel. Bacon, scrambled eggs, home fries. I’m a simple guy when it comes to food.

			“How’re classes going?”

			“Easier than expected.” She gives a few refills, checking in with customers while Monica works the booths. “You? How’s work?”

			“A few new projects this month.” I sip the coffee. It’s not fantastic, but it gets the job done. “You uh…” I chew my lower lip. “You hear anything from John?” Her husband, still overseas.

			She cashes out a customer, keeping her attention on him. “I’ve been through this before. Doesn’t mean anything.” She then looks at me. “It’ll be a few minutes, we’re pretty busy this morning.”

			I nod. “Noticed. I’ll go check on Sleeping Beauty. Save my chair?”

			“Don’t I always?”

			“When I tip well, yeah.”

			“You gonna tip well?”

			“Fifty percent, as usual.”

			She smirks. “Then it’ll be waiting for you when you get back.”

			We’ll have to find a place in Beckettsville, I’m guessing, to be close to the diner, Dave, everyone. Just feels homier around here.

			The stairs going up make me thankful for my human heritage every time I climb them. My grandfather’s almost pureblood, and the steepness of these would kick his ass.

			“James?” I call. “You up yet?” I crest the stairs. “It’s past eight.” I see him on the futon. “I figured you and I needed to—”

			“Ozzie?” James’s face is one of shock when it emerges from beneath the covers.

			He’s not alone.

			He was… He’s… There’s another…

			I don’t know what to do.

			“Ozzie, what are you doing here?” There’s no anger, just surprise.

			“I… You were… I thought after we’d taken some time to think about last night that…” I’m breathing rapidly. My chest feels empty. “Tell me it’s not… Please say it’s not Spen…” I can’t finish the sentence.

			Stone, what do I do? My face feels hot, wet. I shake my head quickly. “No.”

			“Ozzie, I thought we were…”

			“You son of a bitch!” I yelled that.

			I’m vaguely aware I’m heading downstairs. I make it out the side door to the alley before my throat seizes and something warm pours out my mouth onto the pavement and scattered trash.

			I start walking away from the diner.

			“Ozzie!” Of course it’s him.

			This time the Coyote gets it in the face.

			He’s knocked to the sidewalk, his hand rubbing his jaw. “Fuck, I’m sorry. He said you two broke up.”

			“You couldn’t wait, could you?” I stand over him. Stone, I want to hit him again. “Not even twelve damned hours? And him, he couldn’t…”

			“Fine, you’re right, I swooped in, I fucked up, I was wrong. I’m sorry, but I can’t exactly go back. I don’t know why you’re so pissed, you were the one who broke up with…”

			His mouth opens a few seconds.

			“You never actually said to him that you were breaking up with him. Am I right?”

			“I needed time!” My fingers are still clenched into fists, but I won’t hit him again. “I just needed time to work through it.”

			“Listen, I’ll back off if you two—”

			“You think I’d take him back now?” I narrow my eyes at him. “Did you plan this?”

			“No.”

			“Did you?”

			“No. It just happened, and I’ll step aside if it means—”

			I shake my head. “Don’t even bother. Just…just don’t bother.”

			“Hey, he came on to me, okay?” He instantly winces, but that’s about enough.

			I throw my hands up. “Fuck both of you, you deserve each other.”

			And I walk to my car. I don’t look back.

			Spencer

			“James, think back to last night. Think hard. Did Ozzie at any point in your conversation say that it was over, or that you two were breaking up, or anything with a definite weight of finality to it?”

			He’s sitting on the futon, just in his underwear.

			“I…I thought that’s what it meant.”

			“Oh Jesus.” I sit down on the floor. “At the end of the day, I really am a Coyote.”

			“I am so sick of people being boiled down to terms instead of who they are. I tried with Ozzie, we were Ozzie and James and it was… But it had to turn into a Dwarf and the Ra’keth. So what does being a Coyote have to do with anything?”

			“Because the best way for a ’Yote to trick a sorcerer is to fuck with their relationship. I was doing everything I could to not do that, and we still ended up in the same place.” I half-glare at him. “And like I told Ozzie, I did not plan this.”

			“Why are you rubbing your face?” He takes my hand away from my jaw, sees the bruise there. “Fuck, did Ozzie do that?”

			“I had it coming, I slept with his boyfriend, and he got to see you and me in the middle of…” I wave it off. “It doesn’t mat—”

			“Heal.”

			My face feels hot as the magic repairs the damage, but to be honest, I was okay with it hurting a while longer. When the hero fucks up like this, he’s supposed to take his knocks and pay the price. And I’m his hero. Looks like I’m off to a great start.

			“Well, if he’s going to hit somebody, that’s not the kind of guy I want to date anyway. Fuck, I never even saw it and the whole time he’s—”

			“He’s not Heath, James. I fucked his boyfriend in front of him. I told him I was in love with his boyfriend. So, yeah, he hit me. He socked me in the face once, he didn’t beat the shit out of me.”

			“I’m still going to—”

			I stop him there. “You’ll do nothing, James. Trust the guy with more relationship experience. Let him be pissed, angry at you and me. We both deserve it. And after a while maybe you reach out when things have cooled down and apologize. It’s what every romantic-comedy protagonist is supposed to do, but ends up screwing up with some last-minute gesture.” I shrug. “I guess this means that you’re stuck with me.”

			“So what happens now?”

			“Now?” I lean back, stare through the skylight a few seconds. “Now we take our licks, face the music, all that. Don’t try to magic your way out of it, you’ll only end up summoning some horrifying demon or turning someone into a supervillain. I’ve watched enough Buffy to know magic isn’t the answer to everything.”

			When I look back at him there’s a weak smile on his face. “This mean you’re going to be my common sense?”

			What the hell, I return it. “God knows you could use some, and I don’t see anyone else willing to stand up to you.”

			“You realize that if I went full Ra’keth and wanted to, I could just command you to see things my way.”

			I shake my head. “Nope. Wouldn’t work.”

			“Because?”

			“Because I love you. And there are countless movies, stories, myths and legends about magic getting its ass kicked by love every single time.”

			“And you believe them?”

			I smile my Coyote smile. “I’m a trickster, you’re the Ra’keth, we play D&D with an actual dragon, I’ve made out with one of the Fates, and my favorite bar is run by a troll. Belief is something I have in abundance, James. And even though you fuck up from time to time, and you’re afraid of your power, I know you can use it responsibly to make the world you created a better one than the last, and you know why?”

			He doesn’t respond, he just looks into my eyes and lets me finish.

			“Because I believe in you.”

			“Spencer?”

			“Yeah, James?”

			He takes a deep breath, holds my hands in his. “I don’t love you, Spencer. But…”

			“Thank God, there’s a but.”

			He smiles, kisses me gently. “But I believe in you too. So just…give me time.”

			Some part of me should think this is a mistake because I can’t imagine a romantic comedy or TV show that goes like this. But for the life of me, I can’t tell myself to back out on the chance he’ll grow to love me. I’ve already stepped outside the friend zone, I don’t want to go back. So there’s probably a story out there that’ll supply the happy ending I’m hoping for. Even though as a Bard I know plenty of stories where this sort of thing crashes and burns, I want to believe that there’s a perfect happy ending out there for James and me. And if not?

			Well, then fuck it, we’ll just make our own.
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			Never forget what you are.

			Community Service

			© 2013 Vaughn R. Demont

			Broken Mirrors, Book 3

			The King is dead, long live the King. And, uh, could you float him a couple bucks?

			Life as the only human sorcerer isn’t all it’s cracked up to be for James Black, the Lightning Rod. Between gremlins in the closet, paladins crashing through skylights and working spells in a storage locker, hunting a body-hopping spirit is a welcome distraction. If only he didn’t have to partner with a Coyote.

			After being punted to the curb by his roommate (with benefits), things are looking dire for trickster Spencer Crain, until an old friend offers him a shot at a big score scamming the best of marks: a vampire. Thing is, he’ll have to work with his worst enemy to pull it off.

			With lives in the balance, James is learning the hard way what being a sorcerer really means—and that he picked a hell of a time to quit smoking. Spencer is faced with the choice between his future and his friends. Yeah, like he’s never seen that movie before…

			Warning: This is a work of urban fantasy containing arguments for and against Dungeons & Dragons, a closeted My Little Pony fan, awkward flirting, switching POVs, heist-movie logic, and a Dwarf who can’t hold his liquor.

			Enjoy the following excerpt for Community Service:

			“What’s going on, Spencer?” There are bags under his green eyes, his red hair mussed just on the right side of attractive, save the white streak that’s plastered to his forehead. He also sounds annoyed, but sorcerers always sound like that at four thirty in the morning, for some reason. “Do you have any idea what time it is?”

			“Time for breakfast? And some coffee? God, I need coffee. Could you let me in, I’ll even get it started.” I don’t give him a chance to refuse. It’s not like Coyotes need an invitation, so I slide past him and head out into the diner proper, getting the coffee pots ready while James follows me. “Don’t suppose you can conjure a Pan Galactic Gargle Blaster?”

			He gives me a blank look.

			“Jesus, James. Hitchhiker’s. I cannot believe you’ve never read it.”

			“I’m just not into satire, okay? Now what’s going on?” He sits at the counter, oblivious to Bank and Thornton who are outside.

			I glance back at him. “Regular for you, right?” I pour in the water, set the machine to percolating.

			“Spence, just spill it so I can get around to talking to you about something?”

			I peer at him. “Wait, you’re giving me the ‘we need to talk’? Don’t we need to have sex at least once before you break up with me?”

			He grumbles. “We’re not—” The sorcerer takes a deep breath. “I’m happy alone, okay? I don’t have the best track record and I don’t want to inflict it on someone else.”

			I turn, leaning against the counter. “What are the odds you’ll go out with another guy who gets…” I don’t finish the sentence. No one wants to be reminded that both serious relationships in their life ended with a scissor blade through their lover’s heart. “You need time, I get it. In the meantime, could you get the grill going?” I motion to the front doors. “My buddies are hungry.”

			James looks back through the window at Bank and Thornton, who wave and smile genially. He rolls his eyes. “What, recharging before you get back to the threesome?”

			What is it with people thinking I’d want to sleep with my brother? I blame the Internet. “Dude. Sick.”

			“The guy with the extra arms is okay, I guess, but Dave has a strict No Coyotes policy, remember?”

			Right. I guess a Coyote swindled the dragon out of his hoard, and he’s a tad bitter about it. Dragons love their money, which is why they’re such tempting (and easy) targets for us. Even if we don’t make a dime, it’s worth boo coo goodie points with Fate. “Fine, I’ll use the rest of my free meals to cover him.”

			He exhales hard, but nods. “Go let them in, I’ll tell Dave to stay upstairs.”

			James heads into the back while I go to the door and unlock it. I point them toward a booth, which my brother lugs his duffel bag toward. “I can get us coffee, food’s going to be a while. And, Thornton?”

			The Coyote looks at me. “Yeah?”

			“Is this diner familiar at all to you?”

			He takes in the surroundings. “No idea, I’ve eaten at a lot of diners. I think Dad took you here, right?” Yeah, and Dad skipped out on the check. Thornton suddenly grins. “Wait, is this the place the dragon owns? Shit, I took so much money off that moron.”

			Why am I not surprised that it was him?

			“Yeah, I don’t want the owner recognizing you just in case, okay? Just…cloak up or something.”

			He shrugs and closes his eyes, concentrating, his appearance shimmering before me, the Coyote features vanishing, taking on a human appearance. Gentle green eyes with a hint of mischief, medium-length brown hair in a mussed-up curtain style, light beard and goatee, casual attire, all attractive, of course. It’s a handy trick we Coyotes can pull off. To most humans and mythics we can look however we want so long as we’ve seen the clothing or hairstyle or whatever. It’s because of this I can wear tailored Armani suits whenever I want. Really, there’s only one kind of person who can see through it.

			“So, what do you three want? It’s going to be a long while because the grill’s heating up.” James glances at Thornton. “By the way, that’s the most obvious cloak I’ve ever seen. No one’s going to believe that a Hollywood actor’s eating at a diner in Beckettsville.”

			Sorcerers. It’s because of James that I don’t just put on a cloak over my boxers and shoes and head out for the day. I sit next to Bank, since the other side has Thornton and his duffel bag.

			Bank orders—coffee, black, keep it coming, a generally simple meal of scrambled eggs and toast—and thanks James sincerely for opening early after giving him a five-dollar tip. If there’s one thing Bank knows how to do, it’s treat people in the service industry like people. No one wants to make anything complicated coming on five in the morning.

			Thornton chews his lower lip. “Uh, I need a minute, but coffee would be great to start me out.” James nods, writing it down. Thornton tics his head toward him while looking at me. “So, you hitting that?”

			“What, James? God no.”

			He tilts his head. “Wait, what? But, he’s a sorcerer, so he’s the hero, you’re obviously the sidekick. I mean, the unresolved sexual tension alone…”

			Finally someone says it. “I know, right? After six months I should’ve been living a ‘True Confessions’ letter to SlashFan International.”

			He shrugs with a grin. “Well, maybe you’re just not what he goes for. He could be looking for someone charismatic, more mature, a bit dangerous, can affect a decent London accent.” Thornton reaches over the table and pats my cheek. “Don’t worry, I’ll tell you how he was.”

			I stare daggers at him. “Not if I do him first, you won’t.”

			An aggravated sigh comes from our right. “I’m standing right here, you know.” James then glances at Thornton, his voice slipping into a natural British accent, Oxford, as he puts it. “And I don’t go for Londoners.” He looks to me. “Or tricksters. I want to be left alone.” He storms off, and we both watch him leave, Bank suddenly finding the street outside very interesting.

			Thornton mutters. “Damn it.”

			Bank chuckles. “Got you pegged, sounds like.”

			Thornton shakes his head. “No, it’s not that.”

			I nod in assent to my brother, half-chiding myself for slipping back into the rhythm we had before. “He had to go and say it, didn’t he?”

			Bank looks between the two of us. “What are you two talking about?”

			Thornton, like me, is a Bard, which is the reason he’s as smooth as he is and understands television tropes almost as well as I do. Turn on any TV show or watch any movie, and if someone says that they only want to be left alone, it can only mean one thing…

			The Coyote grits his teeth. “Twenty bucks says he falls for our mark, and Spencer here has to make a decision between money and friendship.”

			“My twenty says he meets the love of his life in the next forty-eight hours and following a whirlwind romance and a hair-raising adventure, they move in together after say…a week.” I snort derisively. “So much for crashing on his couch.”

			Bank blinks, looking between the two of us. “Or…he just wants to be alone.” He watches James pour the coffee. “And is spitting in your joe as we speak.”

			I get up. “He wanted to talk to me about something, anyway. A sidekick’s work is never done.”

			James is behind the counter, turned away from me. I clear my throat.

			“So, I’m sorry to put you out like this. I wasn’t expecting either of them to show up, especially the Coyote. Figured that part of my life was over. This is probably a bad time to ask if I can crash on your futon…” James still isn’t looking at me. “You’re mad. I can see that. So just get it off your chest and we’ll all feel better.”

			“He didn’t want to see me.”

			Okay, a little cognitive dissonance there. “Huh?”

			He turns to face me. “Cale.” His eyes are a bit red. “Cale didn’t want to see me.”

			Cale is the last guy James dated, also the last Ra’keth who had a reign lasting longer than six hours. According to James, he died in his arms, but since sorcerers are sorcerers and glibly flip off the laws of reality, he gets a “conjugal visit” in Hades four times a year.

			Because yeah, that’s healthy.

			But he’s my friend.

			I move around the counter and hug him, keep it outside of embrace territory, he doesn’t fight it. “Shit, I’m sorry, man. But, it has been over a year since… Standard mourning period’s a year and a day, right? We’re, like, way past that.”

			He pulls away, lower lip trembling. I raise my hands in surrender.

			“I don’t want to upset you. How about we change the subject, huh? Like…what you wanted to talk to me about in the first place, unless it was to tell me about Cale.”

			He shakes his head. “No, I might need your help. I still need to do my research, figure out everything. Finally got my first assignment from Hades, so I can work off some of my sentence.”

			This would be an excellent means of getting out of dealing with Thornton, but I don’t want to consider the consequences of leaving Bank alone with him. Then again, it’s the job of the sidekick to overextend. “Sure, James, anything you need, just give me a call.” I lean in, interested, hushing my voice. “So, what’s the score? Who’re you after?”

			He manages a chuckle. “You’re not going to believe this, but some guy who’s been hopping bodies to get out of dying? He hopped into a vampire.”

		

	
		
			If you stop running, you fall.

			Jackdaw

			© 2015 KJ Charles

			A Charm of Magpies Linked Story

			Jonah Pastern is a magician, a liar, a windwalker, a professional thief…and for six months, he was the love of police constable Ben Spenser’s life. Until his betrayal left Ben jailed, ruined, alone, and looking for revenge.

			Ben is determined to make Jonah pay. But he can’t seem to forget what they once shared, and Jonah refuses to let him. Soon Ben is entangled in Jonah’s chaotic existence all over again, and they’re running together—from the police, the justiciary, and some dangerous people with a lethal grudge against them.

			Threatened on all sides by betrayals, secrets, and the laws of the land, can they find a way to live and love before the past catches up with them?

			Warning: Contains a policeman who should know better, a thief who may never learn, Victorian morals, heated encounters, and a very annoyed Stephen Day.

			Enjoy the following excerpt for Jackdaw:

			“Thank God, water.” Jonah locked the door. “I am desperate to be clean.”

			So was Ben, after days in the same clothes. He stripped without thought, using the thin towels provided to rub himself all over, until he felt the fug of long travel and fear-sweat lift from his skin. Beside him, Jonah was doing the same, so much more gracefully, his darkly furred chest glistening with damp, nipples hard in the chill air.

			Ben couldn’t stop watching.

			Jonah didn’t seem to notice. He ran the wet cloth under his arms, over his chest, and lower, over his muscular thighs, the nest of black curls. He was half-hard as he rinsed the cloth, wiped it over himself, rinsed it again. His skin shone with damp in the candlelight.

			He wasn’t looking at Ben. If he had, if he just looked…

			Ben stood, helpless, staring. Jonah’s body was as compact and muscular as ever. He looked so quick and sleek clothed, so powerful naked. Ben had wrapped his legs over those strong shoulders so often…

			No. That was madness.

			Ben moved to the big bed. It was a four-poster, evidently once equipped with curtains to pull round and keep the heat in. They had doubtless long rotted away. There was just a pile of quilts and blankets now, sheets warmed by a pan of coals, a bolster, and enough room for two.

			Ben crawled in and lay in the bed, facing out.

			Jonah blew out the candles and moved round to the other side of the bed, which dipped as he got in. The bed was very cold, except for the almost painfully hot, slightly crispy feel of the linen where the warming pan had rested. Neither of them had a nightshirt—he had a dim recollection of Jonah making some casual remark about lost bags to the landlady. Ben could feel the heat of Jonah’s body from here.

			It was very dark, and very quiet.

			“Ben?”

			He could pretend to be asleep. God knew he was tired.

			“Ben,” Jonah repeated.

			“Mmm.”

			Pause.

			“I know it’s all gone wrong.” Jonah’s voice was very quiet. “And I know you probably still hate me—”

			“I don’t hate you.” Ben stared into the dark. “I did, before. When I thought you left me because you didn’t love me, or didn’t love me enough. I hated you then, but I was wrong, and I am so sorry.” His voice shook on the words but it was time and past to say them. “What I did in that bloody place—”

			“Don’t. It doesn’t matter.”

			“It does.” Ben forced the words out. “I wanted to—to hurt you. Me. That’s what happened to me, that’s what this has done to me. I’ve become the kind of man who—”

			“Who doesn’t do bad things, even if he wants to,” Jonah came in swift and sharp. “Have you forgotten that? You never had a reason to want to do something horrible to me before. And when you did, it was a good reason, but you didn’t do it. Look, I know we’ve done things to each other and, even if you don’t hate me…well, it’s not like it was any more.”

			“No.” Because what they’d had, that golden idyll, had been a fantasy. Reality lay beside him, flawed and irresponsible and very warm.

			“I just wondered,” Jonah said. “Could we pretend?”

			Ben stilled. He could hear his own deepening breathing. Jonah’s tension was palpable. “Pretend?”

			“Or forget. Or ignore even, but could we not be a thief and a copper, or two people who did bad things to each other? Just for tonight? Could we just be Ben and Jonah, in the dark? It wouldn’t change anything, or mean anything tomorrow. I promise I wouldn’t think that it did. But I miss you.” Jonah swallowed audibly. “I missed you when you weren’t there, and now you are here and I can’t touch you and I miss you even more.”

			“I miss you too,” Ben whispered.

			Jonah’s body was quivering with readiness, Ben could feel it, but he didn’t reach out, and Ben realised he was waiting. Letting Ben make the choice. Letting him decide if he wanted to be sucked back into the maelstrom that tore his existence apart, over and over.

			Naturally Jonah would think this was a good idea. He lived in the moment, never looking ahead. Ben could see consequences looming on every side, and most of them were terrible.

			They should split up, that was obvious. It would have been obvious days ago, if Ben had been able to think properly. His mind was clear now, and he could see it all. Jonah would never change, would never be responsible, quite blatantly intended to steal again should it become necessary. Ben couldn’t live like that, waiting for the next disaster, not after Jonah’s love had already plunged him into hell. He’d say goodbye tomorrow, and go, before they hurt each other more. It was the only sane thing to do, for both their sakes.

			But if this was to be the last night…

			He rolled over, under the heavy bedcovers, and reached out, and felt Jonah’s whole body twitch as his hand closed on Jonah’s shoulder.

			“Ben,” Jonah whispered, and then he was in Ben’s arms, and they were kissing.

			Jonah’s lips were soft, his beard unfamiliar and prickly, scratching against Ben’s own stubble. His tongue met Ben’s, sweeping round, tasting of ale and himself. His hands came up, running through Ben’s hair, sending shuddering sensation across his skin, and Ben lost himself in being kissed and held and loved.

			It was utterly dark in the small room, with its shutters closing out the night. No sight of each other. No sight of the white streak marring Jonah’s hair, or the brutal ridge of scarring on Ben’s face. No evidence visible of what they’d done to each other and to themselves. It could have been five months ago, when everything was innocent, and Ben let himself believe that it was.

		

	
		
			Some secrets are dangerous. This Secret is deadly.

			Something Secret This Way Comes

			© 2011 Sierra Dean

			Secret McQueen, Book 1

			For Secret McQueen, her life feels like the punch line for a terrible joke. Abandoned at birth by her werewolf mother, hired as a teen by the vampire council of New York City to kill rogues, Secret is a part of both worlds, but belongs to neither. At twenty-two, she has carved out as close to a normal life as a bounty hunter can.

			When an enemy from her past returns with her death on his mind, she is forced to call on every ounce of her mixed heritage to save herself—and everyone else in the city she calls home. As if the fate of the world wasn’t enough to deal with, there’s Lucas Rain, King of the East Coast werewolves, who seems to believe he and Secret are fated to be together. Too bad Secret also feels a connection with Desmond, Lucas’s second-in-command…

			Warning: This book contains a sarcastic, kick-ass bounty hunter; a metaphysical love triangle with two sexy werewolves; a demanding vampire council; and a spicy seasoning of sex and violence.

			Enjoy the following excerpt for Something Secret This Way Comes:

			I recapped the events of the evening as best I could over the limitations of voicemail. “Hey, Holden, it’s Secret. I killed an unsanctioned rogue in the park tonight. He had it coming. Send the Tribunal my love.”

			I was in an all-night café near Keaty’s, waiting for my nonfat no-foam latte while I left the message. The barista behind the counter, who appeared to be about fourteen, gave me a concerned look.

			I flashed him my well-practiced innocent smile and said, “My dungeon master.” A spark of revelation lit upon his zitty face. “I just needed him to know the outcome of a campaign he missed.” I winked and took my drink out of his hand while he muttered something about rolling twenties.

			It was late spring, and there was still a chill in the air, but the café had seen fit to set up its sidewalk patio a week or so after the snow melted. I pulled my jacket around me, though the cold didn’t really bother me, and sat on one of the wrought-iron chairs. My cell phone was securely in my pocket in case Holden called, but I expected I wouldn’t hear from him right away. I was also in no hurry to go back to the office and talk to Keaty about the state of affairs I now found myself in. I’d told him I was getting a coffee and then calling it a night.

			Dawn was only an hour or two away, and there was nothing I could do to change what I’d done tonight. I would have to face the consequences when they came.

			I tried to enjoy the hot, bitter sweetness of the latte, in sharp contrast to the coolness of the night, but my mind was reeling from what had happened. It took a lot to scare me, mostly because almost anything that went bump in the night I had killed at some point, but my encounter with Henry Davies had really shaken me.

			The unshakeable, calm and centered Secret McQueen had been knocked on her proverbial ass by the impression of a bite mark. Maybe I had been mistaken. There was a chance part of the bite had healed faster or maybe I had been anticipating it so much I had imagined the missing tooth mark.

			I prayed that I was wrong. In the six years I had been doing this, the closest anyone had ever come to truly killing me was Alexandre Peyton, and he had promised me that next time we met he wouldn’t fail. If I was right about it being his mark, I was going to need to be on my guard more than usual until things either came to a head or blew over.

			As I sipped my coffee I was overcome by an unexpected warmth which had nothing to do with the drink. It was like a humid summer breeze was blowing down 81st Street, only it crawled over my body and into my pores. My mouth felt thick with musky, dense flavor. The sensation was invasive and overwhelming, and what scared me the most was how comfortable I felt with it. I licked my lips and tasted cinnamon.

			My latte was vanilla.

			It was then, with a ripple of electric pinpricks up my spine, I felt a man pass. He approached from behind me and seemed to be wholly unaware of my presence until he turned towards the café door. He paused before entering, his close-cropped ash-colored hair tousled by the cool night air, and fixed his radiant azure eyes on me. There were two men with him, one on either side—a brunet who was the same height, just over six feet, and another who was my height and blond. The one who was watching me looked as puzzled as I felt, but he snapped out of it after a brief period of stunned silence and took a step in my direction.

			“Hello?” he said, the way people do when they believe they already know you and simply cannot place the who and how.

			If I’d been on my game, I’d have a snappy shoot-down or roll my eyes and tell him to get lost. I might have ignored him under any normal circumstances, because as a general rule I try to avoid men who might try to flirt with me. I did not date, although I had tried once or twice in the past. I had no time or patience for it, not to mention there were certain aspects of my life I could never explain to a human boyfriend.

			But I could not look away, and nothing about this felt normal.

			Not only could I not tear my eyes from him, something inside me pulled closer, dragging me nearer like a leash being tugged. There was a piece of me that wanted nothing more than to go to him. He was beautiful, I couldn’t deny that, but he was a stranger, and this reaction was strange to say the least. This was more than magnetism; it was practically a law of attraction. The pull knotted inside me, fluttering in my stomach with the feeling of a thousand desperate moths crowding together to seek the light of a single bare bulb. My body demanded I go to him, and I realized I was now standing. My chair was several inches behind me, and I held my drink in trembling hands. When had I stood?

			His friends were watching me too, like they knew what was happening between us. They were both interested and unconcerned by my reaction. I bet none of them had to make much of an effort to attract the ladies, considering all three were picture-perfect male specimens. The man in the middle smiled, a flash of white canines, and it dawned on me what I was smelling below the cinnamon and electricity. It stopped me dead in my tracks.

			“Wolf,” I said. It was almost a hiss, the sound an animal makes when threatened.

			My stupid werewolf half was being lured by him, and I wasn’t about to have any part of it. I had no intention of letting some animal dupe me with werewolf lust. I’d heard about this, weres using their powers to overwhelm newer or lesser wolves. I’d been dealing with my lycanthrope half since birth, which was a lot longer than most adults with the affliction. Just because I’d never shifted as an adult didn’t mean some twenty-something who’d probably been turned last week was going to get the best of me.

			I tended to shut out my werewolf half far more than my vampire half. Vampires, for all their flaws, were still primarily human in their behavior. I could accept that and relate to it. Their society had laws, structure and regulation. They were very political in their hierarchical organization.

			Werewolves left me feeling more unsettled. They were animals. Primal beings. They were willing to abandon the human aspects of themselves to embrace something wild and reckless. I’d never tried to learn about their world because I didn’t want to be a part of something that catered to such careless freedom. I did not have the luxury to let myself lose control in that way. If I did, I risked releasing much more than my inner wolf.

			I turned away from him, and his face fogged with confusion again. I was not going to play his games. Heading towards the back entrance of the patio, I made a break for it. I was almost at the corner of the block before I hazarded a glance back. They were gone.

			I stopped walking, still clutching my latte. Maybe he’d been willing to let it go when he saw I clearly wasn’t interested. I breathed a sigh of relief. One less thing to worry about for the night. My plate was already overburdened as it was. The last thing I needed was to fend off some pushy frat boy’s puppy love.

			Turning back to the corner, I walked smack into the tall brunet who had been with the man. A small sound of surprise escaped my lips.

			“What the—?”

			“I’d like you to come with me, miss.”

			“Like hell.” I dropped my drink and was reaching for the gun at the small of my back, but he grabbed my arm first.

			“That won’t be necessary. We only want to have a quick word with you about what just happened at the café.”

			Before I could find the proper string of profanities to explain I had no intention of going anywhere with him, he was dragging me none too gently towards a waiting car. He pushed me into the backseat as the door opened, pulling the gun from the back of my belt as he did.

			And I thought my night couldn’t get any worse.
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