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Chapter One

James

“Jimmy?” The voice is small and frightened.

On the TV, The Late Show is only halfway into the opening monologue. I yawn, stretch and look over at the source of my broken reverie. She’s short, dark-complexioned; has black hair tightly braided, dark eyes; is wearing pajamas with a big pink pony surrounded by cupcakes on the front.

“Yeah, sweetie, what is it?” It doesn’t take much effort to not sound annoyed. Sharon’s daughter isn’t difficult to babysit. I only have to remind her a couple times to brush her teeth and eat the dinner her mother left. Then it’s an hour and a half of cartoons and bed at eight thirty. Easy money, really.

“There’s a monster in my closet.”

I should have expected this. She’s only seven, and I remember being terrified by any number of things when I was her age. With her dad deployed overseas and her mom at work, it falls to me to deal with the monster problem. This is my first experience with this from the other side though, so I have two options: handle it like my mother did and tell her stories from Irish folklore and the innumerable rules of the Fair Folk until she falls asleep, or handle it like my father and “chase the monster away”. Only one of these options will get me back to The Late Show before the special guest comes on.

I get up off the couch and smile reassuringly. “Don’t worry, Tessa, I’ll make it go away.” I offer her my hand, but she elects to stay behind me while I head into her room. It’s dark, obviously, but even her nightlight’s out, so I can guess why she panicked. I flick the switch on and off several times. Nothing.

Crap, bulb must’ve burned out.

Well, to be honest, I didn’t believe my dad when he turned on the lights to show me that my closet was empty and there was nothing under my bed. The monsters only came out when it was dark, after all, and I wasn’t about to listen to Dad’s silly logic on the matter.

“Okay, sweetie, you get into bed, under the covers all the way, and I’ll make the monster go away, all right?”

She nods, grabbing a purple plush unicorn and hugging it tightly in one arm while she tugs the covers over her head. Yep, kid logic—if I’m completely under the covers, they can’t get me.

Might as well not stall. I do need her to be asleep when her mother gets home if I want to keep this job, considering Sharon finds me creepy. Most people do. (The white streak in my otherwise red hair doesn’t help matters.) I cross to the closet, the door slightly ajar, and I pull it open, the hinges giving an eerie creak as I’m treated to the view of a rack of hangers with clothes and pajamas, a backpack hanging on a door hook…

…and a three-foot-tall, implike creature—grayish-black skin, a long hook nose, longer pointed ears, glowing yellow eyes, bony tail, and clawed hands and feet—sitting in a hunched position on top of Christian-themed board games.

Damn it.

Slowly, deliberately, I kneel, now eye to eye with the creature. It bares its claws, hissing loudly, showing a row of needle teeth. Considering that it didn’t come out of the closet to go after Tessa, I have to assume it can’t leave it. Maybe it needs to be invited? I have no idea. I’m relatively new to my job.

Not babysitting, that’s just moonlighting. I have another job with a specific skill set.

I bring my right hand in front of me, making sure it’s not visible (from the bed), in case Tessa is watching. With a slow exhale, I let my will flow into my fingers, thick jagged arcs of electricity jumping across my palm. “Boy, did you pick the wrong closet.”

Its eyes go wide, and it makes a tiny squeak of fear.

“Do you know who I am?”

It nods very quickly.

“Who am I?”

Its voice is rough, breathy, jagged like broken glass, but it speaks in Sigil, the language of magic, and it hurts my ears. “Keth.” It trembles in terror. “Sorcerer.”

This is why most people find me creepy. Sorcerers aren’t supposed to be real, so normal people tend to see me as someone to generally avoid.

Also, I’m a little relieved that the creature got it wrong. I don’t like advertising the full extent of my title. “Correct. Now, what do you think I’m going to tell you to do?”

I keep the electricity jumping between my fingers, the sound of crackles and pops intensifying to drive the point home. It’s sort of draining to be this showy. I could tap a few things in the room to fuel the working, but then I’d have to explain to Tessa (and her mother) why half of her dresser and three of her toys evaporated, and like I said, I want to keep this job.

It shrieks suddenly, and the darkness of the closet behind it spreads as it attempts to escape into the black. I snatch it by the neck, the creature screaming in pain as the lightning in my hand races through its body. Its voice devolves into a language I can’t understand as it thrashes, attempts to free itself, the electrical current keeping its limbs seized.

“Yield! Yield! Yield!” The pool of darkness vanishes as I drop it onto the Bible version of Scrabble, and it immediately clasps its hands in supplication.

Wasn’t expecting that, honestly.

The yield, not the Bible edition of Scrabble. Since I started babysitting for Sharon, I’ve learned that there are Bible editions of everything.

“I don’t buy it.” I’ve played a certain game before that definitely does not have a Bible edition, and when confronting imps and demons in that game, one of the easiest ways said creatures have of fooling a sorcerer is to make them think they’ve won. “A few jolts of electricity and you want to play Let’s Make a Deal?”

“Utrix tells truth! No want anger Keth!” Its voice is even worse when it attempts English.

“And you’d give up your name to a sorcerer that easily? You’re not very good at this, are you?”

A reason most non-normal people aren’t fond of sorcerers is what we can do with names. If Utrix is really its name, I could change it into whatever else I know the name of, like say, a bunny rabbit or a statue of Merv Griffin carved from Vermont cheddar cheese. Well, I could if I knew the name of such things. Mostly, all I could threaten this creature with is turning it into an order of French fries.

It continues to tremble like a puppy left out in the cold, even whimpering. Fine, we’ll see if it is that inept.

I focus my will and let my tongue shape the words in Sigil. “Utrix, you is go away now. Come back here no time ever or you is hurt long time.”

Utrix tilts its head, confused. “Utrix not understand.”

Perhaps I should mention that just because I’m a sorcerer, it doesn’t mean I’m good at it.

Sigil is a complicated language. It sounds like English coming out, but it’s nothing like it. As a result I have the magical vocabulary of a five-year-old and the grammar of a typical Internet commenter.

“I’ll turn you into a head of Romaine lettuce if you don’t leave and never come back. Understand that?”

Now I have its attention. But instead of vanishing into darkness, it shrieks again and dashes out of the closet and into the living room, where the lights promptly go out.

“Damn it!” I head into the living room and look back at the huddled lump on the bed. “Stay under the covers and don’t open the door until I come back.” I wince. “And, uh, don’t tell your mother I used profanity.”

I shut the door and turn to face the living room, where the TV is still on, glowing softly, The Late Show into the interview, filling the room with inane banter while some movie star hawks a children’s book they wrote. The rest of the apartment is split into the living room with a kitchenette sequestered by a half-wall, the bathroom, and Sharon’s bedroom. A check of the clock makes it worse, considering Sharon’s shift ended five minutes ago, and it should take her fifteen more minutes to get home. I get the feeling if I’m caught demon-hunting in her apartment I won’t be called back to babysit ever again.

I fish out my necklace from inside my shirt, a clear cylindrical stone with six cut sides, all etched with ancient symbols. A screaming diamond, it’s called, a relic of an ancient world, and for me, a nice battery for magic. Activating it causes it to glow, however. Hence why I didn’t use it in Tessa’s room, but I’m alone out here now.

I exhale, focusing my will, and whisper a simple spell. “Light.”

The stone fills the room with its lambent glow and casts shadows. I turn off the TV to diminish the sound to only my movement, the ambient sound of the City beyond the closed windows and, hopefully, the movements of Utrix. No scuttling or scurrying sounds, so I assume it’s hiding. Best go room to room, I guess.

I cross to the bathroom, avoiding the couch and coffee table where it could hide and rake my legs with those claws. I scared it, but that doesn’t mean it’s any safer to deal with. I certainly wouldn’t want to be turned into salad ingredients, after all.

The bathroom is minimalist, a sink, a toilet and a shower stall. I check the ceiling first, because I’ve seen the occasional horror movie, then the rest. All good. Rather than lift the toilet lid, I press down hard on it and flush, the sound of rushing water normal, uninterrupted. Bathroom’s clear. I close the door behind me and head on to the master bedroom.

Sharon’s room is simple, narrow aisles around the double bed, a closet with three doors lines the wall opposite the door. The decorations are Spartan, only a crucifix hanging over the headboard. A test of the light switch reveals the power’s not on in here either.

“Y’know, I don’t really want to hurt you. I just want you to leave.” I take a deep breath and kneel, checking under the bed, the light from my necklace revealing a vast array of plastic storage bins. “Isn’t there someone else you could traumatize by hiding in their closet? Like a pedophile or a serial killer or that guy who overuses ‘ironic’ even though he clearly has no idea what it means?”

I have pet peeves, I’ll admit. At least I didn’t mention people who constantly use air quotes or talk at the theater.

It’s silent out in the living room, no panicked screams from Tessa, so I’ve got that going for me. Maybe it just found a dark place to hide and escaped? With any luck, I intimidated it enough that it won’t return.

I open the first door of Sharon’s closet—storage bins, winter clothes, a few textbooks on restaurant management. Sharon’s been going to night school. Good for her. Good for me, too, since she’ll need a sitter more often, provided I don’t let her daughter get eaten by an imp. I move on to the next door, just clothes, nothing else. I pull open the last, more storage bins and…

The imp shrieks in fear as it dashes past me toward the living room. I roll across the bed to keep up with it, my necklace swinging and bouncing about from all the quick movement. The light shines everywhere but where I’m going, and I stub my toe on the corner of the couch and fall flat on my face just as the front door opens.

“Close the door! Close the—”

Too late, Utrix slips by and out into the hall, screeching the whole while.

“Damn it.” I bang my head against the floor in frustration before looking up at the front door as the lights come back on.

Standing there is a man at five foot six—only a couple of inches shorter than me—slim build, wearing a tailored suit all in black, even the shirt and tie. His skin is pale, eyes gray, hair ebon and cut stylishly short. Just his presence makes me feel cold, but considering he’s the god of the underworld, it’s to be expected.

“There’s a legal matter I need you to look into.”

He’s also my attorney.

Hades glances into the hall, and then at me where I’m still on the floor. “I’m sorry, is this a bad time?”

“I was chasing a… I have no idea.” I find my way to my feet, grumbling. “Had it cornered until you showed up.”

He nods curtly. “Yes, that appeared to be the case.” He reaches into his jacket and produces a manila folder. “Please be certain to mark down any time you’re working on this. Billing is quite strict.”

I take the folder. “I’m getting paid for this?”

“No, I’m getting paid for this. This is getting written up toward your sentence.” He flashes a million-dollar smile. Dick.

I was sentenced by Hades to two hundred hours of community service for breaking into a secure facility and ending the world. I don’t see the big deal. I only went to the roof and didn’t see or steal anything. And the new world is still pretty shiny. I’m surprised he’s bringing it up, actually. It hasn’t been mentioned since I was sentenced eighteen months ago. I figured he’d forgotten about it.

“And the…thing that just got away?”

Hades leans back into the hallway for a second. “Mister Cerberus is currently fighting with himself over it.”

“What?”

He shrugs. “Gremlins are high in protein.”

“That was a gremlin?” I process the rest of the sentence. “Oh God. He’s not… Is he?”

One of the upsides is that as far as humanity is concerned, sorcerers, gods, gremlins, dragons, vampires, werewolves, what have you, none of it exists to them. So, when confronted with the sight of something that shouldn’t exist, like say, a three-headed man eating a creature alive, they’ll just see it as something else, like an obese man tearing into a bucket of fried chicken.

Hades nods. “Of course. It’s in his job description. Speaking of jobs…” He points at the folder in my hand. “I’d like this matter settled, so feel free to bring in help if you’d like.”

Well, Spencer will likely be up for it as long as it doesn’t involve the walking dead.

The god reaches into his pocket and takes out a cigarette, lighting it. “I’d recommend against the Coyote.”

I quirk a brow. “How’d you know I was going to—”

“I know everything.” He takes a long drag on his cigarette and exhales the smoke into the air, smiling as he does. He knows I’m trying to quit. For the ninth time. Asshole.

“Fine, great, whatever. Would you two mind leaving? Sharon will be back any minute.” I thumb through the thick file, but it’s all in Sigil and will likely take a couple hours to understand.

“Babysitting.” He sighs in disappointment. “The Ra’keth is watching over children for five bucks an hour.”

“Six.” I shrug. “Plus I can raid the fridge.”

He shakes his head and turns to the door.

“Wait, tonight’s still on, right?”

The summer solstice starts at midnight. One of the reasons I agreed to babysit (in addition to money) is that I needed an easy way to kill time so I wouldn’t spend the evening watching the clock. But it’s worth it. Long-distance relationships take a lot of work, especially when the distance covers the space between the land of the living and the underworld.

“Has a visit ever been cancelled? That’s part of the deal and I always uphold my agreements.” He looks back at me. “Some free advice: get a better job, James. Perhaps outside the service industry?”

Hades closes the door behind him, and I grumble, but he’s right. Washing dishes and watching someone’s kid while they study their way to a better career isn’t going to get me into my own apartment.

Sure, I could conjure up a few stacks of hundred-dollar bills, but magic’s kind of a bitch in that regard. Anything I conjure is constructed from memory, and while I do have a lovely memory of getting a fifty-dollar bill for Christmas one year, I would be conjuring the exact same bill. Right down to the serial number. Eventually I’d end up in jail for counterfeiting. Besides, making phony money would be a sin, and I’m not keen on going to hell.

I return to Tessa’s room and try to put on a convincing smile. “You can come out, it’s safe. The monster’s gone. It won’t scare you anymore.”

She peeks out from under the covers, clutching the purple unicorn as she looks around, and then squeals, diving back under the covers.

“What?”

“It’s still there!” She whimpers, muffled by the comforter over her head, but she slips a hand out to point at the closet.

Did Utrix escape? I inspect the closet closely, but there’s nothing there. Can it become invisible? I know there are spells to see through illusions, but I’d have to crib them from that certain game I’ve been known to play. “Where is it? I don’t see it.”

She peeks out and points more specifically. I follow her finger to find…

“This?” I blink several times and try not to chuckle. “Tessa, sweetie, this is your coat.” I smooth it out and push it back into the closet, where it had been sticking out at an odd angle. “It’s nothing to be scared of.”

“Oh.” Now she’s embarrassed, but I’m more relieved she didn’t see the gremlin that was actually in her closet. Kid doesn’t need any nightmare fuel.

“Okay, your mommy should be home any minute and you’re supposed to be asleep. I won’t tell if you won’t.”

She nods readily, and I tuck her in before leaving, her nightlight glowing on the wall. Outside her room, I hear the door open, Sharon’s voice coming through the doorway. “I’m home. Jimmy?”

I head into the living room. “Just checking on her. She’s asleep.”

Sharon is in her midthirties, Mediterranean complexion, bleached hair tied back in a tight bun, for efficiency more than anything, dark eyes. She’s still in her waitress uniform and looks exhausted, frankly. Between waitressing at the same diner where I wash dishes, doing final count-outs on the drawer, and now night school, I’m amazed she’s still mobile. She fishes a few bills out of her pocket, peeling off singles from her daily tips before handing them to me. “I’ll get you the rest tomorrow, all right?”

I nod. “Not a problem, really. Thanks for letting me do this.”

She shrugs. “She likes you, Jimmy, and I’m grateful for the help. I’ll see you tomorrow at work, okay?” She yawns, stretching before heading toward Tessa’s room. She stops, sniffing the air, and turns to give me a mother’s glare.

“James Black, were you smoking?”

Shit.


Chapter Two

Spencer

It’s almost three in the morning when I fall into bed. All of my clothes are shucked, my day’s take rolled and on the night table, the amount less than I’m used to. But it’s difficult to complain when a hand is gently stroking your ass.

“Any other night, Rourke.”

If I can say one thing I’ve learned about Phouka, it’s that they’re excellent lovers, insatiable in the spring, and can get a bit bitchy about your share of the rent. Granted, the sum of my experience with them is limited to one, but he’s their king so I figure that makes up for the low sample size.

The last three years have gone well. I moved in after the Selah incident (where I defeated a former sorcerer with Tenacious D lyrics), and we’ve been roommates with benefits ever since. The food is decent, the TV is huge, and since he’s the King of the Phouka, I don’t have to worry about any interference when I work my side of the Feud, the never-ending game of trickster one-upmanship between the Phouka (Fae, the Dogs, Irish), the Kitsune (Foxes, Nipponese, Japanese), and the Coyotes (’Yotes, Fate-Blessed, Lucky Bastards, Casanovas, Masters of the Sexy and Awesome, USA! USA!). The Phouka have been back in for a couple years after a long hiatus, but the Coyotes and Kitsune still love to play off each other. Uppity two-tailed bastards.

Still, it’s a great setup. I really couldn’t be happier.

“Spencer.” God, he has an amazing voice. Let’s face it, it doesn’t matter which side your bread is buttered on (both, in my case), an Irish accent activates easy mode for getting laid. Okay, maybe the late hour isn’t too late since my body’s rallying itself up for a go—

“I think it’s time you found your own apartment.”

Cue the abrupt record scratch.

“What?” I roll over to face him and… “Wait, what the hell happened to you?”

Rourke…looks different. His hair is pure black, the gray gone from his immaculately groomed rogue’s beard, musculature firmer, a bit more defined, body just as hairy though (I could go on for hours about his chest hair), his face smoother, free of the crow’s feet, laugh lines, his dark brown eyes having a mischievous light to them. He looks early thirties.

“I closed the lot today. It’s high time I returned to the Feud personally, but this results in several consequences. To begin, I don’t have to worry about the public’s perception of my age, so why have it appear that I’m aging anymore?” He runs a finger along my face. “You don’t like it?”

“Well, sleeping with you seems a lot less skeevy now.” I wink at him.

“Yes…about that.” He looks away. Oh shit.

“We’re not sleeping together now?” I try to glare at him. “So you’re throwing me out and breaking up with me?”

“We were never together, Spencer, not truly, so it wouldn’t be ‘breaking up’. Also, if I’m reentering the Feud, do you honestly believe I could share my home and my bed with a rival?”

“So much for me someday becoming the man you’ll love, huh?”

He narrows his eyes at me. “You’ll never become that man if you stay here, Spencer.” Rourke sighs. “I don’t want you to believe I’m angry with you, that you’ve made some mistake. You’ve emerged as a trickster in your own right, but it’s time for you to move on.”

“Everything’s been going so well for me. Everything lined up perfect. I’m making inroads with the Ra’keth, making money… I knew you were closing the lot, but I figured I could get a job at another dealership easy, you know?” I shake my head, trying to laugh it off. “Goddamned Fate. Got too complacent, I should’ve expected a boot in the ass like this.”

I roll onto my back and stare at the ceiling for a few seconds. “So how long are you giving me? Do I get a couple weeks? A few days? Or should I just get dressed right now and go?” I smirk at him, but he’s not smiling.

“Oh come on.”

He exhales. “I spoke with a seer, and it’s best if you leave sooner rather than later.”

I mutter a few things under my breath as I swing my legs over the side of the bed, putting my clothes back on. “Dick move, Rourke. Dick move.”

“This is for the best, you have to trust me on this.”

“I’m getting tossed out of my home at three in the morning. Where the hell am I supposed to go?” I pick up the roll of bills and shake it in his face. “You think I can get an apartment with this? This won’t even pay a couple weeks at the Y.”

“I seem to remember you getting into the Regent with empty pockets.”

I look over my shoulder at him. “I lifted your wallet. You’re suggesting I steal? Mom would slap you.” If she remembered me, that is. No, no, I’m not getting into that. I made my choice and she’s a lot better off now.

“I’m saying that you always seem to find a way. It’s what your people do. It’s what all tricksters do, get ourselves out of trouble.”

I check my cell phone and look back at him. “Just so you know, I’m going to run up a fuckload of texts on this to get you back.”

He shrugs. “Feel free. I put it in your name this morning.”

Damn it.

“So are you tossing my stuff to the curb or can I at least leave it here until I find a place?”

“That’s agreeable.” He gets off the bed and pulls me to him, and I glance down at my now-erection-tightened jeans.

“Traitor.”

He grins and kisses me, and I’ll admit I take it. “This isn’t the end of our friendship, Spencer. You will always be important to me. You’re well on your way to becoming a good man.”

“You couldn’t at least let me stay the night? I have to leave now?”

“I was going to break the news to you over dinner, but you were late.” He looks over at the clock. “Very late.”

“Is this where you tell me I should’ve called, maybe a quick montage of you at an empty table watching a meal go cold and a candle burning down to a stub?” I click my teeth a couple times. “I can’t even go to a bar and find someone’s couch to ride, you know.”

That’s not entirely accurate. The Palace of Wisdom in Allora never closes, and there’s always someone there looking to take you home. Usually it’s a satyr and “home” is a men’s room stall and, god damn, is it an amazing twenty minutes, but a satyr will ruin you for regular people.

“I guess I could crash with James for a bit.” A sorcerer makes an interesting friend, to say the least, but he’s been kind of boring. And whiny. And depressing. Plus, he shares a loft with a dragon, and I’m still trying to figure that out. I mean, the bathroom’s not sized for a dragon at all, where would he even…

Y’know, I’m not going to pursue that idea further, especially when I should concentrate on stalling. “Do you want that? Me, in close proximity to the Ra’keth? I might pull an Emerald before noon.”

An Emerald in the Snow, the Holy Grail of tricks, pulling a fast one on the Sorcerer King. Every clan’s done it once, we all think we did it first, but no one’s done it twice and that’s an honor we all want. The Selah incident sort of counts, because she used to be a Ra’keth, but since a Phouka and Kitsune were involved in that, it cancels out.

“Spencer.” He motions with his eyes toward the door.

“Fine, fine. This mean I can’t use you as a reference if I apply at a dealership?”

“This is very difficult for me, please understand.”

“So difficult you couldn’t put some clothes on?”

“Spencer.”

“Fine, fine, I’m going. I’ll give you a call if I find a place.” With that I leave the bedroom, and then the apartment itself.

As much as I hate this, I can’t fight it. It’s Fate, and Coyotes who give the middle finger to Fate promptly find themselves destiny’s whipping boys. My father and my two half-brothers tried it and ended up in Eastern Europe in the blink of an eye, and that was just the beginning. They’ve been on the outs, the Crain name redeemed by my actions, and I’m only half-Coyote.

Rourke lives in Grunstadt, where all of the ethnic neighborhoods in the City are gathered, in the Irish section, but to be honest it’s about as Irish as a bar serving green beer on St. Patrick’s Day, a day Rourke despises. Me, I don’t get involved, I’m…whatever nationality Coyotes are. And Swedish. The closest thing my clan has to a holiday is Super Bowl Sunday.

James lives in Beckettsville, in a loft apartment above a diner where I’m owed four free lunches. It’s a simple matter to get there, just take the Grunstadt leg of the Blue Line up to 65th and L, and then a short walk over to 69th and K. I could walk the whole way to kill time, but I’d regret it for one primary reason.

“Greetings!” The voice over the train’s loudspeaker is confined to the lead car, sort of British sounding, and luckily is speaking only to me, as not many head into Beckettsville after three in the morning.

“Hey, Marvin.” That’s right, I’m talking to the train. The train is alive. I think I mentioned how being around sorcerers makes life interesting. The circle James inscribed is still in the floor, though normal people just ignore it. He had a good reason; we were escaping a horde of zombies. Trust me, that is always a good reason to do anything. “Just heading up to 65th and L, feel free to take your time, I’m in no rush.”

It’s important to not let him think he’s slow, or that you’re in a hurry, otherwise he’ll go at maximum speed and ignore safety guidelines in the hopes he’ll get your approval. Marvin has severe self-esteem issues, hence the name. I can’t believe James didn’t get the reference.

My phone buzzes in my pocket as I lean against the window. When I take it out, there’s a text, probably Rourke letting me know that he’s changed the locks or something.

Cracker: @VicStat in 30. Got a ride?

Only one guy calls me Cracker.

“Hey, Marvin? Looks like I’m sticking around for a bit, I’ll ride all the way to Victory Station.” I look at the schedule on the wall. “And, uh, if you could shave a few minutes off the trip that’d be great.”

“Of course!” The train accelerates, but not to a scary pace. The driver’s likely confused as hell.

“Thanks, Marvin.” The lights brighten a few seconds, and some music pipes in over the loudspeaker. It’s J-pop, but hey, Marvin seems to like it and I can’t really judge given my pop-culture choices. I also don’t want to know how a commuter train pays for music downloads.

I doze a bit on the ride to Victory Station, since my shot at sleep was ruined. Luckily there’s a coffee kiosk at the station. It’s in Allora, so “getting a ride” will largely involve hailing a cab. Boosting a car will likely trip an alarm. The police presence is much higher in Allora, the financial district of the city, so high-risk, high-reward.

My dad taught me Three Card Monte, but Bank taught me how to run the game. He’s a couple years older than me, six-one, thin, bleached-blond hair, second-generation Jamaican, City accent (he can go full Kingston if he needs to), but I haven’t seen him in three years. Well, I’m sure he’s still Jamaican, at least. He’d gone up to the Capital to work with his brother. I had a shot to go with him but I stuck around, gave my exit to James since he was leaving his boyfriend at the time. I don’t know the whole story, you’d have to ask James.

The station is underneath Victory Tower, the tallest building in the state and where I was nearly stabbed to death on the roof. Plenty of bored people with money in the station, so it’s an easy place to pick up a few Jacksons to get you through your day.

At quarter to four in the morning though, the lobby’s barren. The midnight-oil burners are heading home, a few of them with superpale skin. And here I thought vampires ran nightclubs and lived off trust funds. They ignore me, and you never want to run a game on someone who can hear your pulse with zero effort.

I take out my phone and send a text to Bank. To be honest, I have to wonder how he got my number. I don’t exactly spread it around, and I got the phone after he left, finally getting over my hatred of cell phones.

@VicStat now. What bus are you on?

I refuse to use r and u. Three points and six points are better than one and one.

I’m talking about Scrabble tiles, by the way.

While I wait for a reply, I get coffee. It’s not fresh, but it’s strong and that’s really all I’m interested in. I might need to look into a cheap hotel in case I’m turned away by James. I could simply assume that Fate will throw something my way, but it’s best to go about your normal routine with those ladies and let them decide when to step in.

My phone buzzes, and I check it, sipping my coffee.

On Mac. 5 min.

MacArthur? That’s the airport. I thought he’d be coming in from the Capital, but if he’s been out of country it’d explain why I haven’t heard from him. I walk to the gate and toy with the idea of making a sign for a laugh, but five minutes doesn’t give me much time. I wonder what kind of work he’s been doing, the touches he’s been taking. His brother runs bigger cons, and with how crazy things can get in the game, I wouldn’t be surprised if he was taking five-figure cuts.

Suffice it to say, we are going to have some stories to share.

Wait. Damn it all.

I’m sitting here thinking that he’s been spending the last three years swindling dishonest men and having adventures I’d be drooling over. If this were TV, I’d just be setting up a plot twist, like Bank gets off the bus and he’s wearing a priest’s collar. And it wouldn’t be a cover or a gag. I’d spend most of the episode wrestling with his reformation, but it’d end with my having a confidante I could trust when I’m having a significant personal crisis.

The bus pulls in, and I prepare for the worst. Bank is the first to get off, recognizing me immediately but…

Well, no priest’s collar, but he does have two extra arms.

I stare while he walks over, a big smile on his face. He looks exactly the same except for, well, the two extra arms.

“Shit, look at you, all grown up.” He pulls me into a manly hug. I guess it’s twice as manly because, you know, two extra arms. “How’ve you been, Cracker?”

I want to be cool about it, be civil. “Two extra arms.”

Or I could blow it.

“Huh?” He pulls away and chortles while I gape. They’re moving independently of the arms above them, the limbs extending from about midway between his shoulders and waist. They look like normal human arms, except there are two. And they are extra. “Thought you knew I was Anansi, Cracker.”

I’m broken from my brain-lock by the word. “A what?”

“Anansi? Spider folk?”

I keep blinking at him.

“What, you only start seeing?”

“Three years now, but I haven’t seen you since it happened and…” I try to find words. “What the hell is an Anansi?”

“I just told you.”

“And you all have…” I motion to the two…you get the idea.

“Nah, most of us have six.” He grins and takes my coffee with arm number three, passes it up to two, and takes a long swig.

I need to make a recovery here. “So uh… Why are you coming in from MacArthur, where’ve you been?”

“Overseas.” He shrugs and stretches, yawning, just as tired as I am. “Just three months, but I did some good work there.”

“If you’re doing well, why’d you need a ride from me? Hell, I’ll need to call a cab.”

Behind him, the shuttle bus is still emptying, people getting their bags from underneath. Bank didn’t have any luggage, it seems.

He finishes off my coffee. “Got a job lined up here, and I could use a third guy.”

“You’re working with a partner?” He nods, and I follow up. “Where’d you meet him, Capital?”

“London, actually. You’re not going to believe this, but he’s actually heard of you.”

Wait, what? I’m known in London? I mean, stealing a Fox’s tail is a thing, and God knows the Selah incident was a big deal, but damn, I’m internationally infamous now? I should probably be concerned, but I can’t help but feel a bit puffed up.

“So who is it?” I grin. Hey, life went to shit an hour ago, and now I’m back with Bank, we’ve got a job and I’m even known across the pond. Hell yes, I am right back on track.

“There he is.” Bank points out someone with a duffel bag hefted over his shoulder, obscuring his face as he draws near. He’s dressed business casual—slacks, red silk shirt, no tie, unbuttoned two notches, high-grade knockoff Rolex on his wrist. His…furry wrist.

And he’s coming in from London.

“God damn it, I set myself up again.”

Bank glances at me oddly as the man sets down the duffel bag, revealing a Coyote’s head, a pickup-artist smile on his face. Thornton.

“Hey there, little brother. Miss me?”


Chapter Three

Spencer

I don’t know how well you know me, but I have a go-to move when meeting family members I haven’t seen in a while.

“Jesus, Cracker!” Bank is now staring at Thornton, who’s on his knees, coughing hard.

Getting punched in the throat will do that.

“Okay, okay.” My brother, well, half brother coughs a couple of seconds. “I had that coming.”

Times like this I’m thankful for human denial. Since spider people and Coyotes are creatures out of fables, no one around us saw a damned thing. As far as everyone’s concerned, Thornton and I just had a very strong disagreement about which season had the superior cast of Survivor. (Obviously it’s any season that had the evil hobbit.)

I reply to Bank’s unspoken question. “This is my half brother, Thornton Crain. He tied me to a stone slab and tried to sacrifice me to his psychotic girlfriend three years ago. In return, I saved his life when said girlfriend tried to do the same thing to him. He is a cheat, a manipulator and an asshole, and there is no way in hell I will ever work with him.” I glance at my friend. “If you trust me at all, you won’t work with him either.”

Instead, Bank helps Thornton to his feet. The Coyote catches his breath and looks toward me, golden eyes meeting mine. “I wanted to apologize.” He raises a hand to cut me off. “I know, apologies won’t cut it, Spence. You saved my life, that’s true, so I owe you. Big. All I want is a shot at settling the debt.”

I stand my ground. “Grandpa know you’re here?”

“Called him before I got on the plane. Him and I will talk about it when he gets a minute, you know his schedule.”

Which is to say he doesn’t have one. Our mutual grandfather is Coyote. Not a Coyote, the Coyote. As in the god. And like his children and grandchildren, he’s tied to Fate, though completely in his case. Wherever those gals want him, that’s where he is, which kind of sucks, but it has its perks. If he ever dies, I call dibs on his car.

Bank steps toward me. “You think you can work with him long enough for the job? Just one job, big touch. The cut’s…” He glances at Thornton, and the Coyote smirks, folding his arms.

“Six figures per.” Thornton shrugs. “Low six figures but it’ll cover a few years’ rent as long as you don’t live in Allora.”

Goddamned Fate.

“You would put it like that, wouldn’t you?” If I weren’t a Coyote, this would be a bit too coincidental. I get kicked out and all I have to do is work with a rival, enemy and estranged family member all rolled into one, and I’ll be set in an apartment for a few years? I know how this would turn out on TV—I’d get screwed. But when the destiny train is pulling into the station, you had damned well better get on. It’s what Coyotes do, for better or worse.

“You’re not the only one I’m trying to make shit up to, little brother.”

I look to Bank, and he nods. Damn it, he’s already on board, and I don’t want to leave him alone to work with Thornton. It could end up…bad.

“Okay, I’ll listen, that’s all I can give you, and we’ll go from there. But first…” I yawn heavily, which triggers yawns from the two of them. “First we go get some breakfast.” I eye my brother. “And you’re paying. For everything.”

Thornton nods. “I can do that.” He actually looks nervous. “You heard from Dad?”

“He wants to kill me, Grandpa won’t let him. It’s why I do what I can to stay on Grandpa’s good side. That and Coyote’s told me a couple too many stories he doesn’t want getting out.”

Upside and downside of being a Bard, really. You’re like a bartender; everyone wants to tell you their stories. Also, every now and then something you say will become true. It’s the reason why my father stubs his toe twice a day. As he should. Asshole.

Bank pulls out his cell phone, checking the time. “Ugh, nowhere decent will be open.”

I smile knowingly. “Oh, there’s a place that’ll open early for us.”

Thornton grins. “Look at the pup, all grown up, having connections. Give him a year and he’ll have the town wired.” I glare, and he holds up his hands in surrender. “I get it, I get it, not time for sibling banter yet.”

“Just go outside and get us a cab, okay?” I don’t add anything on to the statement. Fate is heavy in the air right now, and I don’t want to throw her any softballs. Thornton shoulders his duffel and heads toward the exit, giving me a moment alone with Bank. “Okay, talk.”

Bank sighs. “He already told me about everything he did, Cracker. I figure we work with him for this one job, easy money, and then you and I get back to running, yeah?”

“I don’t know, Bank, I had a job selling cars. It was a cinch and decent money. I can probably get another job doing the same thing, legal swindling.” I glance toward the entrance/exit where Thornton is chatting up a cab driver. “I understand. He’s likable, he’s funny, damned easy to trust, you feel like you can tell him anything. There’s a reason for that, and he uses it to screw people over.”

Bank stretches with arms three and four. “And what if he’s trying to come clean with you, huh? I get it, you’re pissed, and in the same situation you proved you were the better man. So keep being that, and let’s make some money.” He grins. “Tell me you don’t miss working with me.”

“I do, I do, it’s just…” I glance toward Thornton again, who waves us over. “Damn it, why did it have to be him?”

“Don’t ask me. I ain’t Mama Lachesis and I ain’t going to tell a bigger spider how to spin. You’ve never met one of our ladies, they’re…” He chuckles. “There’s a reason more than a few of us go for guys or stick with human women.”

“What sort of reason?”

“I don’t want to be eaten.”

“Good reason.”

When we get outside to the cab, I check the driver. I’m not saying werewolves or goblins make shitty cab drivers. It’s a good idea to know what you’re dealing with so you don’t get dropped off in East Bumfuck Nowhere. The driver’s human, or human enough that he’ll likely figure Bank, Thornton and I are talking about the bus ride or whatever. I sit in front, because I don’t want to sit in back with Thornton and I don’t want the driver getting screwed over.

As Coyotes, our purpose in life is to get people out of their ruts, take a long look at their priorities and try a road less travelled. I like directing people to a couple choice places where the odds of buying a winning scratcher is crazy high. A bit of extra money can change your outlook, take off some stress and take your life in a new direction. That’s my method and I’ve got no complaints.

Thornton likes getting people fired.

So yeah, I’m sitting in front.

“69th and K, please.” I peel off a few bills, nothing huge, but enough to cover the fare with a little extra for karma. Thornton’s supposed to be paying, but again, I don’t want him talking to anyone, especially me right now. I generally have good luck with cab drivers in that they’re not chatty, and for once tonight it would appear my luck is holding.

The ride east from Allora into Beckettsville isn’t as quiet as I’d like, Bank and Thornton share stories from London, mostly reminiscing, inside jokes, references I don’t get, and yeah, it pisses me off. Bank was my friend first, damn it, and he’s chummy with someone who admitted to trying to kill me. Where’s the loyalty?

So Thornton pulled a few jobs on some Brits, who cares? I tricked a former sorceress (with some help), I convinced Coyote’s favorite son that I was a damned Ra’keth (granted, that was my dad and mostly involved blond jokes), I fooled a Kitsune with a game of Three Card Monte, filched an artifact from a rival clan, and stole a Fox’s tail, for God’s sake. I would’ve even pulled off an Emerald in the Snow by myself if the Frozen River hadn’t been, y’know, stabbed to death before I got the payoff (though it was that or everyone in the world would’ve died, so I can live with it). But no, “Hey, Spence, what’ve you been up to? I’ll bet you’ve pulled off some great tricks, tell me all about them!”

Instead Bank’s chatting with him.

Oh no, I’m not bitter.

Suffice it to say, I’m not wearing the best of attitudes when we reach the diner at 69th and K. It’s in the middle of Beckettsville, urban renewal creeping in slowly but surely. Most of the graffiti tags are painted over. The tenements have an occasional flower box here and there. The diner itself is pretty standard—long counter, booths along the windows, pass-through from the kitchen with one of those spinny things the waitresses put orders on.

“Wait here.” I’d rather get James or Dave to open the diner, without worrying about the two fellow tricksters “helping”. Don’t get me wrong, I love my job, but there’s a reason Coyotes work alone—we irritate the shit out of each other and hate sharing credit.

I head into the alley, checking it first as dawn is approaching and that’s when the zombies head into the alleys to rest and be mistaken for homeless people. I don’t have a shotgun (for some reason you can’t use “preparation for zombie apocalypse” as your primary reason for the gun permit), so I’m going to try vigilance for a change. I knock repeatedly on the side door, which my knuckles don’t appreciate, but eventually I hear the locks slide away, and the door pulls open to reveal a guy a couple years older than me, two inches shorter, and looks to have gotten about as much sleep as me.

“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.”


Chapter Four

James

“Okay, so what’s the play? How do we handle that?”

I blink at Spencer. “Really? That’s it? I’m still having difficulty believing that’s possible.”

The Coyote just shrugs. “I’ve personally made out with one of the Fates. After that I’m willing to believe anything.” He takes a filled coffee mug and starts loading in the sugar. “It shouldn’t be too hard, right? I mean, did Hades give you anything on the guy?”

“Yeah, a file, and I was up most of the night trying to read it. It’s all in Sigil, and I don’t have the innate grasp of it that you do.” Which sucks, considering that I’m the damned Ra’keth and I’m the one who named the language.

For some reason Spencer can speak any language he hears. Often he has no idea what he’s saying and will make a few syntax and translation errors, unbeknownst to him. This is the reason why he often gets bad sushi at a Japanese restaurant and why a train on the Blue Line is now self-aware. I have enough trouble speaking in Sigil. Reading it can be just as difficult unless I’m in a properly made circle of power, which is a bitch to set up and gives my flatmate terrible migraines. I have no idea why, somewhere down the line some sorcerer decided that magic had to be complicated.

“Well, the file had a name, right?” Spencer rubs his eyes, looking exhausted. “Can’t you just like…find the guy using that?”

“Usually, yeah, but like I said, the guy’s hopping bodies, so all it would lead me to is the dried husk he left behind.”

“Well, he’s hopped into a vampire, right? So if Hades knew that, he probably knows which one, so…”

“He doesn’t. I figured it out last night. I scried.” I yawn again and confiscate Spencer’s coffee, taking a long swig. I need it more. I have a spell to wake me up instantly, but I’m trying to cut down on its use. I stayed up a whole week last August and transmuted Dave’s tub into a giant plush Bon Scott wearing a tuxedo tiled with the face of Janis Joplin.

It made perfect sense at the time.

“I couldn’t get a location on the guy, but I did manage to get a hazy vision of his face.”

“How’d you know he was a vampire?”

“He was drinking someone’s blood, from their uh…”

Spencer snickers. “Their neck?”

I shake my head. “Lower. Much lower. And his ‘victim’ didn’t seem to be complaining.”

“Guy or girl?” He shrugs off my blank stare. “What? James, it could be useful information. Plus it’ll let me know if I should pick up a chastity belt to keep my boys safe.”

I pass him back the mug of coffee. “You never think about anything else, do you?”

“I think about money too.” He winks. “But yeah, just let me know what you need and I’ve got your back.” The Coyote claps my shoulder. “Don’t worry.”

If anything, the banter’s gotten my mind off Cale for a minute or two. I glance over at the other Coyote and the four-armed man. “So, friends of yours, huh?”

“One of them, yeah. The other… If you get pissed off and want to compel someone to lick public urinals, by all means, target him.” His glare is pointed at the Coyote. Must not like others pushing in on his territory, plus I’m well aware that as the Ra’keth I have a giant glowing bull’s-eye on my back for all of the local tricksters. “So, when do we deploy to the field?”

“Later.” I’d rather be deployed in bed, and cooking won’t get me there any faster. I head into the kitchen and put three empty plates on the counter after turning off the grill. I hold one hand over the plates and the other over the garbage bin, and concentrate.

When I first came here, it was after I’d left Heath. He wasn’t a good person, he hit me and leaving him nearly killed me. No one protects sorcerers better than dragons, and Dave’s the only one local. The first morning, Dave made me eggs, toast and bacon. It was my first meal as a sorcerer, of my new life, of my freedom, so it was rather memorable, which is a key part of transmutation.

I exert my will, the garbage in the bin dissolving into a silvery light that flows through my body and spreads through my outstretched fingers to the empty plates below. Perfect replicas of the meal appear, all hot, steam rising off the eggs, the bacon on the right side of chewy, the toast golden and buttered just right. I place them in the pass-through and ring the bell to get the Coyote’s attention. “Order up.”

Spencer sniffs at the plates. “Damn, do I want to know what this was before?”

I shrug. “If you have a multivitamin, I’d take it before eating. It tastes real but it’s all empty calories.” I’ve at least come a long way from conjuring shoes made out of gray Jell-O. “It’ll taste fine, trust—”

A loud, sudden crash comes from upstairs, like a rain of falling glass.

What follows is a roar of “Dragon!” The voice reverberates with power as it thunders down the stairs to the second floor. “Meet thine destiny!”

“Fuck.” I glare at Spencer. “Keep those two down here. I don’t need anyone else involved.”

Spencer gapes at me from the other side of the pass-through. “What the hell’s going on, James?”

“Knight of Saint George,” I grumble, before running to the stairs.

I may be the only real sorcerer in the City, but there are plenty of humans who get to be special as well. Some get bitten by lycanthropes, some get converted to vampires, some sell their souls to demons, and some go the opposite route and pledge undying service to a higher power. These people are called paladins. They are pains in the ass, and if they serve Saint George, they have one purpose and one purpose only.

Slay dragons.

Seeing as dragons were created to protect sorcerers, a Ra’keth has a vested interest in keeping dragons alive. Also, I don’t want to see my best friend impaled on a Zweihander.

When I crest the final stair, I can see the devastation the knight has wrought. The building looks to be three floors from the outside, but the second floor just has a very high ceiling.

Dave used to be a lot bigger before he was swindled out of his hoard.

A massive skylight makes up most of the vaulted ceiling that keeps out the elements, but a dragon can pass through like it isn’t even there. A Knight of Saint George, on the other hand, cannot, as is evident from the now-open space and the jagged glass shards on the floor.

The knight looms over six feet, solidly built, and is dressed in a fireman’s coat with a cross on the back, black BDUs, heavy boots, and a flame-retardant mask. In his hand is a massive yet simply designed battleaxe that he’s wielding one-handed. This does not bode well for either me or Dave.

Dave is only five feet six, silver-scaled, and rather squat in build, and the tiny wings on his back don’t give him any assistance in regards to speed. While his scales are thick, they likely won’t do much against a pissed-off knight, so he resorts to scrabbling across the hardwood floor toward the bathroom to barricade himself in. He manages to get through the doorway, the knight rushing at him with the axe held high, bringing it down in a brutal swing.

“Ice!” I feel like I’ve been sucker-punched repeatedly after running a marathon, the spell draining me, my will snatching whatever else it can find in the immediate area, as magic isn’t too discriminating about its fuel sources. It’s one reason I don’t like casting on the fly, as I might end up converting chunks of a road, a building or even a person (which hasn’t happened yet, knock wood) into energy.

The shards of glass and a stack of AC/DC albums vanish into thin air as a foot-thick wall of clear ice fills the bathroom doorway, immediately spiderwebbing as it takes the brunt of the axe hit. I labor to catch my breath as the knight becomes aware of me, leveling his gaze in my direction. I cough hard, thankful that no specks of blood accompany it. “Did you enjoy that, Sir Knight?” I grin, trying my best to make it unsettling. “That was but a syllable.”

This is not the best of ideas. I’m a sorcerer, therefore I’m squishy. I also like to consider myself on the good side of the alignment table, so attacking a paladin is likely not the way to stay there. Also, however lapsed I may be, attacking the knight of a Catholic saint is nothing I want to admit to the next time I go to confession, lest I spend the next twenty years saying Hail Marys and Our Fathers while I come up with thirty dozen acts of contrition.

Also, the knight doesn’t seem at all intimidated. “Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live.” He lifts the axe again, advancing toward me.

“Technically, I’m a sorcerer.” I lift my St. Jude medallion out from inside my shirt. “Even do novenas every week. See? No one you need to kill. How about you just be on your way before the cops get here? Because, you know, as far as everyone out there’s concerned, you’re trying to butcher a fry cook and a dishwasher.” I start backing away. I can’t do much more magically, unless I know the man’s name, and I can’t even see his face.

“I answer to a higher law.” His voice is deep, powerful, intimidating, everything you’d expect in a holy knight. His attention is on me, though, rather than Dave, so I extend my hand in the doorway’s direction, the ice vanishing as the energy flows back into me. Now instead of exhausted I just feel sucker-punched.

The axe comes down, and I dive to the right, the blade of the weapon thunking into the hardwood floor an inch behind the sole of my shoes. I fight the urge to stare at the close call and just hyperventilate for a few seconds, and instead roll behind him as he works the blade free. I know very little regarding handling myself in a fight beyond how to properly make a fist and a couple choice spots to hit someone, but I do know that a good way to bring someone down is to kick hard behind someone’s knee.

It works, but instead of falling on his ass the knight turns himself to fall on top of me. And he is not an underweight man. He takes advantage of the superior position, his giant hands closing around my throat. Already I can feel the pressure on my neck, blood being cut off from my brain. I’ve only got a few seconds, and I need to make a decision.

To Spencer, I’m James. To Dave, I’m Black. And to every other mythical being in the City, I am the Lightning Rod.

Guess what kind of spell is my forte?

“Clear” gurgles from my mouth just before the shock hits him, a massive jolt of argent electricity breaking our contact with a sharp clapping sound and sending him flying back a few feet, his hands smoking. The knight groans as he works his way to his feet. Tough son of a bitch.

He’s sent to the floor again, a silver-scaled tail whipping against his temple to knock him unconscious. Dave comes over to me afterward, helping me up. “You okay, Black?”

I manage a nod through the coughing, as my throat hurts like hell. I stumble over to the knight, press my fingers to his neck. There’s a pulse, he’s still breathing. Good, no having to tell Father Matthews that it was self-defense. Still, can’t have this guy waking up any time soon. I pull down his mask enough to place my hand on his forehead, and resort to an enchantment from a certain game. Luckily, since he’s unconscious it doesn’t take much to make it stick. “Sleep.”

Effective, nonlethal, and he should be out for at least a couple hours. “Okay, how’d he get on the roof?” I look up at the skylight. “Hell, why did he get on the roof?”

“I don’t know, looks like a burglary gone bad, doesn’t look like a holdup, don’t have to worry about the girls getting involved since it’s up here and before they come in. You know knights and their damsels in distress.” He snorts a plume of smoke. “Distress, my ass.” He nudges the unconscious knight with his foot. “All of them work for me willingly. They even get dental. Dental! And they work for tips.”

Spencer chooses this moment to come up the stairs, looking at the scene. “Holy shit, is he dead?”

I shake my head. “No, but if you want to help you can get rid of him.” Spencer starts to speak but I cut him off. “I mean put him in a cab and send him out of town, maybe Elmwood or something. We can hardly tell the police what happened.” Knowing how Murphy’s Law works, it’d likely be my brother who’d show up to take statements, and considering he doesn’t remember that I’m his brother, I don’t want to make the situation any weirder.

It’s a major downside. Cale, aka the Recluse, the previous Ra’keth (I don’t count the Frozen River), made the decree that once a human awakens to their power as a sorcerer, every human that was ever connected to them forgets they existed. As a result I stopped being Miles Canmore and became James Black, the Lightning Rod. It’s a small world, though, and Thom and I were pretty close before, which only makes it sting all the more.

“So, just put the guy somewhere, anywhere…” Spencer inspects the bruise on the side of his face, his smoking hands. “Possibly where he can get some medical attention? I know a guy who can do that. It’ll cost me a favor, but I can have this guy in Japan before lunch. Sound good?”

I nod, and he motions for me to help him with the knocked-out knight. It takes a bit of effort, considering he’s dead weight, but we get him downstairs without any further injury and into the hallway.

“I can get the rest from here. You should probably check on Dave. Breakfast was good, thanks.” Spencer gives me a gleaming smile, and I’ll admit it settles me down a bit. If there’s one thing that con artists are good at, it’s being charming.

Still, he knows people who can send someone from the City to Japan in under seven hours. I on the other hand have difficulty hailing a cab unless I’m waving a hundred-dollar bill at it. He’s the worst kind of trickster: charming and useful.

I head back upstairs to find Dave surveying the damage. Thankfully, there’s not a lot. A few fresh gouges in the hardwood floor from his claws and of course the hole in the skylight, but the rest of the room’s accoutrements are relatively unharmed. The Wurlitzer survived, as did the furniture and the array of AC/DC posters on the walls from their various albums and tours. My futon, pile of gaming books/research material and washer-ready clothes are unscathed. Really, the only thing that was destroyed was…

“What is it with you, Black?” Dave stands over the vacant patch of flooring where a giant stack of AC/DC on vinyl once stood. “Why do you hate them? You’ve landed a dragon on them…”

“Sal replaced those.”

“You’ve turned them into cases of whiskey…”

“Which was a fitting tribute, if you think about it. And I got new ones.”

“And now…” He motions to the empty space. “You’ve done it again.”

“Dave, it was that or the Georgie would’ve buried his axe in your head. Would Angus Young want that for you?” The dragon snorts a plume of smoke in my direction. “Okay, that doesn’t make up for it.”

“Why can’t you just conjure new ones?”

I can conjure books, movies, albums, provided I have a strong memory of it (i.e., I’ve read the book or heard the album before and actually liked it). AC/DC is not my band. Mostly I listen to indie because it’s cheap to buy and keeps me on the cutting edge. However, I can’t tell Dave that his favorite band in the world isn’t all that memorable to me so…

“The music’s too complex. I could try, but it’d probably end up sounding like a half-assed cover band.” I shrug. “I’ll look around the used-record stores down in Grunstadt, and if not, there’s always eBay.” If there’s one small favor I’m thankful for, it’s that technology doesn’t give a damn about my being a sorcerer. Maybe that’ll change as I grow in power, but for now I can freely ride subways and use mobile phones and get on the Internet down at the library without fear of any of it exploding in my face or glitching into uselessness.

Dave looks up at the skylight. “That’s going to be a problem.”

“Can’t we put in a new pane or cardboard it over or something?” I can barely tell which section is missing glass.

“Not the way it works. It’s Fae-crafted, remember? We put in regular glass it mucks it all up, and cardboard won’t do shit if it starts raining. Maybe I should move your futon over here and you can go to sleep holding a bucket.”

“Hey, I’m not the one who came in from the skylight, and he was here for you, remember?” I take a breath. “But it’s not about blame, it’s about how we’re going to fix it. So uh…” I glance at him. “How do we fix it?”

“We don’t.” I brace for him to tell me it’s now my problem. “Since it’s Fae-crafted, we’ll need a Fae to do the repairs. Specifically, the Fae who originally built it. I could arrange to have a messenger send my request over, since I can’t leave my hoard, but…” Dave looks at me. “Do you think you could drop by the guy’s shop, hand-deliver my work request? I know you don’t have a lot of experience with Fae.”

Well, I do, but it was a mistake, a one-time thing, and I’m pretty sure he was more scared of me than I was of him. Grief does weird things to people, and I’m no exception. Still, when my mother would teach me rules about the Fair Folk, there was nothing mentioned about a susceptibility to Pearl Jam. “That’s right, hardly any experience.”

“But Dieter’s a good, no-bullshit kind of guy. He’s down in Grunstadt, on Bayside and Whitman.”

I whistle. That’s right on the border of Destry Bay. Apparently this person is rather well off.

Dave nods at my reaction. “Exactly, so you might want to wear some respectable clothes. Plus, the request coming from the Ra’keth won’t hurt.” Dragons can’t really do soulful eyes, but that doesn’t stop Dave from trying. “C’mon, Black, you’d be helping me out.”

“I can do it, no problem. Besides, the sun’s coming up so it’s not like that vampire is going anywhere, you know?” I yawn, stretch. “I’ll get a few hours’ sleep and head out.”

Dave nods and starts for the stairs. “I’ll get ready to open then, since your friend is gone.” Shit, I forgot about that.

“Actually, Dave, how about you let me clear everything out down there first, just in case he left any stock tips for you.”

The dragon whinges under his breath as I pass. “Damn Coyotes.”


Chapter Five

Spencer

“So what are you, his trained puppy?” Thornton grunts as he shoves the unconscious man off him. “Who the hell is this guy, anyway?”

I grit my teeth, having given the cab driver a bit of extra cash for hush money. I won’t be able to afford a night at the Y after this.

“A mark, of course. We’re going to dump him in downtown Tokyo with no money, no paperwork, no visa, no passport, and let him figure out a way home. Easy trick, then you can go down to the Palace and hit on girls from the university.”

It should be mentioned that us Coyotes have good motivation for tricking people, in that not only does it occasionally make us money, it has the same effect as giving a double dose of Viagra to a college freshman. The better the trick, the better the sex and the longer we can go. After the Selah incident, I’m amazed my equipment still works.

“It’s June, most of the girls are home for the summer.”

“So feel up a satyr. You think they’ll say no?”

“Would it kill them to get a nymph or two down there? I don’t mind the guys, but there’s just something about a pair of jugs, you know?” He sighs wistfully. I’m starting to get pissed at myself. I shouldn’t be talking to him like this. He tried to kill me, damn it.

“Nymphs aren’t for me. They always look bored.” Bank looks back from the front seat while I slap Thornton’s hand from the knight’s pockets. This is why I’m not sitting in front. “Shouldn’t he have woken up by now?”

I start to answer but Thornton cuts me off.

“Nah, he’ll be out until a minute before we pitch him through the hole to Tokyo, maybe one of us gets pulled in to give it all a side plot. Fate’s riding shotgun, Bank, so everything’s going to go by the book.” He pulls the mask off the knight, revealing a white male, buzzed blond hair, weathered complexion, scars on his face. “Any reason he’s dressed like the captain of a fireman’s militia?”

“Dragonslayer.” Both of them smirk at me. “What? Takes all kinds, right? You know there had to be some of them out there if dragons exist.”

Bank turns his gaze to me. “So, how exactly are you sending this guy to Tokyo? Because I don’t know how to get an unconscious guy past TSA at MacArthur.”

“That’s why we’re in Grunstadt. Foxes down here work bright and early, and one of them owes me a favor.” Granted, I owe another one a favor but I’d rather not involve her. “But I’d much rather do the negotiating alone.” I can’t bother to stifle a glare at Thornton. “I don’t need someone fucking up what I’ve got going there.”

“What you’ve got going?” The Coyote snorts. “This is the Feud we’re talking about, and you’re actually trading favors with the Kitsune?”

I don’t lessen my anger for this. “Really? I seem to remember someone being above the Feud when he tried to resurrect a dead sorcerer using me as a sacrifice. Now you’re all gung ho again, huh?”

“You’ve been working the Feud, what, a couple years?”

“Guys,” Bank interjects, but neither of us is listening.

“Three, and I’ve already pulled off more than you or Dad ever did combined. Was that part of it, Thornton? Were you jealous?”

“Guys,” Bank again interrupts, but Thornton leans across the unconscious knight, getting in my face.

“You puffed-up little shit. You think because you tricked a couple Foxes and fucked a Phouk in the ass that you’re Coyote’s favorite? You think you’re the only Coyote to ever steal a tail from a Fox? To sell a line of bullshit to a Dog? You’re still a yowling pup.” He growls, and I’ll admit I do the same, our golden eyes matching in intensity.

“Guys!” Two sets of arms shove us apart, remarkably strong given the awkward angle. Bank then tics his head to the three Kitsune standing outside the cab. “I think we have company.”

Damn it. I look at Thornton and motion to the driver, who’s been quiet, thankfully. Like I said, I have good luck with cab drivers. “Pay him. And tip him.” I look at Bank. “Help me get this guy out there, please?”

It takes some work, but the Kitsune don’t make any moves to stop us. I smile at them, putting on a sunny disposition. I’ve heard Japanese before, and they just need to get the general gist. “Good morning! Has Kazuhiro arrived yet? I need to speak to him, please.”

The three Foxes (two male, one female) blink at me several times, and I switch to English. “Do I want to know what I said?”

The female, white-furred, steps forward. “Kazuhiro-senpai is loading a truck currently. I would not think that a…” she smirks, “…Coyote would refer to a Kitsune as sensei though.”

I roll with it. “It’s our own private joke. Would you please get him for me?” I motion to the unconscious knight. “I have a situation. Just ask him if he remembers where the queen was. He’ll understand.” I manage a slight but courteous bow, since I’m not here to piss anyone off this morning, but Thornton laughs and shakes his head, taking notes for when he likely reports me to Father Coyote later. Asshole. Bank, on the other hand, makes an effort to be genial, intoning in what seems to be fluent Japanese, and unfortunately I have no idea what he’s saying. Just because I can magically speak any language doesn’t mean I understand it. Bards have to tell their stories, sure, doesn’t mean we have to take the criticism.

The female Fox gestures in a way that suggests she’s blushing and continues the conversation with Bank while she sends one of the males to presumably fetch Kazuhiro, or maybe just get security. Both Thornton and I stare as he continues to mack on the Kitsune in her native language, and he grins at the two of us. “Hey, it’s not my Feud.”

Thornton mutters in disgust but leans down to inspect the knight, making sure he’s still out. He is, and personally I’m hoping it’s not a coma. I have no idea what James did to this guy, but since the knight’s alive I’ll assume it wasn’t anything evil. “What kind of person doesn’t carry any ID on them?”

“The kind of person who jumps through a skylight to hunt dragons, apparently. I’m amazed his legs are still intact after a fall like that.”

Thornton chuckles. “Yeah. Paladins can do some crazy shit. Met a couple over in London. One of them is not all that holy anymore.” He grins at me. “Damn, virgins are eager.”

“You caused a holy knight to fall and you’re proud of that?” I don’t let him answer. “You see, this is precisely why I was fine with you never coming back.” Still though. “Hear anything from Henry?” My other half brother, who believes that being a trickster is the same as being a bully. I’d suffered several beatings at his hands, but he was more of a flunky than anything else.

“Far as I know he’s in Moscow. Good place for him. Guy like him can find work there to match his skill set.” Thornton’s not a fan of him either. All three of us were conceived in attempts to make Bards. It only worked with Thornton and me. He looks at me, unfaked sincerity in his eyes. “You’re not going to forgive me, are you?”

“No. No I’m not.” I turn my attention back to the gate of Ten Oaths Distribution, the largest importer and distributor of rice in the City. The gate is, as I’ve learned, a torii gate—red, the kind you see in Japanese tourism photos—with several Fox statues at the base, which makes it rather obvious that Kitsune work here.

Coming through the gate is a male Fox, colored orange, wearing a white button-down shirt and slacks, a keychain hanging from his belt that conspicuously lacks a Hello Kitty Super Ball. He proceeds straight to me and doesn’t look too happy.

“You promised that you would not share that story, Coyote.” He ignores his fellow Fox, as well as Bank, but gives a smirk to Thornton. “How was the Ukraine?”

Thornton growls, but I get between them. “We’re not here to talk about that, and I haven’t told anyone, that was the deal. I’m here to call in a favor, simple as that.”

Kazuhiro narrows his eyes. “How exactly do I owe you a favor?”

“I seem to remember a certain item disappearing from your warehouse, which you were able to recover personally, thanks to my intervention. That’s a story I can tell and I haven’t. I would call that a favor owed.”

I will admit that I’m sworn to secrecy in regards to the Selah incident, but only with one Kitsune’s involvement. I can never tell the story about how I stole an urn from the Foxes, that’s true. But I can tell the story about how I was involved in the Kitsune getting it back. Which, of course, will raise questions about how it was missing in the first place, and then eyes would fall on Kazuhiro without me ever breaking my promise. Check and mate.

The Fox growls at me. “What do you want?”

I point to the unconscious man. “He tried to kill a dragon, and we’re thinking he needs to find a new career path, perhaps in the Land of the Rising Sun?”

Kazuhiro studies me. “There is an angle in this you aren’t telling me.”

Thornton speaks up. “Of course there is, you two-tailed prick. We’re Coyotes. There’s always an angle.”

I glower at my brother. “Thornton? Stop helping.” My attention returns to the Kitsune. “Want to know the angle?” I shrug. “I’m trading a Kitsune’s favor for a Keth’s favor. His is worth more, simple as that. In my position, you’d do the exact same thing, only it’d take you about six months longer.”

Kitsune, as well as Phouka, prefer the long con, and by long I mean sometimes years, even decades in the making. They’re careful planners and precision tricksters, mostly because they do more than just pull cons, I’ve found.

I take a breath, put on my sincere face. “Listen, I’m coming to you because you’re the only one who can do this, okay?”

He folds his arms. “I will require a favor.”

“Really?” Actually, I expected this, but again, it’s better to do James a favor and further ingratiate myself. I mean, be a good friend. Damn it, I can’t ever turn it off, can I?

“The Palace of Wisdom.” He exhales, hard. “You will take me in there.”

Thornton’s eyes go wide, but I laugh. “Oh, is that all? Anything else? Maybe you’d like the private ledger of Hades, or Coyote’s favorite cue stick as well.”

Kitsune are not allowed in the Palace of Wisdom, a twenty-four/seven nightclub run by satyrs and the god of revelry himself in downtown Allora. No one really knows why, but it’s a sore point, considering it’s the richest garden of marks in the City. Us Coyotes usually restrict our pickings there, simply so we don’t suffer the same Fate, because it’s difficult to find a good place to go to “celebrate” a trick pulled.

“After you send this guy on, okay?” I motion to the knight, who’s beginning to stir. “Preferably in a hospital parking lot because he likely needs medical attention.” I glance at the Fox. “I’m sure that’s doable?”

He exhales through gritted teeth. “It must be Tokyo? I only know a gate to a hospital in Osaka.”

I take a few seconds to look like I’m considering it. “Okay, I can settle for that, but you agree to getting into the Palace on my terms. No questions asked, or the deal’s off. We simpatico?”

What? It’s a cool word. Worth fifteen points in Scrabble.

He furrows his brow a moment, and nods. “Simpatico. Yes.” The Fox motions to the knight. “Bring him.”

Bank grins at Thornton and me, motioning to the man. “Go ahead. I’ll…” He runs the back of his hand along the female Fox’s face. “I’ll keep questioning this one. Get her contact information in case she hears anything.” My brother rolls his eyes as I pick up the knight’s legs, Thornton grabbing his arms as we strain to carry the knight through the gate.

“He’s distracted too easily.” The Coyote grunts as we move a few more feet. “Didn’t know he spoke Japanese.”

“And Cantonese, French, Spanish, Portuguese, and he can get by in Arabic. Bank’s philosophy is the more languages you speak, more friends you have, more connections in the network, more cash on your payday.” I smile in spite of myself. “Learned most of the game from him, really. Who taught you? Dad?”

It doesn’t come out as angry as I want it to.

“A fair bit, some from Father Coyote, rest I learned myself, and from heist movies.” I have to nod at that. He gives me a look. “You’re really not hitting that sorcerer?”

I grump. “No. And I don’t want you chasing him either, okay? His last two boyfriends were stabbed to death.”

Thornton mulls over my words. “I can work with that. He needs a protector, someone to—”

“One of them? James did the stabbing.”

The Coyote nearly drops the knight. “A little guy like that? Then again, I’m no stranger to sorcerers trying to stab people.” He chuckles nervously, and when I don’t comment, he shrugs. “Hey, had to try, you know?”

Behind him Kazuhiro beckons us toward a truck from about twenty yards away. Shouldn’t be too much longer now.

“So you want to tell me why you’re so hell-bent on getting my forgiveness?” I peer at him. “Are you actually a ghost or something, and I have to accept your apology or you’ll be shackled to an existence of haunting the mortal coil for the rest of eternity?”

He blinks at me. “I’m carrying a guy right now.”

I shrug. “Patrick Swayze could move shit in Ghost.”

“He moved a penny and knocked a shoe off a trash can, and you’re hardly Demi Moore.” He thinks a second. “Decent, but not exquisite.” Thornton’s on a lifelong quest to see a pair of truly exquisite breasts, and he’d trade a Ferrari to photograph them.

When we get the knight to the back of the truck, Kazuhiro opens it and hops up into the hold, helping us load the knight. “I can make the doorway here.” I climb in next to him, and he glances at me.

“Just keeping you honest, Kazuhiro-kun.” I grin, showing teeth, and he growls under his breath. Thornton starts to follow but the Fox stomps the floor near his hand.

“The arrangement does not involve you, Coyote.” The Kitsune spits on him, the two exchanging growls before I put a hand between them.

“Let’s just get this over with and then you two can whip ’em out and measure, okay? Besides, I doubt either of you could find the queen in Three Card Monte if I was dealing. I’m looking at a pretty full day here so I’d like to not fall behind.” I pull down the door before Thornton can protest, leaving Kazuhiro and me alone with the unconscious knight. I motion to the door. “All right, work your magic.”

The Fox places his hand on the door, concentrating a moment, a slight shimmer passing through the metal before he pulls it back up. The parking lot of Ten Oaths is gone, the parking lot of a hospital in the midst of evening replacing it. A few people hustle and bustle about, speaking in rapid Japanese, all of the signage in kanji and hiragana and katakana and some English. I look at Kazuhiro.

“Thanks. Want to help me get him down and find him a wheelchair?”

The Kitsune shakes his head. “I need to keep the portal open, unless you’d rather fly home.”

“Point taken.” I hop down and with great effort manage to pull the knight out as well. The great man lands in a heap, still relatively unconscious. The actions are starting to get the attention of bystanders, so maybe I should just let the authorities take it from here.

“Mister Crain.” I look up at Kazuhiro, and the Fox’s grin is too wide. Too knowing. “The queen is up your sleeve.”

He brings the door down before I can react, and as soon as it closes it fades into a wall. I slump in front of it—staring, pushing, punching—as people start to gather around me, questions being asked that I don’t understand. All I do understand is this: He got me.

I was tricked by Kazuhiro.

Granted, this isn’t the first time he’s done this to me, but I was so focused on getting the favor done for James and entertaining the idea of pulling an Emerald in the Snow that I didn’t see the hit coming. He tricked me, and like a Coyote would trick a Kitsune, at that. I thought he was an easy mark, and he took advantage of that. No elaborate planning, no thinking ahead. An opportunity was presented to him, and he went for it, just like one of my clan. I worked the trick and he worked the Feud. It’s almost ironic, really.

And now I’m in Osaka, Japan, with no passport and not enough money for a flight home because of Kazuhiro.

Kazu-fucking-hiro.

“Damn Foxes.”


Chapter Six

James

Three hours of sleep isn’t much, but it’s better for my sanity. Despite being a sorcerer, I’m still human, with a brain that occasionally needs to jettison some accumulated garbage by way of some pretty nonsensical dreams. I stopped thinking of them as prophetic a couple weeks after I realized there was no such thing as a giant pink polka-dotted dragon that instead of fire breathed frozen tater tots. I took it as a sign that I needed to start eating better.

The diner doesn’t need me much anymore. Between Sharon, Monica, Annette, and the new girl, Hannah, Dave’s got most of the shifts covered. So I’m only needed when it’s crazy. Sharon and Monica are sisters. Both have worked at the diner for years, though I wouldn’t be surprised if Sharon either moves into a managerial position or leaves to open her own place. Monica has spent the last three years perfecting her mix of genial, courteous and flirty, to maximize her tips. Annette is nice, working through college. I’m a little jealous because I never got to finish, but at least there’s someone else at the diner to commiserate with on Wednesdays.

Hannah, I have no idea why she’s at the diner, but everyone needs money, I guess. She has red hair, about the same shade as mine, shoulder length in a curtain style, athletic build, big on efficiency, pretty, friendly smile. She started a month ago, after moving down from the Capital, and doesn’t pull the kind of tips that Monica does. To be honest, she acts like a forty-year-old stuck in a twenty-two-year-old’s body, so Sharon likes her, at least. The important thing is that Hannah’s coming in to pick up her paycheck today, so hopefully I can score a favor.

I find her in the kitchen, waiting patiently while Dave puts a few orders in the pass-through and rings the bell. “Order up!” Annette’s doing the dishes, Monica and Sharon, out front. Pretty light morning, really.

“Hey, Hannah?”

She turns to look at me, waiting expectantly. Woman of few words, I’ve found.

“Listen, Dave needs me to run an errand. You live in South Allora, right?”

She nods, waits a few seconds. “You need a ride.”

“It’s kind of a rush job, yeah. I’ve got a full day and it’d really help me out.” I do some quick math in my head. Yeah, it’d still be cheaper. “I can buy lunch?”

Annette chortles at that. “Watch out, new girl, James is being nice.”

Monica laughs as well from the other side of the pass-through. “I’d charge him, if I were you.”

Another downside to being a sorcerer. I’m Marked. The white streak in my hair pretty much tells the world, but since sorcerers don’t exist, people just tend to think of me as creepy or an asshole, and more often than not as both.

She appraises me, then shrugs. “Yeah, sure. Keep your money. Where exactly are you going?”

“Bayside and Whitman?”

She tics her head toward the front, and I take the hint. Out in front of the diner is a two-door coupe, maybe five years old, clean. I wait for her, and eventually she emerges from the building and gets in the driver’s seat, pointing at my door. It’s unlocked, and I take my seat, buckling up. “Thanks for this.”

“Not too far out of my way.” She starts the car, pulls into traffic and turns on the radio, some indie music coming on. I recognize the band.

“Think I saw these guys live a couple weeks ago. It was a hole in the wall in North Allora, but they were decent.”

She shrugs, continuing the drive. “Not into music.”

“Then why’d you turn on the radio?”

Hannah checks her mirrors as she changes lanes. “Discourages conversation.”

Okay…

“Do you have a problem with me?”

She shakes her head.

I check the buildings outside, and we are heading in the right direction. I’ve made the mistake of getting into a car before with someone who actually wanted to kill me. “So why are you discouraging conversation?”

“Because driving for me is a form of meditation.” She glances at me. “And conversation disrupts concentration.”

“Understood, just…”

She sighs, audibly. “I have no interest in sleeping with you.”

I blink. “Back at you. I’m gay. You’ve worked there over a month, and you didn’t hear that about me yet?”

She takes a second to process that. “I just figured it was assumption based on what they were hearing.”

“I don’t follow.”

Grousing, she takes a hand off the wheel and shows it to me. Quite suddenly, her fingernails seem to warp and large blunt claws push out, tawny fur overtaking her hand, before it reverts back to human and she returns it to the steering wheel. “Follow now?”

Ah.

She’s a were.

A lycanthrope doesn’t share human ignorance. Likely, she sees Dave for what he is rather than the squatly built German man that everyone else at the diner sees, and when I complained about the difficulties of magic, she heard every word instead of random bitching about my coworkers.

“So are all weres this…terse?”

She shakes her head.

“You aren’t going to kill me, are you? I have a bad record of getting in cars with nonhumans and shit going down.”

Hannah pulls the car over and looks at me. “I’m working a job, all right? It’s not the best job, but us pures don’t have the best interviewing skills.”

“Pures?”

She glances at me. “Born, not bit. I come across as creepy as you do, just for a different reason.”

“That being? Besides the were thing?”

She looks at me. “You’re human.”

“And?”

“I’m playing human.”

She checks the passing traffic. “Dave gave me a shot. I do my hours, get paid, and sock some away for something better. And I’m pissed because someone broke in this morning and I wasn’t there to do anything about it.”

“I don’t really see how security is your job though. Besides, Dave and I had it covered.”

She actually growls. “Don’t you get it? You’re the Ra’keth. You shouldn’t have to be protecting yourself.”

I roll my eyes. “There’s a whole council of dragons in Switzerland that would heartily agree with you.” I take a breath, inhale, exhale, all that. “Listen, I think we’re getting off track here. Since now I know you’re not going to kill me and now you know I don’t want to nail you, you want to start over?” I extend my hand. “I’m James Black, the Lightning Rod.”

She looks at my hand a moment, then shakes it. “Hannah Underwood, I don’t have a title.”

I chuckle lightly. “I could give you one, and it’d even stick.”

She pulls the car back into traffic. “Or instead I could drive you down to Bremen’s.”

I perk a brow. “Bremen’s?”

“Unless Dave needs flowers stat, that’s the only thing at Bayside and Whitman he’d have an interest in.” I actually catch a small smile from her. “Someone I know lives in that area.”

“So…are we friends now?”

“Nope. But I don’t think you’re an asshole.”

“I’ll take every victory.” I lean back in the seat, closing my eyes. “I’ll let you get your zen on, then.”

“Thank you.”

The drive goes on in relative silence, save the radio. We make decent time. The area that we’re heading into is technically in Grunstadt but more like Destry Bay. It doesn’t really have a name, more of a price tag. It’s lower-upper class, cosmopolitan, more people out walking. It’s inspired by a city-planning initiative that started in Destry Bay to increase mass transit and lower noise pollution. As a result it’s a very nice part of town and ridiculously expensive to live in, evidenced from the fact that the intersections aren’t combinations of numbers and letters.

Bremen’s is a garage, but a rather upscale-looking one. No combo gas station here, just a few repair bays and muted advertisements for high-performance parts for “luxuries and exotics”. All of the repair bays are currently filled with several people working on automobiles that I could trade for an apartment in downtown Allora.

Hannah drops me off and says her goodbyes with an up-nod before leaving. I head inside, feeling really out of place considering I’m just wearing a green thrift-store button-down shirt with a frayed collar and a clean pair of jeans. There’s even a small lounge with a coffeemaker and leather chairs, where a couple of well-dressed men are watching a flat-screen TV set to the financial-news channel. The counter has a cheery-looking woman with a blonde pixie cut and bright brown eyes, dressed sharply in a black polo with the Bremen’s logo on it.

“Can I help you, sir?”

“Yes, is Dieter here?” I take Dave’s message out of my pocket.

“Do you have an appointment?” Of course she would ask that. I shake my head in response.

“I’m sorry, sir.” She manages to pull it off with absolute sincerity. “I’m afraid Mr. Bremen’s not available currently. Would you like to leave a message?”

And she has a belt in Receptionist-Fu.

“Actually, I need to speak with him regarding some work he did for Dave Argent?” The name Dave puts on his taxes. It’s apropos considering his clan.

“I’m sorry, but Mr. Bremen prefers to handle such requests in person, and I’m afraid he can’t see anyone right now. Would you like to make an appointment? His book is rather full, though.” She’s managing to sound sad while keeping a customer-service smile.

The Force is strong with this one.

“He kind of needs it looked at today.” I could easily just make her get the guy on the phone, but that’s been done to me before, so I’d much rather keep my soul. “Is there anyone else I can see?”

I keep my tone measured, polite, courteous. I know that my Mark is going to ensure I won’t get to see Dieter. Even the suits in the lounge are averting their eyes. If I give any attitude, she’ll probably ask me to leave. Then again, I’m sort of on the clock here. This isn’t a place I want to spend my day. I meet her eyes. That doesn’t have any sort of special power as far as being a sorcerer goes. Fantasy novels are so disappointing now. But I am Marked, so likely she’s just looking for any way to end this conversation and get me away from her.

The polite façade cracks. “Could you wait over there?” She motions to the lounge, and I comply with a smile. The suits suddenly find the television very interesting. I fight the urge to do something because I’m getting tired of everyone looking at me and seeing a drug dealer or a plague carrier or however it is they choose to see me.

After nearly an hour of having to listen to two talking heads discuss the bullish bond market and what it means for the average consumer, I’m beckoned over by the receptionist, her smile a little more forced. “Mr. Bremen can see you for five minutes.” She motions to a door on the left. “Through there, end of the hall.”

“Thank you.” I give a big grin as I walk through the door to the hall, the walls in earthy colors, photos on the wall of gleaming high-end automobiles. I proceed to the end of the hall and open the door, finding a smaller office with a simple desk, granite surface, a bit low to the floor.

The man behind it is broad, stocky, and has chestnut-brown hair that’s long and tied simply in back, and a thick beard woven into a half-foot braid bound with leather. His nose is large, almost pointy, his brown eyes appearing small, crowned with bushy eyebrows, and his head looks bigger than mine. He’s dressed in the same black polo as the receptionist, though his is obviously wider, plenty of muscle on his frame, dark hair on his forearms. He’s also…short. Shorter than me or Dave. I think Sharon’s daughter Tessa might be as tall as him.

“Uh.” I keep blinking, because I’m not prepared for this. I mean, I work for a dragon and a god is my attorney so it’s not too much of a surprise, but… “Are you a…”

He looks at me plainly and sighs, his voice not too deep, but a little gravelly and with a twinge of Texas in the accent. “Dwarf?”

I nod.

“Yep.” He gets up from his chair and extends his hand. “Oswald Bremen. I’m afraid my father’s out of the country.”

I stare at his hand, which is also a little bigger than mine. “Sorry.” I take his hand, shake it. He’s got a good grip. “You’re just the first, you know…”

“Dwarf?”

“Yeah, I’ve never really seen one outside of…”

“Lord of the Rings?” He snickers. “Technically, we’re Fae, but…” He shrugs and sits back down, motioning to the chair. “Not going to be a problem, is it?”

“No, no. Davinicus, I guess your dad built his skylight?” I don’t let him answer, as I’m trying to be cool. “Well, we had a little bit of a problem this morning with a Knight of Saint George, and he broke a panel or two, so we need a patch job.”

He blinks at me. “A patch job? You don’t patch a Fae-crafted portal. The whole thing has to be attuned perfectly. I can’t just slap in some glass and call it a day. That whole portal’s deader than THAC0.”

I stare. “What did you just say?” To Hit Armor Class Zero. Only one kind of person in the world knows what that means.

“I said I’ll have to replace the whole thing, and that’s…” He rubs his fingers together to imply that, yes, it’ll cost quite a bit.

“I mean, after that, you said it was…” I can’t help but grin. “You played Dungeons & Dragons? Like, old school?” I blush, looking down. “I uh…play a twelfth-level Elven sorcerer.”

When I look back, he’s smiling. “Ninth-level Halfling rogue. Racial bonuses for Dwarves are terrible. I should write a letter, honestly.” He checks the clock on the wall. “Listen, this is clearly going to take longer than five minutes to work through, and you were catching me on my way to lunch.”

“Oh, uh… Sorry. I didn’t know that your father wasn’t here and your receptionist is an effective gatekeeper.” I look at the clock. “Should I come back or make an appointment?”

The Dwarf shrugs, coming out from behind his desk where I can see he’s wearing custom-made jeans and shoes. “Either that or you can go to lunch with me. Might as well treat, stone knows I can afford it. We can work out something for the skylight to get it out of the way, and then we’ll trade war stories. You like Italian?”

“Um, yeah, sure.” This is going easier than I expected. “You sure you’re okay with buying? Italian can’t be cheap in this area.”

“I won’t embarrass myself by saying how much I make, but I’ve got it covered. Besides…” He passes by me and winks. “I’m a sucker for redheads.”

He leaves me to just stare as he heads down the hall, and I will admit it’s not that bad to watch him walk away, but I wasn’t really looking for anything like this. Then again, it’s been ages since I’ve had a decent nonconjured meal and the chance to nerd out with another gamer. It doesn’t mean that it’s a…

My mobile chooses that moment to ring. I hold up a finger to Oswald, who looks back at me, waiting. “Hello?”

Spencer. Of course he’d call right now.

“I can barely hear you. And this isn’t really a good ti—”

I listen a couple more seconds, close my eyes and forcefully exhale, my sudden frustration causing static to jump along my skin and disrupt the call even more.

“You’re where?”


Chapter Seven

Spencer

Times like this I’m glad that I know how to cloak. Before anyone got too angry I “put on” my Armani suit and started speaking Japanese as drunk-sounding as possible. I was able to convince the hospital officials that the knight’s injuries were the result of some wardrobe malfunctions and that he was pretty hammered, as well as a mean drunk. I don’t know how well it came across, but they took him in. I cloaked a couple more times as people I saw outside, and then I got clear and found a pay phone.

Rourke wouldn’t accept the charges, Coyote never gave me the number for his answering service, and I’m hardly going to call Shiko, considering that the last time I did resulted in the noodle incident, and I’m not going to relive that, thank you very much. However, Japan is not Coyote-friendly, especially for Coyotes who have no record of having entered the country in the first place.

So I call James, and suffice it to say, he’s not happy.

“Osaka. It’s a city in Japan.” There’s swearing from the other side of the line. “Hey, you wanted the knight dumped somewhere he couldn’t give Dave any trouble.” I chew my lip while he continues. “Okay. Okay, yes, you didn’t say you wanted him in Japan specifically, but that’s in the past and we have to worry about the present. Is there any way you can get me home that won’t involve spending the next two days in airports and customs offices?”

While people walk by, I lean against the pay phone, look at advertisements for watermelon-flavored Kit Kat bars and coconut-flavored Pepsi. My eyes glaze over when James starts discussing “the complex mechanics involved in manipulating the building blocks of reality and the barriers of time and space”.

“Look, can you do it or not? I might add, the only reason I’m here is because I was doing you a favor.” I grumble, listening. “No, I don’t want to talk about how I ended up here.” And now an ultimatum. Great. “Fine. A Fox tricked me. Are you happy? Can you bring me home? Please?”

More talking, more ritual preparation, specific essences, liquids, something called “thack-oh”. “Fine, just bring me home when you can, okay?” I hang up.

It’ll be an hour, maybe two. Meanwhile, I’ve got time to kill and a whole city’s nightlife to do it in. “Okay, ladies, you’ve had a laugh on me, that’s great. Mind pointing me in the direction of something nice for a change?” As a Coyote, I have to be okay with Fate riding shotgun, but sometimes they take you into some bad neighborhoods, know what I’m saying?

Given that all of my money is in American dollars, I have to walk. I’m sure the cab drivers will take it, but I don’t know the exchange rate so I don’t want to get screwed. For the most part, I just walk calmly and apologize whenever I bump into anyone and look for signage that’s in clear English. I feel bad for the knight, but he’s not dead, he’s in a hospital, and he did try to kill James and Dave, so as far as I’m concerned he’s getting off light.

I’m not familiar with Osaka, and since I don’t understand a word of Japanese, my requests for directions are prefaced mostly with “Do you speak English?” which doesn’t go over all that well. I sound like an idiot who studied a phrase book while chugging a bottle of whiskey.

“Need a ride?” I turn to see a low-riding Nissan Skyline, deep blue, a man behind the wheel who I immediately recognize, but since there’s no way that the captain of the Firefly would A) be in Japan, B) be driving that car and C) be offering me a ride, that only offers one explanation.

“Grandpa?” I lean in the passenger-side window. “Why do you look like…”

“Hmm?” He glances at himself, then at me. “I look however the mark wants me, kid. Get in.” He unlocks the door, and I immediately put on the four-point harness to secure myself in the seat. I’ve been in his car before, and I know that it’s necessary.

“So, you’re saying that when I think of Coyote, I imagine…” I motion to him. God, even the voice is right. He nods with an easy smile, even that looks like him. “You giving me a ride home?”

“Car doesn’t get that kind of mileage, pup.” The Skyline peels out into traffic, swinging from lane to lane and making me regret that breakfast I had at the diner. “So, you got tricked.”

I nod. “I should’ve seen it coming.”

“Yes.” Coyote glares at me. “You should’ve. You were too distracted by your brother, and trying to show him up, to notice you were handing yourself to the Foxes on a silver platter. He could’ve done a lot worse. Don’t beat yourself up too much. We all get tricked, even me.”

“I know, I know. Why is Thornton back anyway? It can’t be something as simple as a con job, and I know he doesn’t give a shit about getting my forgiveness.”

“That so hard to believe? Family’s important, kid.”

This coming from the guy with how many illegitimate kids? I don’t say that out loud though, I’m not stupid. “Not to him, it’s not. He tried to kill me, remember? Dad threatened the life of my mother. Henry…” I roll my eyes. “I won’t even get into that.”

“How do you think they feel about Thornton, huh?”

I shrug, but he continues.

“Your dad and brother were pretty messed up by Sel, and he took advantage of that. He threw in with her. It didn’t work out, the con fell apart.” I feel his eyes on me, but I don’t meet them. “And when push came to shove, you saved his life.”

“Because I’m not a killer, not because I like him and not because I forgave him. I saved him because I was the better man, okay?” I look out the window and immediately brace as Coyote swings the car through a busy intersection in a perfectly executed drift.

“Yeah, you were, and I’m proud of you for that, I am. But being a Coyote ain’t about being the better man. It’s about being the better trickster. There is a Ra’keth out in the open, and you need all the help you can get to pull an Emerald.” This time I do look at him and try not to wince as he pulls another drift, blind. “And I am not losing this Feud, pup.”

“So what do you want me to do, tell him we’re cool and pull the job and make some money?” I scoff. “I don’t even know who the damned mark is.”

“Someone with too much time, too much money and too much ego.”

I perk a brow at him. “Dragon?”

“Only one in the City is practically broke, kid, thanks to your brother, but I think all involved would say it was a smart play.” He looks at me. “Fine, fine, if you’re going to give me the puppy dog eyes I might as well just tell you before you get another damned story out of me.”

I lean back into the seat in relief. Finally something’s going right today. “Awesome. Lay it on me, who’re we going after?”

“This’ll be a tough one, grandson, so you’ll have to work with your brother on this.”

I chuff at that. “Fine, fine, I’ll work with the bastard.” Weird, Osaka’s reflection looks a lot like an empty warehouse. “So who is it?”

“It’s complicated, but…” Great. Wait, something just moved in the mirror. Almost looks like a hand. “His name is—”

The hand reaches through the mirror and grabs me, and suddenly my body feels pulled, twisted, compressed, then torn apart before being put back together again. When my vision clears, I’m in an empty space, in the middle of a chalk-drawn circle on a dirty concrete floor.

I’m in what looks like the inside of a large storage locker, lit by some camping lanterns. Sigil is spray-painted on the walls, in a few places on the floor, but for the most part it’s a barren room, save the slumped and wheezing person four feet away from me. I go to him, crossing the circle and getting a shock, but not much else.

It’s James, and his face is pale, eyes closed, trails of blood leaking from his nose down his face. His hands show dark veins that are slowly fading. Static bolts run along his body, crackling and popping, so I don’t touch him. He overtaxed himself like this before when he accidently brought Marvin to life, but again, we were escaping a zombie horde so all’s forgiven there.

“James? You all right?” It’s safe to say I was just pulled halfway across the world, and while his timing could’ve been a lot better, I’m impressed. When he opens his eyes they’re not human, almost feline, but they fade back to the regular green. Another reason I’m thankful I’m not a sorcerer.

“Holy fuck, that worked?” He looks at me, the circle, then me again. “It’s really you, right? I didn’t create some simulacrum that was inhabited by a demon? Prove it’s you. Say something only Spencer would say.”

“Like what?”

“Say something annoying.”

I think about it. “Well, you claim to be British, there’s really only one thing I can think of.”

“That being?”

I lean in close, my lips gently brushing his ear. “Soccer.”

He shoves me away. “Fuck. You. It’s foot… Yeah, it’s you.”

“Be grateful, I could’ve asked if you wanted to have ritual sex, and then regular sex, and then irregular sex.” I motion to the room. “So what is this place, anyway?”

He shrugs, struggling to his feet. I offer assistance, but he waves me off. “It’s my sanctum, my place of power.”

“James, this is a storage unit.”

The sorcerer coughs a few times before replying. “Perfect for today’s hip young Ra’keth who’s living on a budget. I’ll get something better eventually.” He glances around at the empty room. “Like a sub-basement with limited counter space.”

“Thanks for bringing me back here, by the way.” I help him pull the door up, finding that we’re out in the Benedict, which makes sense, considering there’s no one around to get creeped out by a sorcerer and the land’s so cheap out here. The weight of the door pulls it closed after we’re through. “How’d you do that, anyway?”

He grins and wipes off on his sleeve the blood on his face. “Magic.” James stretches and leans against the door heavily. “It’s something that Cale could do, but it takes a lot out of you. When he did it, he was just pulling me from across town. You… Well, it’s really difficult to tell yourself there’s no actual difference between a few blocks and a few thousand miles when it comes to summoning magic.” He coughs hard, a bit of blood coming up. “Thankfully you were the only Spencer Crain in Japan, otherwise that locker would’ve been a lot more crowded.”

“Thanks again, James. I owe you.”

“Damned right you do. I had to pass on lunch at Sparano with someone who actually knows what challenge rating is.”

Oh God, he’s lapsing into nerd mode. I’d better change the subject. “So, any updates on your assignment?”

“Not really. Considering it’s a vampire, there probably won’t be much to find out during the day.” Vampire, right, which is the mark Thornton’s zeroing in on. Normally I’d be worried about overlap but considering the number of bloodsuckers I saw at Victory Station this morning, we’re likely not after the same guy. I should probably check in with Thornton and Bank, considering Kazuhiro likely rubbed it in that he dropped me off in Japan. Oh, that is a score I am going to settle…

Damn it, I’m getting sucked into the Feud.

James pushes off the door and starts toward the street, presumably on his way to the 90th and V station. I follow, and he glances at me. “Only one big problem right now. The skylight has to be completely replaced, and it’s going to be…expensive. Turns out it’s not just one panel, it’s the whole thing. Dave’s freaking out because he could barely afford it the first time, and back then he had his entire hoard.”

Best I not mention how he lost it or that I know who’s responsible. “Why does the whole thing need to be fixed?”

“Lot of enchantments on it, all perfectly balanced or something. I only got the gist. It’s like faulty wiring in the walls, you know? One night you wake up and…boom, house is on fire.”

“All because some guy jumped through the glass?”

“All because a paladin jumped through the glass and wonked it all up.” He rolls his eyes. “I don’t know how, but it is possible to hate a guy with an eighteen charisma.”

“James, please. Lay off the nerd.”

“It’s my only frame of reference, okay? Would you rather I went by the novels and the comic books and sulked and said things like ‘I didn’t ask for this’ all the time?”

I consider that a moment. “You’re right, if you were brooding all the time I’d never want to talk to you.”

He smirks. “Maybe I should think about it, then.”

I grin right back. “But if you’re brooding all the time, I’ll just be trying to sleep with you that much more.” He scowls, and I fist pump in victory. “Check and mate.”


Chapter Eight

James

I head back to the diner to rest because I feel half-dead. I’d hoped that magic was similar to a muscle—the more I used it, the more I practiced, the more I could do. But it’s closer to a fuel tank, and when you’re empty, you’re empty. I didn’t bother telling Spencer the storage locker had been full of various knickknacks and discarded trash before I’d prepared it, and that I’d had to drain most of my finances buying the contents from the owner, a rat I used to pawn transmuted goods to.

I converted it all into magical energy, and it was barely enough to power the working. I can tap my own soul but all that does is shorten my capacity for human decency and make my conscience easy to ignore. So instead, I’m broke again with nothing to show for it.

When I get to the loft, I find Dave standing by the stairs that lead to the roof. He beckons me over, appearing understandably distraught. “Six figures, Black. Six figures to fix it.” He rubs his snout repeatedly before lighting a cigarette, which I don’t appreciate seeing as it reminds me how long it’s been since my last one. “And that’s just for materials.” He looks up at the skylight. “His son’s up there now. You think you could, uh…” He wiggles his claws in the air.

“Play the piano?”

“No, magic. Maybe a little enchantment to, you know.”

I fold my arms and give him a cross look. “Command him to do it for free?”

He shrugs, chuckling nervously. “It’s six figures.”

“How about I talk to him? I need to apologize anyway.” Dave’s eyes go wide and I shake my head. “Relax, Dave. He offered to buy me lunch, and I had to bail to help Spencer with something. He was cool about it, but I still want to be nice, okay?”

The dragon nods and lets me squeeze by. The stairway to the roof is steep and narrow, ensuring that Dave could never climb it. It’s a bit crisp on the roof, some wind, and the Dwarf is kneeling by the corner of the skylight, a leather bag next to him with various tools sticking out.

“So what’s the damage?”

He doesn’t look up. “Definitely shot. Need to be careful, this thing’s like a fallen power line.” The frame suddenly crackles, blue fire racing along the metal, a couple panels of glass cracking but not falling to the floor below. “Shit. Like I was telling your friend down there, this needs to be fixed mach schnell.”

“You speak German?”

He shakes his head as he gets up. “Only what I learned in high school. Dad wasn’t too… You all right? Your face is kind of…”

“Just a bit drained. I’ll get better with some rest, don’t worry about it.” I walk toward the skylight, watching the fire slowly dissipate. “Is there anything I can do? I mean, I’m a sorcerer so there has to be something, right?”

“You know anything about enchantment? Metallurgy? Residual-energy collection mechanics?” He smirks at my blank stare. “Thought not. This is a job for a pair of pliers, not a sledgehammer.” The Dwarf motions to the skylight. “I figure she’ll hold together for a few more days, then those little flare-ups get bigger. Right now, it’s soaking up energy from the air, the sun, from storms, everything, and that’s supposed to power the enchantments that make it intangible to dragons.” He points at the missing panel. “That’s probably why it got messed up, if it was a Georgie, considering they’re all anti-dragon. Anyway, now the circuit’s not complete, and it’s frying other bits a little at a time, as well as discharging. Maybe if I’d been standing up there with a fresh panel the second it happened, I could have patched it. But now it’s pretty well screwed.”

“What happens if we can’t fix it?”

He looks around. “Hope you aren’t too attached to this block.”

My jaw understandably drops. “Are you serious?”

“As a heart attack.” He glances at the skylight. “But don’t worry. This is clearly a job that needs doing, so I’m not going to put your friend over a barrel. I can work out a payment plan with him, but I’ve still got to cover materials. I can start work tomorrow morning, day after tomorrow on the outside, just tell him not to have any dragon try to pass through, otherwise it’s not going to go well for them.” He looks at me. “I have a condition, considering this is a pretty big job and my father would never do something like this on credit.”

“Down payment?” I wince. Dave doesn’t have a lot. His hoard’s essentially the diner itself, and it would kill him to put a lien on it. Then again, he can hardly let the block get destroyed to save it. Without a hoard, he’ll get even weaker.

“No. In order for me to get the materials without dipping into the business, I’ll have to secure some funding. I’ve got a friend, golf buddy, and if I schmooze him a bit I can get him to cosign, but…”

“But?”

“But he’s having a get-together tonight, and I’m not really a social kind of guy. I tend to drink a bit to loosen myself up, and if I don’t have someone to keep an eye on me I’ll overdo it and putsch the deal. So, in the interest of keeping me sober enough to deal and keeping your friend’s diner from exploding, would you mind going with me?”

Shit. Tonight I should get to work on finding the vampire and logging some hours toward my community service. “Any other night and…” Wait. “Actually, a friend owes me a favor, so I could send him along with you, as long as you don’t mind Coyotes.”

“Oh.” He looks at his feet. “I was sort of hoping you’d be free.”

Yeah, come to think of it, sending Spencer to an affair surrounded by people who can bankroll a six-figure repair bill doesn’t seem the wisest course of action.

“Okay, sure, what time can you pick me up?”

He smiles now. “Little bit of a drive, so how about around six?” He motions to my clothing. “I hope you’ve got something better, since it’s black tie.”

“Shouldn’t be a problem.” Actually it will be, but it gives me something to do during the day. “I’ll see you at six, then, Mr. Bremen.”

The Dwarf grins. “Mr. Bremen’s my dad. Call me Ozzie. I’ll go let Dave know what’s going on.” He winks. “See you tonight.”

It’s not until he’s vanished down the stairs that it finally dawns on me what just happened.

I agreed to a date. With a Dwarf. Granted, he’s certainly charming in a down-to-earth sort of way, but I didn’t expect him to ask me out. Plus Cale…

Cale stood me up. One hour every three months sucks, but at least it was something, and now I’ve got to wait another three, if he even wants to see me then. Why would…

No, I’m not getting into that again. At least someone thinks I’m dateable. Well, someone who isn’t a Coyote working an angle that is. Of course, I need clothes for a black-tie affair and the only clothes I can afford are at Cale’s old shop, and those have been subject to exposure for the past year, considering I had to blow out a chunk of the wall. Not to mention, Cale’s shop isn’t the place to practice avoidance.

I could try conjuring clothes, but the only suit that stands out in my mind is the one I was stuffed into when I was a kid, and it’d be a mite small for me. I think one of my older brothers (I have six) is about the same height as me, but I can’t even remember his name thanks to a truly stupid work of magic I pulled last year.

I created a blizzard that quite literally ended the world, and all it cost me was a fat chunk of my childhood. The storm those memories are built on is still raging in the world I ended, so at least they’re somewhere, but for now I’m cut off from them.

As a result I know I have six older brothers, though I only really remember Thom. I know my father’s a corporate accountant, I think, and that my mother teaches literature at Oxford. That’s…pretty much it. I put some effort in trying not to dwell on it, otherwise I would end up brooding as much as those comic-book wizards.

So yes, I’d much rather concentrate on finding a suit and tie that hasn’t been cannibalized for magic points.

When I get down from the roof, Dave is pacing quickly, for him at least.

“Six figures, six figures.” Smoke snorts from his nostrils on a steady basis, not all of it from his Virginia Slim. “What am I going to do, Black?”

“Didn’t he offer you a payment plan? I think he understands how important it is to do the work, Dave.” I sit on my futon, it feels good to be off my feet.

“I’m barely keeping afloat as it is.” He stops pacing, looks over at me. “Between the taxes and the wages and the insurance and the…” The dragon lights a fresh cigarette. “I don’t know if I can swing this. I might have to take a loan on the diner and…” He shudders. “What do I do?” There’s fear in his eyes now. “What do I do?”

“What happens to you if you lose the hoard, Dave?”

He drags a claw across his throat.

“Seriously? You’ll die without money?”

“Dragons have to protect something worth protecting. That’s why the Ra’keth made us, to guard their shit, to guard them, and our growth and power is dependent entirely on the size of our hoards.”

“Can’t I just transmute something? Like, turn a box of hamburgers into a crate of diamonds?” Granted, they’d be considered illegal since they wouldn’t be registered. (Cale was into mystery novels and I needed something to read during the lulls.) “I mean, you couldn’t spend them or cash ’em in, but that’d be a hoard, right?”

“They wouldn’t be real. I still can’t believe you sold that transmuted shit to that rat. Dragons know, Black. You could conjure all the fifty-dollar bills in the world, and it wouldn’t make a difference. It’s not real wealth.”

I chew on my lip. “Well…” My fingers run along the stone around my neck. A screaming diamond, I was told to call it. Cale gave it to me. It’d been passed down, stolen from and looted from Ra’keth for ages. A stone with the very essence of magic itself. For me, it was a nice little battery for my flashier workings and an effective tool for scrying, but it’s a relic of a long-dead world. “What if you held on to this for me?”

I take off the stone, offer it. “Remember? You wore it during the storm. And I am the Ra’keth, you could guard it for me, right?” Just taking the stone off makes me realize how much I was being bolstered by it, and I slump, my eyelids growing heavy. “Shit, I’ve been casting too…”

Everything goes black.

It takes some time to find the strength to open my eyes. I hear talking, more like arguing that’s not yet in sight of fighting.

“C’mon, wake up.” I’m nudged, I groan, I stretch, and I find my brother standing over me. “Dinner’s in a few minutes.”

I’m on a large couch in the living room, my coat on top of me, two of the decorative throws under my head. “Thomas, I’m jet-lagged, and whatever it is, it smells awful.”

“Miles, you’re home, you can turn off the accent.” He grins and offers a hand.

I take it and get up. “This is my accent. And if you visited Mum a bit more it’d be yours too.” I grin weakly at him. “Imagine how much Beth would like it if you spoke properly.” I look toward the dining room, the table already set, champagne flutes in front of all the glasses, echoes of an argument coming from the kitchen. “Someone needs to tell him that she’ll always find out.”

Thom shrugs. “They always think they can get away with it, at least they do on TV.” He tics his head toward the dining room. “Maybe you can calm them down, or at least distract them. You haven’t said more than hello to Dad yet.”

“Or John or Mark or Paul…” I sigh. “I need to talk with him about something anyway. I don’t dare tell Mum.”

Thom arches a brow. “Think I know what it is.” I keep perfectly calm, but he gives me an indulgent look. “Miles, I’m your brother, and you’re not that difficult to read.”

Damn it all. I should have figured he’d know, considering it was his best friend I’d been staring at and…

“You want to go to Oxford instead of Allora, even though Dad…”

I recover quickly, succeed in not muttering “thank God” under my breath. “Even though it’s his alma mater, I know. I just feel Oxford’s a better fit, plus it’ll be easier getting in there, what with Mum on the tenure track.”

Both of us look toward the kitchen, the argument following familiar grooves toward a full-out fight. “You should get in there. Break it up.”

“Fine. But you’re coming too.” I take him by the wrist and drag him along. “I’ll distract Dad, Mum’s all yours. Just mention Eric Clapton and it’ll derail her train of thought.” We make our way through the dining room. “Don’t see why John and Mark couldn’t be arsed to do this.”

Thom claps my shoulder. “Because they’re terrible brothers, unlike you and me.” He rounds the corner into the kitchen to start his half of the distraction. “Hey, Mom, did you hear that Slowhand’s going to be playing the Center?”

I take a deep breath. “They’re your parents, Miles, and you love them, so get your arse in there and do your part.”

I round the corner. “Dad, I—”

My eyes open to a dim room, light eking through the skylight above, evening on its way. I snatch at fragments of the dream—of my father’s living room, my brothers’ names, what they look like, the way my father smiled when I walked into the kitchen—just before I woke up, but it all slips through my fingers like water, leaving only residue, only the knowledge that I had it all back for a moment. And then it was gone. No mother, no father, no brothers, no family.

I’m alone.


Chapter Nine

Spencer

Thanks to the marvels of modern technology, Bank and Thornton aren’t too difficult to find. After all, Bank’s got a cell and I have a texting plan (though I have no idea how I’ll pay for it now). We arrange to meet at Under the Bridge, a Fae bar in South Beckettsville that’s usually accepting of mythics and supernaturals.

It’s a dive bar, complete with tables and chairs that look like they’ve been broken and fixed a few times, a beat-up jukebox that only plays seventies rock, a large array of neon beer signs, and a seven-foot-tall bartender/bouncer that has blue skin, horns, a bastard sword and a hand cannon. Suffice it to say, no funny business. The beer isn’t microbrewed or some pretentious imported lager or ale. It’s all American and Canadian drafts, and since I can drink without a fake ID now, I don’t mind having a couple while Bank and I wait on Thornton.

“So I guess that Fox was fibbing about leaving your ass in Japan, huh?” Bank takes a sip of his beer.

“Nah, but I owe a favor to someone who should owe me favors.” I sip my own. I have no idea what kind of beer it is. I’m still young enough to not give a damn as long as it has alcohol. “Did Thornton tell you the mark’s a leech?”

“Nah, but it makes sense. They’re old, got a bit of money that they didn’t get legally, and they don’t want anyone knowing about their drinking problems so the cops are usually off the table.” He takes in the bar for a few seconds. “I like this place, okay music, beer’s cheap.” He motions to patrons, the vast majority having nonhuman colors of skin, some with horns, most with pointed ears. “I can be myself in here, no bullshit. They serve food?”

“I think you can get a burger and fries, but I’m used to the diner. Anyway, we’re good as long as we don’t work the Feud, considering that the Phouka come here every now and then and I’m not exactly off-limits anymore.” I lean back in my chair, think. “So, Thornton mention how we’re working this guy?”

Bank gives me a look. “This is a planned con, Cracker, and sorry, but you ’Yotes suck when it comes to running a game that lasts longer than five minutes.”

I nod. “Not going to refute that. So what’d you have in mind?”

“Drain his accounts like he drains a coed, mostly. Leeches love offshore shit, and it’s just a matter of getting the account numbers. We take a touch off the accounts, slide some in from somewhere else…”

“And it looks like he’s the thief. But how do we do that? I’m not really a hacker, Bank.” No lie, my laptop is purely for Farmville and television-trope research. As far as I know, it’s run by a crack team of miniature leprechauns who make my computer go.

“Who better to run the Web than a spider, Cracker?”

“If you could do that shit then why were you running Three Card in the park?”

He shrugs. “You don’t meet people sitting in a dark room tapping at a keyboard. Besides, that was three years ago, Spence. I have been working on my game. Haven’t you?”

I nod. “Yep. Even managed to score a Fox’s tail. Granted, it resulted in the noodle incident.”

Bank’s eyes go wide. “The noodle incident? Shit, that was you?” He leans in conspiratorially. “Mind telling me how you managed to grease that many wombats in fifty-eight seconds?”

“I don’t like to talk about it.”

“Your savior has arrived.” Bank looks up, and I roll my eyes as Thornton joins us at the table, dropping a manila envelope between our beers. “Got an invite, an ID, all fresh from the forger.”

I dump out the contents, finding a driver’s license for Roger Davenport, a business card for the same name, a set of contact lenses, and a handwritten invitation to a benefit to raise money for the upcoming Drive Against Cancer charity golf tournament. “I can’t help but notice that Roger Davenport looks a lot like me.”

Thornton shrugs. “The mark’s a leech, so they’d see right through me and Bank and know we’re running a game on him. You, on the other hand… Some Just For Men and these contacts, and you can easily pass for human.”

I’m beginning to see why I’m necessary to the con. You need a good face man, and when running a con on a supernatural, they aren’t subject to the same human denial. Sure, Thornton could cloak himself, but you never know with vampires. Plus, Fate loves to fuck with a well-laid plan so the cloak would likely fail at the worst moment. I, on the other hand, appear generally human save my multicolored hair and too-golden-to-be-normal eyes, both of which can be remedied with hair dye and contacts.

“So I find the mark, chat him up, and…what? This a long con, or am I doing a lift?” I inspect the business card. “Who the hell is Roger Davenport anyway?”

Bank speaks up. “Investment banker over at Victory, dumbass frat boy who likes hired girls and nose candy.” I nod silently.

“So that’ll give the mark leverage to use when he runs background on ‘me’. Letting him think he’s in control.” I inspect the license, it’s good work. “And the real Davenport is…where?”

Thornton takes over. “Cancun, hiding out from his girlfriend who, as far as he knows, left a pregnancy test in his bathroom with a big ol’ plus sign on it.”

“Running out on his pregnant girlfriend, you sure he’s not one of us?” I meet Thornton’s eyes and he growls softly.

“I’m not Dad, okay?” He takes a deep breath before continuing. “Both of us have an edge here, little brother. We’re Bards, he’ll tell us everything if we keep him talking long enough, but you’re the only one who can get close.”

He’s got a point. Hell, I’ve taken stories off Coyote himself and learned the story of how the Phouka pulled an Emerald in the Snow just by chatting. It’s not too unbelievable that a vampire would give up his offshore accounts to a charming stranger he thinks he can blackmail. Plus, it’s Bank’s plan, not Thornton’s.

“All right.” I check the invitation. “Would have been nice if you’d told me this thing was tonight. I’m running on fumes right now.”

Bank nods. “Makes sense, if you’re supposed to be a cokehead who hasn’t gotten his fix in a bit.”

“And since he’s looking for humans, I’m not passing him off to anyone.” I glance at Thornton. “You’re certain he can see through cloaks? I could really use a second guy. I’m better as a roper.”

Thornton shakes his head. “I’ve been made by some leeches, fooled others. I guess it varies, so it’s best we don’t take any chances. Besides, we’re taking the account numbers, not getting him to access the cash for us.”

“That’s where it gets a little hairy, Thornton. Unless retribution comes down swift on him, he’ll remember telling me the codes, and it’s not too difficult for him to figure two and two makes four.”

Bank nods in assent. “Hence why I’m shifting the money in. He’ll never know it’s gone unless he’s getting hauled away.” He grins widely. “The money’s coming from a…special account.”

I stare at him. “We’re not getting him killed, are we?” Vampire or no, I’m not a killer. Zombies, they aren’t people, so I’ve got no problem there, but a vampire can still talk, reason, all that. I understand why they need to be killed off, but the last thing I want is blood on my hands, no matter what color it is.

“No, no. He’ll wish he was, but…” The Anansi shrugs playfully. “I’ll let you see the end result. You’ll love it. You worry about fitting in at that benefit, Cracker.”

I click my teeth a couple times, still looking everything over. “And the reason this selfish bastard is going to a charity event?”

Thornton scoffs. “To network, why else? It’ll be full of rich idiots he can dupe into putting up the buy-in for a Ponzi scheme. Plus, it’s a benefit to fight cancer.”

Bank adds, “Everybody hates cancer.”

“Just out of curiosity, we’re not taking anything off the charity, right?”

Thornton gapes at me. “It’s to fight cancer.”

Bank adds again, “Everybody hates cancer.”

“All right. I’m in.” I take the various and sundry items. “Someone needs to get me a suit if this guy can see through cloaks. Plus, I need a place I can dye my hair, and I’ll need a car, considering I’ve got…” I check the neon-lit clock on the wall, “…two hours before curtain. And it looks like an hour drive.”

Thornton snerks. “You went there and back from Osaka, Japan, in less than a day, and you need a car to go sixty miles?”

I give him an indulgent look. “Gee, Thornton, you’re right. I mean, I’m only a Coyote. What could possibly go—”

His hand immediately covers my mouth. “Point taken. Just…never say that again.”

A Coyote who says “what could possibly go wrong?” is essentially as stupid as the guy who leaves the group in a slasher flick so he can smoke weed and have premarital sex.

I look toward the men’s room of the bar and back to the table. “I’m going to have to do the work here. Thornton, get me a suit and a car, just not from the lot. Bank, I’ll need your help so the dye job doesn’t look fake.” I dig into my pockets, finding a couple twenties remaining. “Make sure it’s got a full tank, Thornton.” I hand the cash to Bank. “Give this to the bartender so we can get a little privacy. I don’t need a local baron stumbling in to piss while we’re doing this.”

To his credit, Thornton doesn’t bitch, or ask who died and left me in charge. He simply heads out, probably because he’s got money riding on this too. It really is best for all of us to work together here, and I hate to say it, but it’s better to have my brother on my side than not. The following half hour goes pretty smoothly, prep usually doesn’t get fucked up in a con. Bank’s had to help dye my hair before for short cons because without it the blond, brown, black and gray hair is pretty memorable. Contacts are easy, used them before for the same purpose. My eyes look a deeper brown now, my hair jet black and slicked back.

Thornton returns with a suit lifted from a dry cleaner’s, a mite big for me but obviously the price was right. It’s black, white shirt, red tie.

“I look like a congressman.” I adjust the tie, check my hair. I’ll admit I look good. I take a mental snapshot of myself for future cloaking. I could likely sell a high-end car with this look. I use my Coyote smile, an easy, comforting grin that’s secured a few sales. “Would I get your vote?”

Bank chuckles. “Depends, what’s your position on legalizing marijuana?”

I keep the smile going in the mirror. “Obviously that’s a complex issue, but an important one, and I pledge to you that when I am elected, it will receive the consideration it wholly deserves. I’m thankful that in my America, we can hold public discourse on issues such as this, that we can hold our heads high as our flag flies overhead, leading us down the golden path to the American Dream. And with the financial support of citizens like you, I’m certain that we will make that dream a reality.”

Bank just stares, and Thornton whistles. “He’s got my vote.”

I break into a full grin. “There’s an advantage to hanging around Fae. Those people are the grandmasters of talking without saying a goddamned thing.” I look to Thornton. “Car outside?”

He nods. “It’s a rental. Best I could do, but I doubt the mark will be checking with the valet.” He produces a credit card. “Roger Davenport’s picking up the tab.” He hands the card to me. “As long as you bring it back with a full tank, it shouldn’t raise any flags. Bank and I will be in the parking lot if you need a quick exit or need info fed to you. Got your headset?”

“I can pick it up from Rourke’s on the way.” It’s Bluetooth, and a twenty-something investment banker wouldn’t look out of place with one in his ear, even at a charity function. “This is going to kill the rest of my minutes, you know.”

Neither of them wishes me luck, they just head off, presumably to find a car to meet me there.

Considering the tight deadline and the fact that City traffic is always worse than you think it’ll be, I go to the car, a Lexus with rental plates. I know not to start thinking this’ll be easy or to start mentally spending my take before it’s filched. But looking in the rearview and seeing a sharply dressed young man behind the wheel of a seventy-thousand-dollar automobile, it’s difficult not to feel a bit confident.

This’ll pay for a couple years’ lease in a nice Allora apartment, maybe a car like this one, even a fat donation to the charity for karma’s sake, with a nice chunk left over. The mark is a vampire, so no conscience issues; the cash is off shore, so it’s not like I’m stealing hard-earned money; and my mask is a coke-addicted douchebag who’s going to get one hell of a wake-up call about his life path. It’s everything that a Coyote could hope for, and for once, there’s no sense of foreboding about it. Even if it does go south, I’ve got a good team and the Ra’keth, of all people, on the bench.

Besides, I’m a Coyote and Fate’s riding shotgun. What could possibly go wrong?


Chapter Ten

James

The past year has given me the opportunity to practice spells that often have negative side effects. For example, cleaning something with magic is not only a handy trick, but it’s an excellent way to practice abjuration. The unfortunate thing is that I’ve had terrible luck with it, often removing unsightly stains from clothes by setting them on fire. I don’t know, maybe abjuration is my opposing school or something.

But with a lot of time, a lot of focus, a lot of determination, and a lot of thrift-store shirts, I finally figured it out. I manage to dig out a suit, black on black on black, given to me by my lawyer because he despises male nudity. I hold my hand toward it and speak the word.

“Cleanse.”

Springtime clean and April fresh. Takes a little out of me, but my laundry expenses are nonexistent now. Granted, I’ll look like a funeral director and I’d rather not think on the circumstances when I got these clothes, or what I did while I was wearing them.

I head downstairs, enduring the whistles from Monica and Annette as I head out front. I need to keep it together. It’s almost six and this is for Dave. Plus, as nice as it is playing Dungeons & Dragons with an actual dragon as your gamemaster, every now and then I should get out of the house.

And go on a date. With a Dwarf.

I don’t know if I can do this.

“When I said it was black tie, I didn’t think you’d go with black everything.” Ozzie snickers as he gets out of his car, a gunmetal Benz. He’s wearing a tuxedo, and I lean down slightly to adjust his bow tie. He smiles at me. “Thanks. Can never get those things right. You look good. Definitely your color.”

I’m not too experienced when it comes to dating. Cale was a housemate and we only had one real “date” that never got to the date part, and Heath, well, after the first dinner we moved in together. The other two guys I’ve been with were just emotional reactions to nearly dying. “Thanks, you look good too.”

God, I feel lame. I motion to the car. “We should probably get going.”

He hops into action, opening the door for me, and as I sit in the passenger seat, I notice Monica, Annette and Sharon watching from the window. To my credit, I don’t do anything rude, just buckle up and wave. Ozzie gets in shortly afterward, the seat adjusted for his height. I’d say he’s just under four and a half feet, now that I really look at him. The radio’s not on, so as we pull into traffic there’s little to do but talk.

I might as well start. “So tell me about this thing we’re going to?”

“Charity benefit, mostly. Raising money for a golf tournament.”

I quirk a brow. “Charity…for golf?”

He shrugs. “Well, the tournament’s to raise money for cancer research.”

“Oh. Well, that’s a good cause then.”

Five minutes of silence.

“This is a nice car, by the way. I learned to drive on a beamer, actually.”

He smiles. “Oh? What kind was it?”

Damn. I know I learned to drive on… I want to say it was Dad’s beamer? I can’t place the memory though. “A…blue one?” Or was it white? Shit.

“Ah. Well, Germans make good cars.”

“Uh-huh.”

Ten minutes of silence.

“Where is the chemistry we had on the roof?” Shit, I said that out loud.

“Drowning in a sea of nervousness and first-date jitters.” He closes his eyes a second. “Damn it, I used the D-word.”

“So it’s not just me. Thank God for that.”

Ozzie laughs, relieved. “Too much pressure, I know. We should’ve started with something simple, like a movie or something.” He glances at me before returning his attention to the road. “It’s a little intimidating, you know? You’re the Ra’keth and you’re on a date with me. I have no idea what to talk about. I can’t even get along with sorcerers in the damned game.”

“Well, you’re the first Dwarf I’ve ever met. There are a lot of questions that I feel would be really insulting to ask.”

“They’re not about blacksmithing, are they? Please say they’re not, I did go to college.”

“Actually no.” I look at him. “When you say you’re technically Fae…”

“Nothing insulting there. My father’s blood’s blue, just not all that blue. Mine’s closer to purple. If you had me stand next to a Dwarf from the old country, I’d be about a foot taller and with a much smaller beard.” We pull onto the interstate, heading north. He wasn’t lying about it being a drive. “Most Fae, they can’t breed with humans. Well, they can, but it doesn’t turn out well for the kid or the human parent.”

“How so?” I’m thankful we can talk about something.

“The kid, well, until recently twin-bloods were hunted like animals. Some of them still are. It’s disgusting, but that’s sidhe for you. The human, the thing about humans is that they can’t see us as we are, but that doesn’t last forever. If a human loves you, really loves you, eventually the denial falls away, and they see a troll or a sidhe or something that’s definitely not human. They can’t handle that, and they usually go crazy and end up killing themselves. It’s tragic, so generally Fae stay away from humans.”

“Holy shit.” That’s…wow. “But it’s different with Dwarves?”

“Pretty much. Hell, my mother’s human. Loves Dad dearly, and after a while she started to see him as he was. And what did she see?”

I think about it a second. “A short guy with a lot of facial hair?”

“Exactly. The human mind can handle something like that. Sure, it means you have to accept that your kids will likely be short too.” He smiles. “But Mom loves me anyway, bless her. As long as we keep the weirder folk away, she’s fine. Hell, she had a harder time accepting that I like guys, but she handled it.”

I smirk. “So about the blacksmithing…”

He makes a face and huffs loudly. “Yes. I can smith. It’s an art passed from parent to child, but I have a business degree, I’ll have you know.”

I fold my arms. “And do you really need me to watch your drinking tonight, or was that a ruse to get me to go out with you?”

“No, that’s all true. Dad usually does the social events, this is my first big job. I can do it, and the guy’s a good friend, he’ll understand. It’s just not being too nervous to bring it up. I tend to overdo it, which is not a Dwarven thing. I blame college, mostly. I’ve been told I’m kind of a…handsy drunk.” Ozzie glances at me. “So I do need you to keep an eye on me. Plus it’s nice to show up to one of these things with someone on your arm.”

“Looks good for you? Projects confidence?”

He shrugs. “Yeah, I guess. I was more thinking it’s nice to not go alone.”

“Your friend won’t mind you showing up with a guy?”

He hrms at that a few seconds. “Never seemed to give an opinion one way or the other. I figure as long as you’re not shoving your tongue down my throat in front of him he won’t mind.”

I snerk. “Already thinking ahead to a good-night kiss?”

He smiles warmly. “It is a date.”

The rest of the drive goes better, though I try to steer it away from anything regarding a kiss. I push the conversation into gaming, a nice fenced-in area we’re both happy to be in. I don’t pay much attention to the road, but I notice that everything’s starting to seem a little familiar.

“Where is this benefit, anyway?”

“Up in the Mews.”

My jaw drops.

“Same guy I’ll be talking to, he’s hosting the benefit at his house for a colleague. Honestly, I think he’s just looking for any excuse to get out on the links or talk about his draw shot.”

“You sure? The Mews?”

He nods. “Been there a few times, I won’t get lost.” Ozzie grins slightly. “It’s a gated community, but you look like money in that suit so they won’t give you a second glance. I, on the other hand, will have to show my invitation. Humans.”

All right. The Mews is a rich neighborhood, yeah, but it’s largely a bedroom community for the Capital and the rare Allora executive who needs to commute. It also has a lot of people living there, so I shouldn’t get nervous that we’re heading through the south entrance, because that’s one of the main ones used for people coming from the City. I also shouldn’t be nervous that Ozzie’s turning onto Briar Wood Lane, because it’s one of the longest roads in the Mews and has plenty of houses, most of them McMansions in a passable imitation of the Tudor style.

Nor should I freak out when Ozzie pulls down the long drive to 26 Briar Wood Lane, the drive bordered by a line of trimmed cypress trees, the house coming into sight with a valet out front for the event. People sell houses and move all the time, after all.

I also shouldn’t panic when I see Thom, my brother, dressed in a suit and greeting people at the door. He’s a police officer and the pay isn’t all that great, so maybe he’s moonlighting to pick up a little extra cash at a party sixty miles from his apartment in Beckettsville. There’s nothing that really confirms anything.

There’s nothing that says my first date with Ozzie will be at my father’s house.

Ozzie pulls the car in front of the valet and tosses him the keys. “That seat better be exactly where I left it.” The valet blinks at the car, somehow managing to squeeze himself in. I lean down to the Dwarf, taking a breath first.

“Ozzie, what’s your friend’s name?”

“Hmm? Oh. Robert Canmore, he’s a CPA for Victory. One of my—” In the next moment he’s catching me, holding me steady. “Whoa, you all right?”

Besides, even with my Swiss-cheese memory, I know Dad’s a lot more than just a CPA for Victory.

What am I supposed to tell Ozzie? “Just a little dizzy, that’s all. Maybe I should’ve eaten something before we left.”

“Well, it’s catered, so there’s plenty inside.” He smiles, but with a worried edge. “You going to make it?” He offers his arm, more for physical support than anything else. At least he’s a gentleman.

I nod, embarrassed, as I drew a bit of attention to myself, and we start toward the door. Towards Thom. This will be fun.

My brother is taller than I, and is generally considered to be Black Irish in appearance, having dark hair, dark eyes, slightly swarthy skin, but zero ancestry outside the British Isles. Apparently he’s the spitting image of our maternal great-grandfather. He’s built well, clever eyes, maybe a little too trusting, but working as a cop will likely take care of that. He smiles at Ozzie but it fades once he sees me. “Mind telling me what you’re doing here?”

The last time I talked to Thom was after the world ended and I had to explain what I was doing on the roof of Victory Tower in the middle of a blizzard. Considering I couldn’t tell him I’d killed my ex-boyfriend in self-defense, seeing as his body vanished afterward, I let Thom assume I’d been up there to jump. I’ve long since questioned the wisdom in that decision.

Ozzie steps forward, producing the two invitations. “He’s with me, Thomas. Mind letting us in so he can get some food?”

Thom looks into my eyes. “Almost took a spill there. You been drinking?”

“No. Just haven’t eaten all day. Been busy. Besides, I’m designated driver, so no alcohol for me.” I glance at his left hand. No ring, so he did at least believe me when I told him his girlfriend was cheating on him. “May I go in, please? This date’s off to a rocky enough start as it is.”

Ozzie grins, and Thom looks between the two of us, sighs before giving me his I’m-keeping-an-eye-on-you look, and lets us in. “Party’s on the first floor only.”

I wish things could be different between us, but I kind of screwed things up with Thom the second time around. No one wants a complete stranger to tell them their fiancée is stepping out, whether they’re right or not. Even back when Thom remembered me, he didn’t take it well when I told him.

The house is familiar, I can remember the layout now. Big foyer, living room to the left, dining to the right, everything in woods and warm tones. Plenty of people are mingling, waiters passing effortlessly through the crowd with champagne and appetizers. Up the stairs will be the bedrooms, my own to the left at the far end of the hall, well, where it would be. God, I don’t know if I can do this.

I’m gently tugged by Ozzie into the dining room, where the table is covered in platters with plenty of meats and rolls and vegetables and empty plates. A few people linger, but the vast majority are in the living room talking, and not a one of them is discussing cancer. If it hadn’t been written on the invitation, I’d suspect it was nothing more than a society party.

“Oswald!”

I freeze.

“Mr. Canmore. Thanks again so much for inviting me.”

I don’t turn around. Please God, Ozzie, don’t intro—

“This is my friend, James.” Fuck.

I take a deep breath and turn to face them.

My father…well… Thom takes after my mom’s side. I take after Dad. We’re the same height, same nearly Roman nose, same green eyes, though his are slightly darker, same Irish (though he’d insist it’s Scottish) red hair and complexion. Dad is dressed in a simple dark gray sweater and slacks. He’s never been a suit guy. He has a curt but friendly smile, his voice distinct. He extends a hand to me, and trying to keep my lip from trembling, I take it and shake.

“Robert Canmore.”

It takes every mote of strength I have to say it. “James Black. It’s nice to meet you. Ozzie’s said nothing but good things.”

Hi, Dad. It’s me, Miles.

Ozzie blushes, chuckling. “Didn’t mention your short game, obviously.”

Dad laughs and claps the Dwarf’s shoulder. “Just need a new set of wedges, and I’ll be set. Going to shave three strokes off my handicap this season, just you watch. I’d love to stay and talk, but we’re getting more people than I expected.” He nods to us both. “Gentlemen.”

And then he leaves. I try not to make it too obvious that I’m watching.

“Only been playing with him for the last couple months since the season started, took my dad’s spot. Dad does a lot of business with him. He’s a nice guy, competitive as hell though.” Ozzie looks up at me. “Any reason you’re staring? You’re making me nervous.” He takes a flute of champagne from a passing server and starts drinking.

I turn my attention back to the buffet table, start loading a plate. “Just went differently than I expected.”

When I check on him again, he’s trading the now-empty flute for a fresh one. “Ozzie, you told me to keep an eye on you for precisely this reason.”

Now there’s worry in his eyes as he downs the second glass, thankfully no one notices. “How do I do this? I mean, I have trouble talking to him out on the golf course, and now I’m going to be asking him to cosign on an order and…”

I crack my knuckles, one of my father’s bad habits, and lead Ozzie off into the kitchen, which is busy with waitstaff. “All right, the first thing to know about dealing with him is you need to get him alone. Ask to talk in the study so he won’t be distracted. Everyone always wants face time with him, but if he knows you, he’ll make time for you. More than likely, he’ll get himself a drink when you both go in. Pay attention to what he gets. If he’s drinking scotch or whiskey, abort, he’s in a bad mood and you’re not going to get it. If it’s bourbon, you’re looking good.”

He blinks at me. “How do you—”

“I shook his hand. Next, any time you ask him for something, you need to work him for at least ten minutes before you bring up the request. A good way to do that is to let him talk and let him drink, and the best way to do that is to talk about jazz. Bring up Miles Davis or John Coltrane.”

Ozzie sighs in visible relief. “Thank the stone. I know jazz at least.”

I shake my head. “Tonight you know dick. What he knows about jazz would barely fill a pamphlet and even then only if it were in large print, but he doesn’t like to be reminded of that. Just let him steer the conversation. If he brings up a Stockholm concert where Davis and Coltrane both played, you’re home free.”

He looks toward the dining room, where Dad is mingling with someone who looks like a congressman. “And that’ll really get him in the mood to deal?”

I mutter under my breath. “Got me my first car.”

“What was that?”

I shrug. “Nothing.”

Ozzie peers at me suspiciously. “And you’re telling me you gleaned all that from a handshake?”

My turn to chuckle nervously. “Wizard did it?”


Chapter Eleven

Spencer

As it turns out, Roger Davenport is more of a name than a face, which surprises me. Given what I’ve been told about him, he seems the type of guy to get hammered at a strip club and drunk-post every picture to Facebook. Still, when I arrive at the benefit and show my invitation, I’m not scrutinized. Even the cop I recognize at the door doesn’t remember me. When I introduce myself around the party, it’s just “Hello, I’m Roger Davenport” and a winning smile and almost every time the response is a returned smile and a nod.

I can’t look that much like the guy, can I?

Still, it’s a party. A society party at that, and they all need causes to justify the extravagance. To think, if I’d gotten on that bus three years ago, I could be pulling cons in places like this… But then if I’d gotten on that bus, I wouldn’t have met James, Selah would’ve taken over, Thornton would be dead, and I’d have drowned at the bottom of the North River. Besides, I’m a Coyote—no time for regrets when money’s in the air.

And God, is there a lot of money in the air.

The vampire’s not hard to pick out. He’s the only one with pale skin and luminescent blue eyes who’s drinking “red wine” while everyone else is slamming back the champagne. He hasn’t seen me yet, and I haven’t introduced myself, because I’ve only been here twenty minutes and I don’t want to make any rookie moves.

Better to just sip some Dom Pérignon, try a couple appetizers, and chat up some people so I can send the recon to Bank. It’s nice to get roping and lead-generation fees, after all. Con men are always looking for new marks and are willing to pay for this kind of legwork.

“Mr. Davenport.”

I turn to face the speaker, a guy in his early sixties who looks late forties, likely thanks to some surgical touch-ups, red hair, healthy tan, green eyes. Reminds me of James, honestly. “That’s me, what can I do for you?”

He smiles in return. “You could tell me who you are.”

Shit. A human who can see through cloaks. How many damned sorcerers are there, anyway? Wait, I’m not cloaked. It’s worse.

“You called me Mr. Davenport, I would think your question’s answered.” Government rules apply here, I’m not blown yet. Deny, deny, deny. Still, I reach into my pocket to let my cell phone speed-dial Bank, my headset activating as it rings.

“I recruited Roger personally right out of college. Not one of my best decisions, but I do know what he looks like. So again, who are you?” Fuck, it is worse. Bank comes on the line.

“Cracker, something up? Get the codes?”

The man folds his arms. “Stealing someone’s identity is a felony, you know, and there’s a police officer not thirty feet away. Start talking.”

Bank curses on the other end of the line. “Damn it, Cracker, how’d you blow this?”

“Looks like my research wasn’t as good as I was hoping.” I extend my hand. “Spencer Crain. I sell high-end automobiles.” I motion to the crowd. “And I’m sorry for the deception, but there are a lot of whales in that room and my supervisor’s the Glengarry Glen Ross type, you know?” I take out my wallet, hand him my sales-rep business card for Rourke Motors. Sure, Rourke closed the lot yesterday but maybe that’s not well known here.

He takes it, inspects it. “You really expect me to believe you?”

I look at him plainly. “You know the commission on selling a TVR to a trust-fund baby? Pays my rent for three months. I hook a few fish here, and I’m set for life and get promoted. What’s life without a little risk, know what I’m saying? Let me off and I can get you an Aston Martin at cost. C’mon, at the end of the month there’s no way in hell I’m settling for a set of steak knives.” I use my grandfather’s easy smile. “Haven’t you ever taken a risk to get ahead?”

He looks down at the card, rolls his eyes, and shakes his head as he pours himself a bourbon. “You got balls, I’ll give you that. Can you sell cars as well you sell bullshit?”

“Selling cars is Wiffle Ball, really, just pays the bills.”

He reaches into his pocket and produces a business card. “Victory could always use another guy in client acquisition. You should give them a call. Give them my name, should carry you a little.”

I read it. Robert Canmore, CPA, Branch Manager—Victory Financial. I fight not to whistle softly. Holy God, this guy is loaded. Don’t con him, Spence, don’t con him. This is a shot at swindling for a living and never going to jail for it. “Thank you, Mr. Canmore. But for now, I should get back to work.” I grin a little too wide and tic my head at the living room.

“Good luck.”

Thornton’s voice comes on the line. “And that is why I hate you.”

I keep my voice low. “It’s all talent.”

Thornton responds, “It’s being a Bard, dumbass. Combine that with being a Coyote… That’s why we’re the perfect con men, no matter what those fucking two-tail—”

I hear the sound of the phone being taken over the headset, Bank coming back on. “Okay, you charmed the guy, but let’s not wear out our welcome. Only a matter of time before he spreads the word. Time to rope the mark.”

I glance over my shoulder and see Mr. Canmore chatting with a rather short man with a long beard, the two of them heading off to another room. Well, that’ll keep him occupied while I work the vampire.

There are a few people between me and him, as he’s working the crowd as well. I position myself in his path, so he’ll come to me. Always let them initiate conversation. You want them to think every step of the con is their idea.

As he approaches, I can see his pale skin, tailored Armani that’s worth more than the first car I took a joyride in, meticulously groomed eyebrows, slicked-back hair, Vandyke beard, goblet of dark red liquid that he demurely sips, and almost glowing eyes. TV states that his voice will be deep and Eastern European or light New Orleansian with a very come-into-my-parlor edge to everything he says.

“Well howdy there.” He takes my hand and almost roughly shakes it, sounding Southern, but fake Southern. “Dmitri Karpov.”

I have to blink a couple times, and it slips out as dubiously as possible. “Really? Okay, uh, you can use your real voice.”

“What you talkin’ ’bout, this is my real voice.”

I’m not even Southern and I’m offended by that.

Bank comes on the line. “Damn it, Cracker, just work him.”

“Roger Davenport. Pleasure to meet you.” I turn on the charm, might as well. This has to be a trick. I’ll think he’s stupid and an easy mark, and then he turns it all around on me and I end up vampire chow. I’ve watched Buffy, okay? I’m not a moron. This is still a vampire we’re talking about. “Some party, huh?”

“Oh yeah, plenty of folk giving money to the cause.” He grins big, showing fangs, but I’m smart enough not to stare at them. A human would only see slightly pointed teeth and nothing more. “Come to think of it, I haven’t collected your check yet.”

Wait…

“You’re taking the money? Did you organize this?”

“Sure did.” Ugh, that accent is terrible. He could at least come up with a Southern-sounding alias, for God’s sake. “We’re gonna meet our goal and then some.”

A vampire is taking the money. Okay, okay, nothing says he doesn’t have a conscience, but the number of offshore accounts this guy has… “Must be a bitch keeping track of it all.” I motion for him to join me over by a window where there aren’t as many people. He follows, continuing.

“Aw no, I got it all covered. Got accounts set up for it and everything.”

Jesus, even for a Bard this is easy.

Thornton’s voice comes over my headset. “I’m half tempted to have you ask him now.”

The vampire tilts his head at me. “Ask me what?” Shit. Super hearing.

“How much the minimum donation is. I want to help out but I’m a bit light this month. I’ve had uh…” I fake a convincing nervous look, “…expenses I’d rather not discuss.”

“Oh, well that’s too bad, since the minimum donation’s ten grand.” And he’s not pressing about my expenses. Odd. Either he’s filing it away to check later or he’s a total moron. Still, vampire, so likely Door Number One.

“Well, if you need any help investing the money to get a better return, I’m your guy. I averaged a twenty-five percent profit last quarter.”

Bank comes on, his voice barely audible, even to me. “Pray he doesn’t check that, Cracker. Davenport’s on the bleeding edge of the bubble.”

With that, I sigh and look about conspiratorially. “Can I be honest with you? I need a home run here. My portfolio’s been getting poached for the last eight weeks, and I need a big account to keep me going. I can double your investment, guaranteed, and it’s a cause I can believe in. I mean, it’s fighting cancer. Everybody hates cancer.”

Bank returns. “Nice cover, ’Yote.”

Dmitri appears to think it over, then beckons me to follow him out through a sliding glass door to the deck, where he descends to the massive backyard that’s primarily lit by floodlights focused on the deck itself. Only a couple smokers out here, and the vampire leads me off and away. Definitely not the best of ideas, but I can’t tell Bank I need an exit as the leech will hear me.

“Figure we can talk truthful out here.” Still using that lame-ass accent. “The charity ain’t really a charity, y’see. I’m actually funneling some cash from it to accounts that pay out to a dummy company or something that cuts a check directly to me.” He chuckles. “Don’t know why I’m telling you this, but you seem a nice fella.”

I can fake a better accent than this, and I’m half-Swedish, for Christ’s sake.

“Well…” I look at my feet, shift my weight back and forth. “I kind of handle those kind of investments too. I’m discreet, and honestly it opens up a lot more avenues if you don’t care about funding sources and where it goes before it comes back. Rather not reveal too many details, for plausible deniability and all that.”

“That’d be fantastic!” He grins again, showing teeth, and out here, all alone, I don’t want to see that. “Truthfully, I don’t know all that much ’bout the money moving. It’s so new to me, wasn’t expecting to watch over all this complicated stuff.”

Okay. Maybe he was only turned recently? Would explain the ignorance. And possibly the terrible accent.

“So…you were brought on…when? Should I talk to your boss or something, whoever set this up?”

He shakes his head. “Aw no, nothin’ like that. Karpov was running the whole thing when I hopped in. I thought it’d be just like the movies, y’see and…” He blinks at me. “Dunno why I just told you that.”

Oh shit.

He steps toward me. “I mean, you’re a likable fella, trustworthy, feel like I could tell you anything. Shouldn’t have told you that, though.” I back away, unfortunately deeper into the woods. Running never helps when it comes to vampires. I’ve seen the movies too. “And I can’t have you telling anyone either, otherwise I won’t get the money.”

“Don’t know why you’re worried. Why should I care what you think about vampire movies?” Deny, deny, deny. Make him think I’m human and had no idea what he really said.

Thornton comes on the line. “Shit, Spence, you’re blown, we’re coming.”

The vampire’s eyes go wide. “Spence?” Fuck, he heard that. “Now you said your name was Davenport. You fixing to swindle me, boy? Yeah, I definitely can’t have you telling no one.”

His hand is a flash of speed, the goblet being swung at my head, connecting soundly with my temple and sending me to the ground. The vampire runs off, back toward the house as everything gets hazy on my end.

I should’ve seen this coming, honestly. All the signs were there. He’s a vampire, but not. Dmitri Karpov had set up a scam to bleed a fake charity and was capable of running it himself, until someone “hopped” into him and took over.

As I fade into unconsciousness, I murmur, “James, we’re after the same guy.”


Chapter Twelve

James

When Ozzie goes off with my father, I’m left alone at the party unattended, and since I’ve eaten my share of appetizers and have no interest in talking to any of these people, I make like the bathroom’s occupied and head upstairs to look for another one.

The first thing I see at the top of the stairs is a photograph hanging on the wall. My mother has one just like it at her maisonette in Oxford, and I have a painted reproduction of it over at Dave’s, though slightly different in my case. It shows my family, my mother and father, my six brothers, all gathered in front of a fireplace, dressed impeccably, wearing smiles that look less forced down the line to Thom, who’s nine in this picture. In the photograph I remember, I would be next to Thom, dressed in an itchy suit and bow tie, with a big toothy grin because Thom had made a face at the camera in an earlier shot and I was trying not to laugh.

Cale made a copy for me as a Christmas gift, painting me in next to my father, which makes it doubly difficult to look at now. It’s still wrapped in linen, leaning against a wall.

The hallway’s as I remember: dimly lit, dark blue carpet, dark wood panels on the wall. I only lived here off and on before going to college. The door at the end of the hall is unlocked, opens.

It’s a corner room, which made my brothers jealous as I got more windows. Hardwood floors, the walls lacking paneling, painted hunter green. I was hoping it’d be a guest room, maybe that my bed was still the same, but it’s being used as a home office, several filing cabinets along the walls, an expensive desk with a computer, copier and multiline phone atop it, as well as an ashtray overflowing with cigarette butts. Thom and I had managed to get him to quit, but I guess Thom wasn’t convincing enough here.

“You’re not supposed to be up here, and more specifically, in here.” When I turn, I find Thom blocking the doorway. “This why you’re here? Go through his stuff?”

“Ozzie’s talking with Da…er, Mr. Canmore, and I didn’t feel like mingling, okay?”

He folds his arms. “So instead of checking the rooms on the other side of the hallway, or any of the doors between the stairs and here, you went straight for his office. I’m not going to ask you again. Why are you here?”

I grit my teeth, as there are a few ways I could leave this room without him knowing about it. I could command him by his name, which I know all of, I could fade into Tartarus and just walk past him, I could even turn myself into a damned dragon if I wanted to.

But I won’t.

“Mind telling me why every time I see you, you treat me like a criminal?”

“Might have something to do with my arresting you.”

“Even before that.”

“Before that you lied to me about who you were and tried to break up me and my girlfriend.”

I point to his empty ring finger. “And obviously I was right to.”

“Fuck you.” He steps deeper into the room now. “I want you out. Now.”

Thomas Harold Jacob Canmore.

It would be so easy to use his Name.

“I’m here on a date with Ozzie. That’s all.” I step toward him, meeting his eyes. “You’re the one who’s being an asshole right now, Thom. If I’d known the date was going to be here, I never would’ve come.”

“Bullshit.”

“Fine.” I shrug mockingly. “I’ll tell you the truth. It’s not like you’ll believe it anyway. For all I know, you’ll hear me talking about some dumb TV show.” I smile, almost ridiculously. “I’m your brother. This is supposed to be my room. I’m frankly amazed you didn’t suspect that Dad’s my father, considering I look exactly like him at age twenty-three, save this stupid white streak in my hair. But I guess we all see what we want to see, right?” I throw up my arms in defeat while I push past him, toward the hall, but his hand locks on my shoulder, yanking me back.

“Wait.”

His face is a war of emotions, a whole lot of anger there, yes, but something else. “What does your mother do?”

I’m about to tell him that she’s a professor of literature at Oxford but the way he asked… It starts to fall into place. Dad…runs around. A lot. It’s the entire reason Mom and Dad live separately. Every now and then they would patch things up, usually by way of a truly monumental apology on Dad’s part. I remember my older brother, I can’t place which one, telling me I was conceived during make-up sex after Dad had cheated with a…

“She was a pilot, flew for a private company. I guess they met on a flight down to Miami.”

Thom visibly slumps. “Oh my God.” He shakes his head. “No, no, any PI could’ve found that out. I don’t buy it.”

I might as well try. I loosen my tie, unbutton my shirt a couple notches and fish out my medallion. “St. Jude. Got him through college. He gave it to her when he broke it off. She gave it to me.”

I have to assume the medallion just vanished, or my father simply doesn’t remember what happened to it. Thom closes his eyes. “What do you want, then, huh? Money?”

I understandably blink. “No.”

“Yeah, I don’t buy it. Starting to make sense though, why you were after me. You were looking for an in.”

“Yes, Thom. I started working at a diner two years before you were ever assigned the patrol that went by there. My God. My diabolical plot has been revealed.” I lightly punch him in the shoulder. “You walked in, I recognized you, I thought it’d be nice to get to know my brother.”

“Half… No, no. This is too much.” I’m frankly surprised he heard all of it. Shouldn’t he…not understand what I’m talking about? It shouldn’t be as easy as walking up and introducing myself. Cale made a decree that no one who knows a sorcerer before they become one will remember them afterward.

“Just tell me what you want, okay? What are you looking for here. Trust fund? Inheritance?” He chuckles derisively at me. “And don’t say you’re not interested in money. You work at a greasy spoon bussing tables and washing dishes, and you were ready to throw yourself off a building last year.”

“Because the first guy I dated in college beat the crap out of me on a regular basis. Because when I got away from him, I had to hide out working a crap job. Because when I finally found someone who loved me without conditions, he was stabbed to death. Because the only family I had thought I was a lying bastard working an angle.” I shove Thom back a little harder than I intend. “Just like he is now. Y’know, out of all of them, all the Canmore brothers, you were the one I thought would be understanding, wouldn’t be a prick, would maybe care that his little brother was being shat on, but I guess you couldn’t be arsed, eh?”

Then again, I was never there in his life. As far as he knows he didn’t have a little brother to look after, to protect, to play the stalwart knight to his brother’s noble sorcerer. Everything’s different now. They aren’t terrifying reflections, or some nightmare scenario, but they’re still different. I now see the effect I had on them simply by being around. And that effect is gone, I can’t expect to jump into the Miles-sized hole I left behind and have everything be okay again. The hole’s not there anymore.

“Couldn’t be what?”

I chew my lip. That’s not really something a full-blooded American says. “Couldn’t be…”

“Couldn’t be arsed.” He chuffs at that. “Something my mom says.” Thom turns away from me. “I want you to go. Please.”

I start to step toward him, but think better of it. “Listen, I’m being honest. I didn’t expect to be here tonight, I certainly didn’t expect to dump that on you. Do me a favor and don’t tell him, okay? He wouldn’t be able to handle it, and it’d be way too much drama and with his heart he doesn’t need that.” I motion to the ashtray. “Here’s hoping he can quit. God knows I need enough help doing it as it is.”

There’s only silence from Thom, but at least he’s not raging at me. It’s best for me to find Ozzie, maybe say I’m not feeling well and see if we can get out of here. I know he wanted to stick around, but this is all a little too real for me right now.

Downstairs the party’s still going, if you can call it a party. People standing around drinking and trading gossip doesn’t seem all that impressive to me, though if I paid attention I’d probably pick up enough info to play the market a few weeks and get set for life. It takes a few minutes to find Ozzie by the buffet table, nursing a tumbler of dark liquid. When I tap him on the shoulder, he smiles big, too big.

“I got the meeting.” His voice is slurred. “You didn’t tell me he’d want me to drink with him.”

In my defense, I was seventeen when I tried that strategy. Dad was hardly going to have me down a few drinks with him. I take the glass from Ozzie and sniff it. Bourbon. “Ozzie, how many have you had?”

That grin doesn’t leave his face. “Two. No, three. Or maybe four? I don’t know. Robert knocks ’em back like they’re water.”

“Yeah, because he’s Catholic and that demands a tough liver.” I lean down to inspect Ozzie further, and he bumps his mouth against mine clumsily. No, wait, that was an off-target kiss. “Okay, I’m taking you home.”

He blinks a few times, then wobbles, and when I support him he looks up at me. “Yeah, probably the right idea. I already got the deal, should make sure I keep it.”

I exhale in relief as I help him outside to the valet. The deal’s made, he can get to work on the skylight, and 69th and K will be spared any magical explosions. And I apparently get to drive a Mercedes Benz home. The valet gives me a look as he pulls up, scrunched heavily behind the wheel. Since I’m driving, the seat needs to be adjusted anyway. It takes a couple minutes, but I manage to get it comfortable and help Ozzie into the passenger seat. I’ll have to drive carefully as James Black doesn’t have a valid license. Plus it’s been a few years since I’ve been behind the wheel, but it’s like riding a bike. A very expensive and very fast bike.

With standard transmission. Fuck.

Okay, I’ve done this once. There’s the gas, the brake, the clutch…

“Ozzie, it’s going to be a while until I get you home. I’m not good at driving stick.”

He chuckles at that, too much. “You coming on to me, Sorcerer?”

“Oz, have you eaten anything today?” He shakes his head, and I pinch the bridge of my nose. “So you had two glasses of champagne and four glasses of bourbon in a half-hour period on an empty stomach?”

He keeps smiling and reaches over as I start the car, running his fingers along my face. “You have really pretty eyes.”

“Yep. You’re hammered.” And I likely shouldn’t ask him advice on driving a ninety-thousand-dollar automobile. Hopefully he won’t be too pissed if I ruin his transmission. I’m about to pull out into the drive when a silver Aston Martin blazes past, kicking up gravel from the drive and spraying the door. I don’t get a look at the driver, but I make sure to give him a well-known hand gesture as his taillights vanish into the dark.

Okay. Headlights? Check.

And I’m out of ideas.

“Ozzie? I need to see your registration.” I get a snore in response. Well, best he’s not awake for this bit anyway. I lean forward and read the long string of letters and numbers off the registration sticker on the windshield, then take a deep breath, letting my will exert over the unique name of the car. I take hold of the steering wheel, put on the turn signal.

“First gear.” I hear a thunk as the stick shift moves on its own. I give the car some gas and pull out into the drive, following it back to the road. I know my way back to the City at least. Once I get on the road, I listen for the engine to rev into the higher RPM range.

“Second gear.” Again, the stick shift moves. Thank God. “Just checking, but you’re not alive or self-aware, right? Only responding to my commands?”

There’s no response, and that’s a good thing. The last thing I need is another Marvin.

The drive is long, the radio off so Ozzie can sleep off some of the alcohol. Never seen anyone go down after only half an hour, but then again I’m not familiar with how well Dwarves hold their liquor. Considering I room with a dragon who likes AC/DC, I can’t really go by stereotypes. Like Thom. I don’t know why he heard me, I don’t know what he’ll do with that information, who he’ll tell, or if it’ll be some new reason to hate me.

Given that that pilot Dad slept with didn’t actually have a kid, I know it won’t hold up to scrutiny, and it sucked having to lie to him again, but he’d never believe me. I can’t tell him things only his brother would know, because I don’t know how much his life has changed with my not being in it. Is he even the same person? Are they still my family?

Better to concentrate on the road, and getting home a drunk Dwarf who thinks I have pretty eyes. It wasn’t like he planned it, and I’m grateful for a valid excuse to get out of that party. Ozzie’s been nice, generous, easy to talk to when he’s not nervous, and it’s obvious he likes me. Not a real date, but…

But he’s still smiling, even asleep, and I’ll admit he’s not bad to look at. I’m not going to pull the car over and start something, but maybe afterward, after he’s sobered up and I’m not hunting down a vampire…

I need to talk to Cale.

This is wrong because this doesn’t feel wrong. I promised Cale I’d never forget him, that I would remember him as he died in my arms, gave me his last breath with his last kiss. How can I turn my back on that? How could he not want to see me? What happened? What did I do wrong? What’s wrong with…

There’s the rough snerk of a snore from the Dwarf, and his hand reaches over, resting on mine. When I look at him, he’s still asleep, but his hand gently squeezes. “Thanks, Oz.”

We drive on through the night, miles away from anyone, anything, nothing to remember, nothing to forget.


Chapter Thirteen

Spencer

I wake up to the sound of road seams gently thumping under tires, and initially panic. According to TV, that sound means you’re locked in a trunk and should likely take account of everything heard so that you can track your route later on with the aid of your team, a few road maps, and recordings of every bridge in the Unified area.

Instead, I’m in the backseat of a car, unbound, and I can clearly see trees passing by. My head aches like hell, and I feel like shit, but what’s really painful is the terrible eighties music coming over the speakers and the off-key warbling that accompanies it.

“God, Thornton, shouldn’t a Bard have a better singing voice?” I right myself and immediately regret it, feeling an unpleasant mix of woozy and nauseous. “Oh fuck, what happened?” I lean against the back of the driver’s seat. “How bad is it? Where’s Bank?”

“Covering tracks, mostly. Since you went and blew your cover to Canmore, he had to adjust a few things here and there to make your identity theft nothing more than dropping a name and using an invite.” He checks my reflection in the rearview. “How’re you doing?”

“Awful. I might need you to pull over. I’m thankful I didn’t eat anything to throw up.” I touch my head and feel a bump at the impact point. “Weird that he didn’t kill me.”

“Yeah. I mean, I’m glad he didn’t, but why would a vampire leave you alive?” He turns down the radio, which helps my headache. “I didn’t hear much after Bank got back on.”

“I was talking to the host before him. He’d likely look into it if there was a brutal murder in his backyard. Well, I guess he’s the body hopper James is looking for.” Thornton’s eyes glance at mine in the mirror. “Right, you didn’t know about that. Apparently he’s been jumping from person to person to cheat death and finally got on Hades’s radar when he jumped into a vampire’s body. Unfortunately for us, it’s the same vampire we marked.”

At that, Thornton does pull over, and the sudden stop is enough to get me to open the door and toss up whatever I’ve eaten in the last twelve hours. To my credit, I don’t get any in the car. Thornton pats my back as I wipe my mouth on my sleeve, ensuring the suit will need to be dry-cleaned again. But hey, it’s not like it was mine.

“So does this make the job easier or harder?”

“Impossible.” I look up at Thornton. “I mean, it was going good for a bit. Turns out Karpov, our actual mark, was running a scam with the charity, skimming a good cut and funneling it through dummy corps to keep it clean. Big take, no bad karma, you know? But our hopper doesn’t know shit about how it’s run, what the accounts are… Either he’s playing dumb or he’s not privy to the knowledge of the people he takes.”

“Fuck. If the money’s not running the channels and getting laundered…”

“Then it’ll all fall apart, and our boy will hop on to someone else to let Karpov take the fall. Sorry, Thornton, we’re screwed on this. At least we didn’t get too deep, you know?” When I look up at him, he’s smiling. “What’re you happy about?”

“This is the guy the Ra’keth’s looking for, right?” He grins wider, a full-on Coyote smile. “He’s doing a favor for Hades?”

Community service, according to James, but I don’t let that detail slip. Besides, it’s starting to fall into place what Thornton’s thinking. “Thornton, this is a bad guy who should be put away, all right? Don’t even think about it.”

“If Bank helps, the Anansi could get some credit. But it’ll be us, little brother. We’ll pull an Emerald. Just think about it.”

I get up, shutting the door and leaning against the car. “I seem to remember you not thinking much of the Feud, enough to kill me over it, and now you want to do an Emerald?”

The Emerald in the Snow, to trick a Ra’keth and make him realize and accept his humanity. “Thornton, James doesn’t need that done to him. He’s working a shit job, two of his boyfriends were stabbed to death, he doesn’t know jack about magic, hasn’t killed any deities, and he plays Dungeons & Dragons for Christ’s sake. The only way I can think of to get him remembering he’s still human is to get him laid so he’ll have a reason to live.”

Thornton doesn’t lose that smile. “An Emerald’s an Emerald, Spence. Don’t matter if he deserves it or not. Don’t you realize what this could mean for us?”

I sigh, knowing that tone in his voice. “What angle are you working? I thought you hated Grandpa. Why are you trying to get back in his favor?”

The smile fades. “Because I’ve got nowhere else to go. I could throw in with one of the other trickster gods, but Coyote is blood. Besides, Goodfellow, Loki, Hermes, you know the stories about them. I fucked up, yeah, I fucked up bad.”

“Goodfellow?” I know I’ve heard that somewhere.

“Robin Goodfellow? The Puck? Seriously, how did you graduate?”

“We read Romeo and Juliet, okay? Why bring those people up?”

“Do you really want me following their example?”

I only know a few, but if they’re anything like the comic books and TV portray them, then no, I don’t want Thornton falling in there. Especially if he’ll end up chained to a rock with snake venom being poured into his eyes for all eternity. He tried to kill me, yeah, but I’m not that vindictive.

“So you’re asking me to pick you or James.”

He leans against the car next to me. “Considering our history, I already know which way you’re leaning. I haven’t really earned the blood-is-thicker-than-water argument, have I?”

I look at him plainly. “No. You haven’t.”

Thornton takes a long, deep breath. “I can’t make up for it. I know. I could try coercing, I could bring up something about your mom.”

I tense at that. Humans can’t be with mythics and supernaturals. Eventually it drives them insane because their worldview can’t alter enough to accept that, say, they married a Coyote and had a half-Coyote child. So, after the Selah incident, I was offered a choice: give up being a Coyote and my mom might snap, but it wouldn’t be my fault, or stay a Coyote and Mom forgets everything supernatural. Even me. I chose her happiness. I’m a good son, after all.

Just because she forgot the supernatural, though, doesn’t mean it forgot her.

I literally growl. “If you try…”

“I wouldn’t. I’m not Dad, okay? I promise you right now, I’ll never do a thing to your mother. Ever. No strings.” He spits hard in his palm and offers his hand.

Unlike the Phouka and the Kitsune, Coyotes don’t really have oaths. We say plenty, and we’ll promise you the moon and back and swear up and down that we’re truthful, but until we spit and shake on it, we aren’t bound to do jack or shit. I didn’t really know this until I started spending time around Grandpa and he let it slip one day. It’s something we keep from even each other, I’ve found.

I look at Thornton’s hand, spit in my palm and shake. “Still doesn’t mean I forgive you.”

“That’s why I said no strings. Just want you to know where I’m coming from, okay? So there’s no convincing you on the Emerald, huh?”

“Sorry, I can’t screw over James, and you shouldn’t either.”

“Fine, fine. Would’ve been nice, though.” He lets go of my hand, looking thoughtful as he makes his way back around to the driver’s seat. “Hey, you still got everything on you?”

It finally occurs to me to check my pockets. “Fuck!”

No wallet, no cash, no cell phone. Makes sense though, “Karpov” probably came back to make sure I couldn’t get the word out about him until he got a new body. “No, he cleaned me out. Damn it, I actually have to pay for that now.”

“All I needed to know. Thanks.” He flashes me a Coyote smile as he gets in the car, and I hear the soft thunk of the doors locking, the car shifting back into drive.

Oh no fucking way.

The car takes off, kicking gravel and dirt as I shield my face.

“You son of a bitch!” I wave my arms at the fading taillights. I try to run after him, but there’s no use. I’m still woozy from the head knock, and he’s driving down a highway. I’m hardly going to catch up. I stop, and double-barrel the finger at him. “Fucking asshole.”

I don’t know who that’s directed at more, him or me. That’s twice in one day that I’ve been dropped off in the middle of nowhere because I forgot I was dealing with a trickster. I have no cell phone, no money, a concussion and God knows how many miles between me and the City. Given that I wasn’t out for more than a few minutes and the roads look nice, I’m likely still in the Mews. So I can either head back to the party and beg a ride off Mr. Canmore, if I had any idea where his house was, or start walking and hope I can find a phone somewhere.

But call who? James is probably too drained to teleport me again and he doesn’t have a car, Rourke doesn’t answer the phone now that I’ve been kicked out, and I can hardly call Shiko because she would just love this… But then she’d want to know if the Coyotes were planning to pull a second Emerald.

But if I do that, or tell Rourke, I’d be screwing the Coyotes over, and my grandfather has made it quite clear that he is not losing the Feud. So I’m back at square one. Crap.

So I start down the road with my thumb out. I did sort of ask for this, I’m aware. I threw Fate a fat softball, and she knocked it out of the park. Best I can do is hope she lets me off the hook.

Which doesn’t happen for what feels like an hour. All I have going for me is that I’m wearing a suit and I have a head wound. I finally reach what seems like the only twenty-four-hour gas station in the Mews, but there is a phone, thank God. (Though I have to sweet-talk the attendant.) So I start with Bank.

Voicemail. Bank wouldn’t turn on me, so Thornton must’ve palmed it and turned it off. Or if he did this on the spur of the moment, he’s on the phone with Bank right now, telling him about the con either to turn him or to keep the line busy. I managed to charm my way into using the store’s phone, but after I leave the frantic voicemail for Bank, the attendant’s a bit leery about me making a second call.

Besides, considering I’m largely using someone else’s identity, I don’t want to involve the police here if Bank’s covering the tracks. Right now, I can’t trust anything Thornton’s told me since I woke up. He knew I wouldn’t go in on the plan to trick James, so what’s to say it wasn’t him that cleaned me out?

Bastard even took my lucky cards.

With few options left, and since I don’t know anyone else who can help me out, I burn the last of my charm and sweetness to finagle a long-distance call out of the attendant.

One of the new girls answers, “K Street Diner.” Not the most original name for the place, but you can’t expect a dragon to be creative.

“Annette, right? God, they’ve got you working late.” As far as I know she works morning shift.

“Nope.”

Damn. “I don’t know if you remember me, this is Spencer Crain, I’m one of James’s friends?”

“Mhm.” Woman of few words. Right now, though, I’m not looking for lengthy pleasantries.

“Yeah, you’ve got a car, right? I, uh, sort of need a ride.”

Long pause on the line.

Okay. “I got stranded out in the middle of nowhere, and I’ve got no wallet, no money, no cell, no way home.”

“Mhm.” I hear some rustling, the ding of a register.

“So can you give me a ride?” Always get the yes first, then tell them the bad part.

“The caller ID’s an upstate prefix.”

Shit. “Yeah.”

“And you’re broke.”

“Yeah.” Damn it. I called the wrong person.

“Where?”

I blink. “Uh…” I get the information from the attendant and relay it over the phone.

“Two hours.” Click.

Well, I’ve got that going for me, though I have no idea who’s picking me up. I know another girl was hired on but I haven’t caught her shift. Besides, the waitstaff at Dave’s diner has been warned about me. One bad date and I’ll be paying for it for the rest of my life.

The only upside is I haven’t lost too much time. People aren’t really knocked out as long as TV implies, unless there’s significant brain damage and you lapse into a coma. According to the clock in the store, it’s just after ten. So around the time my ride shows up, it’ll be midnight and I can put this shitty day behind me.

Unfortunately, since I have no money and no wallet, and I forgot to load up on appetizers, I’m starving by the time my ride does show up to kick off my brand-new day. The only reason I know it’s her is that when her car pulls up, she rolls down the window and says, “Crain.”

I lean toward the passenger window and hear the thunk of the car unlocking. When I get in, I buckle up. “Thanks muchly. I’ve had a hell of a night you wouldn’t believe.” She gets out without a word and sets to filling the tank. Not Annette, must be the new girl, Hannah. She isn’t the talkative type, but hey, long red hair, good eyes, strong face, and I’m certainly not complaining about her figure. Definitely hot but not so hot you wouldn’t have a chance. She catches me appreciating the real estate as she gets back in the car and promptly hands me a slip of paper.

“Receipt.”

I blink and read it. It’s what I owe her for gas, plus a dollar for a Snickers bar she’s currently eating.

“Could I get a bite of that?” I use my easy smile. It should be good for at least half.

She hands it to me, flips on the radio and pulls out onto the road. “I’m not sleeping with you.”

“Shit, they told you about me already? I swear to God, it’s nowhere near as bad as Monica said. I really did have my wallet at the start of the evening.” I keep the smile going, but she doesn’t respond. “C’mon, after the night I’ve had…”

“Don’t care.” She keeps her eyes on the road.

“You don’t even want to hear the story? I mean, look at me, I’m wearing a suit worth almost as much as this car, I’ve got a lump on my head, I’m stranded in the middle of nowhere with nothing and you don’t want to know what happened?”

She glances at me. “Don’t care.”

“What makes you think I want to sleep with you anyway?”

She snickers with a chuff of breath. “Coyote.”

Well, isn’t she interesting? “You bit, dead or twin?” Were, leech or half-Fae.

“Pure.” Ah. Born were. That would explain the terseness. Bit weres were human, and pure weres play human.

“Can I use your cell? I need to call James and warn him about something, at least.”

“He in trouble?” Finally I get her attention.

I can’t resist. “He’s not going to sleep with you.”

“I know. He’s out. Date. What’s wrong?”

“Someone’s going to con him.”

At that she actually laughs. “Ra’keth aren’t tricked.”

“Hey, we’ve tricked them before.”

She grins toothily at me, and it’s a predator’s smile. “Once.”

“I also have a lead on the guy he’s tracking. Now can I use your phone?”

She shrugs and hands it to me. I dial quickly and get his voicemail. “James? I think I’ve got a lead on your guy. He’s in a vampire named Dmitri Karpov, if you can use that name at all. But I think he’s tipped off, so I don’t know how long this info will be good. Also, watch out for my brother, he’s going to try to trick you.” I growl softly. “And remember that that’s going to be my job. Not his. I’ll call you as soon as I pick up a burner.” Disposable prepaid cell.

I have to smile, though, at what the girl told me.

“And I hear you’re on a date tonight. So spill, man, you get lucky?”


Chapter Fourteen

James

Morning arrives with a gentle nudge to my shoulder. Then another. And another. I weakly swat at the poking hand and mumble, “Five more minutes.”

My back is sore, as well as my neck, and my mouth feels weird. Oh crap.

I open my eyes to see Ozzie standing in front of me, wearing a robe that trails on the floor behind him, large penguin slippers on his feet. He’s holding a mug of coffee, taking a sip. I start to roll over, but I’m stopped by the back of the couch.

I slept on the couch.

“Oh, thank God. Nothing happened.”

The Dwarf looks down at me and smirks. “Thank you for that. Exactly what my ego needed.”

I shake my head as I move into a sitting position, my clothes disheveled but still on. “No, it’s just that I didn’t want to do that with you…” I wince. “No, I mean, it’s just that you were… We just met and even though I’ve slept with guys before quicker I didn’t want to…” Jesus, stop talking.

“When you hit bottom you keep digging, don’t you?” He rubs my shoulder. “Allow me. ‘Ozzie, you were drunk, I didn’t want to take advantage, and I don’t prefer to sleep with guys on the first date anyway. I drove you home, put you to bed and slept on your couch to make sure you didn’t wander off in the night. I was a perfect gentleman. Now is there any more of that coffee?’” The Dwarf tilts his head at me. “That about what you were going for?”

I nod, blushing.

“Coffee’s in the kitchen, but I’ll get it for you. You stay there, put on the TV or whatever. I’ll make breakfast, least I can do. How do you like your eggs?”

I shrug. “Don’t suppose you can make an omelet with some cheese and a little ham? Maybe wheat toast and some bacon?”

He grins big. “Scrambled it is.”

I shake my head. “Walked right into that one, didn’t I?”

“Yeah, you did. Oh, and last night meant a lot to me.” The Dwarf blushes as well. “I mean, it’s not really how I saw it going, but… Y’know, I…”

Suddenly his lips are pressed to mine, passionate, his tongue warm as it slips into my mouth, my pulse rushing, eyes drifting closed a second or two before he breaks away, his cheeks deeply red now as he hurries out of the room with a muttered “thank you”.

It takes me a minute to recover, which I spend looking around the room because that gives me plenty of time to stall.

The walls are paneled, the floors a parquet pattern beyond the Persian rug, paintings on the walls. It’s not a park view, but the buildings in the area are clearly pleasing enough to look at. I get the impression in the cold light of morning that it’s not Ozzie’s place. The paintings, the furniture—it’s all old feeling, class over substance. It’s the sort of decorating my parents do.

Ozzie comes back into the room, his head down, and hands me a mug with a sweet-smelling roast inside. “I added some sugar, little bit of milk.” He’s still blushing. “Sorry about the—”

“The kiss?” I look at him plainly.

“Never would’ve been brave enough if you knew it was coming.” He shrugs. “I don’t really date. Been years since I spent any time with a guy, not since college. I don’t know how stuff works. With a girl I’ll just be confident and ask, she’ll look down at me, giggle because I’m cute and small, and then she lets me down easy. Well, unless she knows how much money I’ve got. Throw in that everyone hears a North Texas accent when I talk…”

“Ozzie, you do have a North Texas accent when you talk.”

He sags. “Really? I thought everyone just heard one.”

“They do, because that’s your voice. It’s okay, though, I kinda like it. Makes you sound rugged.”

I accept the coffee, have a swig of it, take out my mobile and see I’ve got a couple voicemails from Hannah. Weird. Well, they can wait.

“I haven’t dated anyone in a while myself.” I get up and stretch. Ozzie at least attempts to look like he’s not watching me. “Never heard of Dwarves from Texas, though.”

“My mother’s a Texan, knows more about cars than Dad does. You should hear me when she’s around.”

“Same with my mom, but she lives in England.” I yawn, still feeling sore, while the Dwarf looks practically chipper. “I’m surprised you’re not hungover, considering how drunk you got.”

“Dwarves don’t get hangovers. Breeding with humans has diminished our heroic constitutions, but we don’t have to worry about finding the hair of the dog at seven in the morning.” He looks away. “I said you have pretty eyes, didn’t I?”

I snerk at that. “Yeah. You did.”

He quickly excuses himself. “I’ll go check on the eggs.”

Strange, usually I’m the scared rabbit in situations like this, but then again I am a sorcerer, so it’s understandable that I’m a bit intimidating. I have to wonder if I’ll actually be able to have a relationship with anyone. Humans will get weirded out by my Mark, and supernaturals like Ozzie are clearly not prepared to handle pursuing someone who personally ended the world and sang up a new one from the previous Ra’keth’s heart’s blood.

Well, Spencer would pursue me but that’d only be for a trick, and he’s too much like an irritating little brother anyway. Sidekick works well for him.

Still, since I’ve got some time, I might as well listen to the voicemail…

I swear to God, it’s like he plans this.

But a lead on the vampire is good, even better that I have his name. Because that, combined with the name from the file, I can scry for. The thing about his brother, well, c’mon, he’s a Coyote, it’s obvious he’s out to trick me. The last bit, I’ll just tell Spence it’s none of his damned business in person.

The second message is Spence again, and I end the call halfway through him asking me for money. When I put the phone down, Ozzie’s standing there, holding a plate with eggs, bacon and buttered toast, similar to how I conjure it, but not diner cooked. “Can’t stay for breakfast?”

I take the plate. “Nothing going on that can’t wait for me to finish. I’m starving. You already eat?”

He nods. “I wanted to let you sleep a little more. I can drop you by the diner before I head off to order the materials. I should start the job later today. Should finish well before the skylight becomes too dangerous.”

I sigh in relief. Something’s going right for a change. Best not to jinx it, so I knock the wooden coffee table in front of me and eat my breakfast. It’s not something I’ll be able to conjure later, but it’s certainly a meal I’ll enjoy. “About how long do you think the job will take?”

“Four days, maybe five on the—”

I shake my head. “No, I mean, how long will you be working each day?”

“Not going to be padding my hours, don’t worry. I’ll likely put in eight a day, maybe twelve. Need to keep it all nice and legal. Already waiting on the permit to do the work. Should be done quick, I know a few guys down at city hall.”

What the hell, why not? “So afterward, would you be too tired to, say…go grab dinner?”

It takes Ozzie a few seconds to respond. “With you?”

“If you don’t mind the company. I figure we could try something simple, in public. We meet up and bring our mobiles in case we need an escape call.” Spencer does that, and while I don’t agree with his methods, he still gets dates from both sides of the fence. “I wouldn’t really count last night as our first date. We were only at the party an hour.” I motion to my plate. “Unless you want to count this as one. I mean, we talked, ate, even got the good-night kiss out of the way, so it’d be a second date. No pressure.”

I expect another awkward response, but instead he’s beaming. “Yeah! Definitely, I’d love to. Maybe tonight? No, wait, that’s too soon. Tomorrow night? That’d be better. I can get a reservation…” He doesn’t lose the smile. “I’ll call you when I’ve got an idea planned out.” Ozzie motions to my breakfast. “Go on and eat. I need to get dressed anyway.”

I’m suddenly reminded of Salondine, a dragon I…had an encounter with last year. To dragons, Ra’keth are just below their god, so being with one is like being with a celebrity. So much so that they’ll overlook that you’re a lowly, scaleless, squishy human.

The way Ozzie’s acting, I’ve never seen anyone that excited about the possibility of having dinner with me before. Then again, I don’t have much dating experience, and I’d rather not hold up my previous relationships as the standard.

Plus, he’s a nice guy who plays Dungeons & Dragons and made me breakfast. I seriously doubt I’ll meet another guy with the same qualities.

So I eat and think about what I’ll do today. Once I’m finished, I wash the dishes and put them on the drying rack. I don’t want to spend too much time in the kitchen—it’s opulent enough to make me jealous—so I head back to the living room.

Ozzie returns a few minutes later, wearing jeans and a flannel shirt, carrying a large box of unfamiliar tools, his hair tied back and his beard rebraided. “Everything good?”

I nod, getting up, the height difference still a bit jarring for me. “Instead of the diner, would you mind driving me out to the Benedict? I’ve got a couple sorcerer-related things I need to work on today.”

“Not going to go back to the diner and change clothes? I don’t mind waiting.” No comment about wanting to watch or anything like that. Wow, Spencer has really influenced my expectations of bisexual men. “Well, as long as it’s not forever. I need to get to work myself and pick up Dad’s notes on the skylight, then give him a call to see if there’s anything he left out…” He sighs. “That’ll take at least an hour.”

“Hey, the guy I’m looking for isn’t going anywhere. I’ve got all day. You two don’t get along?”

He shakes his head as we both head to the front door, which turns out to be a private elevator. I whistle softly as we descend to the parking garage, Ozzie looking away, embarrassed. “Not really. He wants me back in the old country, since there are only two other Dwarven families in the kingdom, and their daughters are already married off. There are a few prospects in Berlin, but…” He looks up at me. “I’m too human to them. Dad loves Mom, don’t get me wrong, but no matter how Dwarven I look, all the true Dwarves see is that my blood’s purple. Toss in that I went for a business degree instead of engineering, that I’ve never forged anything of note. Just friction, that’s all. It’s not like he hates me.”

He shakes his head as we proceed into the garage, a lot of spaces filled by high-end exotics. “But I’m not going to dwell on that. I negotiated a good deal that’s going to make money for all involved and prevent a city block from exploding. And I’ve got a date with the Lightning Rod.” When he looks up at me, grinning, he catches the slight frown on my face.

“That why you asked me out, Ozzie?”

I’m gently tugged downward by my somewhat-loose tie, his lips pressed to mine again, his hands against my hips, the kiss going on for a few seconds before he leans away, looking into my eyes. “In the beginning? No, I asked you out because I wanted to do that. And I’m a sucker for redheads.” He looks down. “And you have a nice ass. Which, I might add, I’m not touching despite my hands being in close proximity.”

I chuckle. “You’re trying to get credit for that?”

He shrugs with a smile. “Always twice as sweet when it’s invited or earned.”


Chapter Fifteen

Spencer

If there’s one thing that I love about dragons, it’s that they’re gullible.

I have no idea whose bright idea it was to make them extra receptive to cloaks and Coyote charm, but I’d like to shake their hand.

After Hannah drops me off at the diner, it only takes about three minutes of banging on the side door to get Dave to open up and let me in. After trading the last of my free meals (since I doubt James told him I’ve done that already), I follow him upstairs for some much needed rest. I don’t take further advantage, nor do I ask for any money, because this might have to be crash space for a while and eventually James will find out.

Speaking of which, considering how well he pawns trash turned into transmuted gold, I decide it’s in my best interest to leave another voicemail for him using Hannah’s cell phone. (I’ll just give it back when she comes in tomorrow.)

“So James is on a date, huh?” I keep my attention away from the occasional streaks of fire that run along the skylight’s frame far overhead. “Anyone we know?”

Given that there’s only a hot tub, a card table and a futon in the way of furniture, I guess I’m crashing on James’s “bed” for a few hours.

“Dieter Bremen’s kid. Ozzie. They were out at some party, should have come back by now, unless…” I’ve never seen a dragon shudder before. They don’t do it very well. “I truly hope he didn’t. What is it with him, anyway? First Sal, then that Fae…”

Huh, James got himself some. Good for him. Now if he could just get over his dead boyfriend…

“Better not make him late, that’s all I’m saying. That skylight needs to be fixed.”

I can’t help myself. Not with an opening like that. “Y’know, I have a few friends who can fix it quick, won’t even cost that much.”

His head turns back at a sickening angle. “Really? Because Ozzie was quoting six figures.”

I nod quickly. “Oh yeah. Could probably do it for maybe…seventy-five?” My God, no wonder James hasn’t moved out of here yet. I shouldn’t be doing this, but it’s a dragon. They’re easier to figure out than the plot of a romantic comedy. “I can make a call.”

“Oh good, because if that’s not done quickly the enchantments will short out completely and the whole block will go.”

I blink. “By go you mean…”

“Explode. Burn. Everyone dies.” He smiles toothily, eager. “So when can your friends start work?”

I chuckle nervously, put on my best smile and point at the dragon. “Ha. Gotcha. You should just stay with this Ozzie person.” Yeah, not dipping into prank territory to afford an Allora apartment. I’m a trickster, not a sociopath.

The dragon grumbles before heading downstairs. “Damn Coyotes.”

Unfortunately I’m so tired I can’t fall asleep. At least my head’s not aching as much, the swelling having receded a little. Might as well kill some time.

When I head down to the diner, everything’s in full swing, the regulars already at the counter, Annette washing dishes, Monica working the tables, Sharon at the register and Dave on the grill. I yawn heavily and take the cell phone from my pocket, ignoring the voicemails, as they’re likely not for me, and place it on a shelf next to Sharon’s purse. “Hannah let me borrow this. Could you let her know it’s there?”

The smell of food isn’t helping, and I’m broke and out of free meals here. I glance at the dragon. “Dave, could I bus some tables for a bit? Enough to cover a breakfast and some coffee?”

Annette smirks at me, but it’s a good one, and I give it right back. “Don’t worry, I’m careful. My mom taught me the value of hard work. So, you like working here?” She blushes, and I’ll admit it’s not all me. We Coyotes are just that smooth. I can’t quite pull off “So, come here often?” yet, but give me a few years.

Unfortunately I’m yanked out of the kitchen by my ear and into the diner proper while Sharon mutters, “Swear I need a spray bottle for this boy.” She hands me an empty bin for dishes and nudges me toward the tables.

“Fine, Sharon. I’ll be good.”

Plenty of smiles and sunny disposition and salesman charm for the customers while I clear finished dishes. Little in the way of tips, really, but an hour should pay for breakfast. Gives me time to clear my head. Plenty of comments about my hair though, as the dye from last night’s already faded. (My hair is one of the few things I can’t hide from people for more than a few hours without cloaking. At least my eyes look normal.)

Just after nine James comes in, wearing a suit that’s as disheveled as mine, and followed by a tiny man I catch checking out the sorcerer’s ass. I pull over Monica, as she’s the only one interested in gossip. “Am I seeing a walk of shame?”

She grins, looking at the two of them as James heads through the kitchen, presumably upstairs, and the other man takes a seat at the counter with some effort. “Neither of them looks too ashamed about it.” She calls through the portal to Dave. “You get details from him or next Wednesday we change the station to NPR.” Before I can ask any more, she points to a newly vacated table with dishes to be cleared. “Back to work, moocher.”

“You’re not still mad, are you?”

I get a glare for that. “It was two days before I found my car, Spencer. The only good thing that came out of that night was finally realizing I need to stop dating losers, no matter how cute they are.”

I can’t really tell her that that was sort of the point of the exercise. Every clan has reasons for pulling tricks and cons, but Coyotes, we’re agents of Fate. When someone’s life gets in a rut and they need a kick in the ass, that’s where we come in. Sure, Monica had a shitty night with me, but she didn’t get hurt, didn’t lose her car, didn’t lose too much money, and came out of it with the knowledge she needed to reassess her priorities and maybe take her life in a new direction. That’s dynamism at its core, and that’s what we do.

Granted, it also resulted in my face getting slapped and having to retrieve her Honda from a chop shop. (So yes, she sort of did lose her car, but I got it back. No harm, no foul.)

I clean up the dishes, and as luck would have it, no one’s attending to James’s date, so I slip behind the counter and snag an order pad. “What can I get you?”

“I’m fine, just waiting on someone.”

I glance at the door James went through. “I’ll bet. You two have a good time?”

He folds his arms. “I don’t see how that’s any of your business.”

I fake a pitying look and lean in. “Didn’t score, huh?”

At that, he smiles, a little too knowingly. “Bet you’d like to know.”

I appraise him a few seconds, making a show of it. “Nope, you didn’t. You really wanted to, though.” I catch a severe glare from Sharon, the kind only a mother can truly pull off. “Listen, is there anything you can tell—”

I feel a blast of cold water in my ear, and when I turn Sharon is holding, I swear to God, a spray bottle and is misting the hell out of my face. “Hey! Quit it!” I shield myself from the assault and move away to the laughter and general applause of the diner patrons.

Yep, some days you’re just Fate’s bitch, know what I’m saying?

The short man looks to Sharon and smiles genially. “I’ll be working upstairs on the skylight for the next few days. Is there any chance I could order my lunch here in advance?”

They both smile and talk and generally ignore me. Fine, I need to talk to James anyway. I head upstairs to find he’s changed into a pair of jeans and is in the midst of getting his shirt on.

“I’m willing to bet right now I’m seeing more than your date did.”

The sorcerer grumbles as he looks at me. “We kissed twice this morning, in case you were wondering. And he’s a gentleman, or well, gentle-Dwarf, if that’s a word.” He snickers softly as he tucks in a T-shirt with ++ungood; across the front, whatever the hell that means. “I’d say that you’re jealous, but I’m guessing you have more important things to discuss?”

“Yeah, did you get my voicemails?”

“Yep. Knowing the name of the vampire he’s in and his name will go a long way in tracking him down, if not pinpoint him. But divination’s not really my thing, I’m more of an evoker.”

“I’m guessing that’s some nerd shit I wouldn’t understand.”

“Nope. Ozzie would, but you wouldn’t.” He stretches, smiling. “I’m heading out to my sanctum…”

“Storage locker.” Testing a theory here.

He gives me a mock glare, but continues, “…to better focus to find the guy. I’ll give you a call when I find anything out, or just give me a call in a few hours.”

He’s being good-natured about all this. “And everything about Thornton?”

James starts filling up a knapsack, a scissor blade visible amongst the components. “I’m not worried. If he’s anything like you, I’ll see him coming from a mile away. Besides, usually I wouldn’t admit it, but you keep me on my toes as far as tricksters are concerned. Relax, I’ll be fine.” He shoulders his backpack and claps my shoulder on his way past.

“Holy shit, you like him.”

He stops on the stairs. “Huh? Who?”

“That short guy.”

“Ozzie. And he’s a Dwarf.”

“Whatever. You like him.” He blinks at me, but I give him a look. “James, you’re smiling. Like, really smiling, like you’re approaching actually being happy. God, what happened last night?”

He shrugs. “Nothing much. We talked, had a good time, I drove him home, he made me breakfast and he’s giving me a ride out to the Benedict. He’s a good guy, that’s all. It doesn’t mean I…” James touches his face and looks down, closing his eyes. “Oh God.”

“James, this is a good thing.”

He shakes his head. “No. No it’s not.”

“Yes, it is. It’s been over a year, man.”

He looks daggers at me. “Exactly! It’s only been a year.”

“A year and a half.”

He snaps, “I loved him, Spencer, how can I even think about moving on this fast?”

“Fast? You didn’t even know him six months, and from what you tell me, you were only officially together for one night. And move on? That’s bullshit.”

He points at me, static jumping along the finger. “You shut the hell up.”

“No. There are eight thousand, seven hundred and sixty hours in every year, James, and you spend eight thousand, seven hundred and fifty-six of them being miserable so you can get four with Cale. Cale is dead. Move the fuck on.”

Yes, I have rehearsed that.

James shoves me hard, electricity sheathing his arms now. “Who the hell are you to tell me this? You think I’m going to take grieving advice from you? What do you know about anything?”

I meet his eyes, fearless. After the last two days I’ve had, I’m done. “For starters? I was with a guy three years. Maybe I didn’t love him, but I sure as hell had a more enriching relationship with him than you did with Cale, and he tossed me to the curb yesterday morning without so much as an ‘it’s not you, it’s me’. So don’t you dare try to compare your eighteen-hour love affair to my life. I get it, it’s tragic, and it sucks that Cale died. It’s terrible that you’ll never know what you could’ve had together, but do you really think this is the way to handle it? Four hours a year and denying yourself any shot at happiness? Ever stop to think maybe Cale wants the same thing? Maybe that’s why he stood you up.”

I’m knocked across the room for that, but I was apparently aimed at the futon so at least nothing breaks. When I lift my head, James is turned away from me, lightning still arcing between his fingertips.

“I’m your friend, James. That’s what gives me the right to say this. You’ve got a guy downstairs that you like, who actually made you smile. That is nothing to beat yourself up over. Cale wouldn’t want you to be all broody. Neither does anyone else. If you like Ozzie, then for God’s sake, just let yourself like him, okay?” I lie back on the futon. “And possibly find me some aspirin because that hurt, you asshole.”

A few seconds later James is standing over me, his face wet. “I’m sorry, Spence. God, I’m so sorry.”

“You didn’t hurt me too much. Was like a really hard shove, you didn’t break anything. But maybe it’ll be a lesson to heed in the future?” I rub my head, the bump still there. “Don’t worry, this isn’t you, that’s courtesy of the guy you’re tracking.” I manage a smile as I lean forward. “Twenty bucks says the norms downstairs heard us fighting about whether it’s football or soccer.”

He narrows his eyes, his accent slipping. “It’s football.”

“You’re in America. It’s soccer. Learn the language.”

“Same could be said for you.” He grits his teeth and curses. “Damn it, I’ll be talking like this all day now.” James kneels by the futon. “I do apologize for losing my temper, though. That’s never anything I want to do…”

“Considering, y’know, that guy.” Heath. His ex. The ex who tried to kill me, I might add. “I get it. Important thing is that you recognize it, and you got me and Dave and everyone else to give you a heads-up.” With some effort, I sit up, and give him a hug. “You’ll be all right, just stay out of the cold.”

He sniffles, not letting me go. “What if I screw this up, though?”

“James, you’ve had one date, just let it run its course. Be casual, be yourself, all the normal platitudes. Besides, if you screw it up with Ozzie, I solemnly swear I will be there to swoop in for the rebound.”

“Asshole.” But he’s chuckling as he pulls away. “Thanks.”

“Call me the moment you find anything out, okay? Guy should be easy to find. He’s got the worst fake Southern accent I’ve ever heard. Oh, uh, would you mind if I grabbed a shower here? I need to head over to Victory in a bit.”

“How’d you convince Dave to let you up here anyway?”

“I traded my free meals.”

“Didn’t you already do that?”

I shrug. “He doesn’t know that.”

He perks a brow. “And the reason you need a shower?”

James helps me to my feet. “Well, since my con’s blown, my brother’s in the wind, and I’m out of money? A job.”


Chapter Sixteen

James

Before I let Ozzie know I’m ready to go, I head out to the alley for two reasons.

The first is that after my display upstairs, I’m drained, and I need extra energy for the scrying, considering all I have for foci is a road map of the City and a magic scissor blade. Since energy can’t be created or destroyed and magical workings take a lot of energy, I need to convert a lot of material. In a pinch, I can go flashy, and in the middle of a storm, I’ve got a blank check as I can call down power from the sky itself. It hurts like a bitch, but there’s a reason I’m called the Lightning Rod.

Since I have time to prepare though, I extend my hand over the open Dumpster and let my will condense it all down into base energy. A nice thing about using garbage is there’s little emotional resonance to it. If it meant anything to anyone, they wouldn’t throw it away. And since it’s converted into energy, that means it’ll end up empowering a circle instead of rotting in a landfill, so hooray for going green.

I’m still working magic with garbage though. They never cover this in the fantasy novels.

The second reason is that I need a cigarette. I know it makes me weak, but after what happened between Spence and me, I need a release that’s not going to get me in trouble. After my sixth failure at quitting, I discovered I could conjure my smokes, as I still remember sneaking a couple from my father’s pack when Thom and I were young, wanting to know what it was like.

Lucky Strikes. Non-filter.

Suffice it to say, this made attempts number seven and eight rather short-lived, and I’m about to kiss number nine goodbye.

I don’t know if conjured cigarettes will give you lung cancer or if the nicotine is actually real, but…

“You smoke?” Ozzie’s standing at the mouth of the alley. His tone doesn’t indicate pleasant surprise.

“Shit.” I snap the stick in two. “Kinda. I’m trying to quit but it’s been tough lately. Just needed some air.”

He looks at me dubiously, as I am standing next to a Dumpster. “You ready to go?”

“It’s a storage place out on 100th and V. Pretty much the only thing at the intersection. I got it because it’s not too far from the 90th and V station… Fuck.”

“What?”

Marvin. “I have to take the train. I literally have to, no lie. I’m not trying to duck you or anything.” He doesn’t appear to believe me. “Look, you can come with me if you want, I’ll show you why.” I point at his Benz. “Should be fine to leave that. Neighborhood’s getting nicer and the local supes know a dragon and a sorcerer live here.”

Ozzie still points his keys at the car, which chirps as the alarm arms. “I’ll admit I’m curious.”

It’s a short walk to the 65th and L station, and thankfully the eastbound train is the one I’m looking for. Ozzie and I get on the front car, and I straphang next to a circle etched in the floor. Ozzie inspects it as he sits down, his lips moving as he reads the Sigil until he finally blinks and looks up at me. “Did you mean to write…”

“Greetings, master! It’s pleasant to see you again! I see you’re not sitting down today. Would you prefer I went slower?”

I meant to write “give light to the machine”, I swear to God. I blame my translator.

I glance to the security camera. “It’s fine, Marvin. I’m heading out to 90th and V. I’ve got all day, so take your time, just stick to the schedule. And I’ve told you, you don’t have to call me master. Call me James.”

Ozzie stares at me, then the speaker that’s normally supposed to announce stops and general safety advisories. “I’d heard rumors, but… You really wrote life by mis—”

I shush him. “It wasn’t a mistake. It was more of a surprise.” I shield my mouth from the view of the camera and drop my voice to a whisper. “Low self-esteem.”

The Dwarf processes that a few seconds. “Ah! Marvin. Now it makes sense, I loved Hitchhiker’s.”

“Has everyone read that book but me?” I lean with the aid of the strap and gesture to the rest of the car. “Marvin here gets kind of lonely, since Spence and I are the only ones who really hear him, so we both take the Blue Line whenever we can to keep him company.”

When we reach the next stop, Ozzie and I stay on, but Marvin reminds everyone to “mind the gap”. I have to smile.

“I taught him to say that. Been helping him with his accent too.” Once the doors close and the train goes back into motion, I sit down next to Ozzie. “Scared off yet?”

“It’ll take more than this, James.” He leans back, watching the buildings go by. “So, probably none of my business, but what was all the shouting back at the diner?”

Damn. He heard that. “How much did you hear?”

“It was muffled by the door, but I could tell you were angry. That trickster pull a prank?”

“No, it’s just that…” No luck finding the words to put it gently. “I wish I didn’t have to talk about this. We just met and it’s all a little intense and emotional and I really don’t want to get into it again. At least not today. I promise I’ll tell you, but can we talk about something else?” I glance at the adverts that line the walls of the train, and see one for motor oil. “Like why you work as a mechanic?”

The Dwarf huffs. “I run billing and handle the books. I rarely work on the cars.” He mutters under his breath about stereotypes. “Besides, the kinds of cars we work on you need a lot of certifications to even pop the hood. Just because I know how to work with Fae-steel doesn’t make me a blacksmith, you know.”

There’s a new term. “Fae-steel?”

He nods. “Yeah. It’s the only reason us Dwarves are kept around, despite all the humans in our family trees. Only we know how to smelt it, work it, forge it, fold it, temper it.”

“But…what is it?”

He grins proudly. “Steel smelted without a lick of iron in it.”

“That’s impossible.”

“Says the sorcerer conversing with a Dwarf on a self-aware el-train whilst they trek to a magical sanctum in an industrial slum.”

“Touché. So what do you make out of it?”

He gently taps his nose while he thinks. I decide that I like the gesture. “What can’t I make out of it, really. Swords, staves, coffee pots, nails, building braces, sometimes golf clubs for Victory execs.” Ozzie grits his teeth. “Seventeen-inch chrome spinners for a spoiled baron’s son with more money than sense.”

“Car parts? Really?”

He nods several times. “Hell yes. Dad actually built a replica of a ’57 Bel Air with mostly Fae-steel parts, for Mom as an anniversary present. She’s from Arlington, originally.” He whistles softly. “Damned thing gets ninety-four miles to the gallon. City.”

Understandably, I blink at that.

He shrugs. “Granted, it cost almost a quarter million in materials. Her Majesty actually commissioned him to build her one. It’s why he’s over in Germany right now. Only place he can forge the parts.”

“Dwarves have a queen?”

He gapes at me a moment, then nods to himself. “Right, right. You probably wouldn’t know. The Fae have Her Majesty, the Queen, at least on this side of the Atlantic. Over in Europe it’s still pretty…iffy.” I catch him wincing. “Yeah. Iffy. Thank the stone I’m not sidhe. And you’re lucky you’re here.”

“Fae across the pond wouldn’t like me?”

“I wouldn’t go anywhere over there without a dragon or three by your side.” He stretches. “Doesn’t matter, though, unless you’ve got travel plans. The Fae here, if they haven’t approached you yet, you could get by doing the same, I’d figure. Thanks for letting me come along, by the way.”

“Well, I wanted you to see I wasn’t making things up to get rid of you. Plus it’s nice to talk to someone, and it’s always nice to learn more about the mythics in the City. I’ve used Dungeons & Dragons as my reference for the last three years, if you can believe it.” I have to chuckle. “Dave has been having a lot of fun with me in-game.”

He perks a brow. “Think he’d be up for letting another guy in? Been ages since I’ve gotten to play Rilgo, but I can roll a new guy if need be.” He holds up a hand. “My dice aren’t bear bit, promise.”

I grin. “Oh, I’ll lay down the law. I’ll, like, tell him it’s a command of the Ra’keth or something.”

He gives me a look. “You would honestly abuse your authority as the Sorcerer King just to get me into your gaming sessions?”

I nod.

We make out the rest of the way to 90th and V.

Sure, we get a few leers and nasty looks from a couple older passengers for the PDA, but fuck ’em. I can set them on fire with my mind if they make it an issue.

Well, not literally. I don’t want to be that kind of sorcerer.

When Ozzie and I get off the train, we’re holding hands. It feels nice, and he’s smiling. I’m sure I am too. “You should probably get back on the train. I need a few hours to prep everything for the scrying, and you need to get to work on the skylight.”

He blushes, nodding, sputtering a couple words, but stopping himself.

“What?”

“I was wondering if you needed any help mustering up power for the working because sometimes in the game wizards do…rituals?”

“Third date, Ozzie. That’s the rule, right? Besides, I’m scrying for someone I know the name of. It should be a pretty dull task…” I cover my mouth. Only bad things happen when I think of something as a dull task. “Yeah, you should head on back before everything starts going to hell.” I lean down and kiss him again. “I’ll head up to the diner roof when I get back. We’ll work something out, depending on what I discover, okay?”

“You’re making it difficult to concentrate on my job.”

“I’m giving what I’m getting.” I run my fingers along his face. To think, I only met him yesterday, but damn everything’s…clicking. “We should both go.”

“Absolutely. Good luck, be careful. Measure twice, cut once, all that.” He grins and gets back on the train just as the doors close, and I head toward 100th Street, toward my sanctum, hoping that I can will away the tightness in my pants so that I don’t screw up the scrying.

It’s not until I’m halfway there that I realize I didn’t feel guilty once during all that. None of it felt like cheating on Cale, and it worries me, but less than before. I need to talk to Hades, see if I can arrange a visit, talk things through with Cale, make sure that everything’s okay between us, that he’d be okay with me…what?

Dating? Liking another guy? Having a “third date” with another guy?

No, no, no. More important things. I’ve got a job to do and names to track. I’m going to find that body hopper and put down a vampire in one shot. A twofer. Maybe I can double-bill the hours toward my sentence. After that I’ll go out to dinner with Ozzie, and then maybe…

No, don’t spend the reward until you’ve earned it. That kind of thinking is what causes mistakes and gets you stranded in some godforsaken dungeon with no healing potions and an angry horde of bugbears. (Please God, don’t let bugbears be real.)

My sanctum is as Spencer so succinctly described it, but it’s not a cramped closet, and the guy I’m renting it from does know what I’m doing in there. I’ve had to do a few things to cover rent, but mostly it’s involved conjuring a couple boxes of Cuban cigars every month (I can’t remember my eldest brother’s name, but I remember his cigars for some reason) and occasionally recharging his TASER with magic.

The space is small, a ten-by-twenty space with no heating and no outlets. My circles are drawn in chalk, warding symbols spray-painted onto the walls to prevent magical leakage. I cribbed most of the elements from what I remember of Cale’s sanctum, but this place is nothing like it. The sanctum Cale had, there was no question when you entered that it was his space. Everything there pulsed with his resonance, his will. Reality submitted to him, and within his circle just about anything was possible.

Then again, Cale had a few decades to get it that way. I’ve had the locker for four months now, and the only thing I sense after all that time is that I’m a tiny bit more relaxed in here than out there. Still, I’d rather have something more impressive if I’m going to have a long career. So I should scout out a new location, which will likely involve moving out of Dave’s. But apartment prices are terrible, even in the Benedict. I could always try to use Cale’s, but…that’s where he died.

Okay, time to stop stalling and make with the magic.

Sigil is several things. To most of the mythic community, it’s the name and language of magic. To the sorcerer community, it’s also the name of my focus.

I draw Sigil from my knapsack, an old battered blade broken off from a pair of scissors. It doesn’t look like much, but at one time it was the Shear of Atropos, the Fate responsible for cutting the threads of life.

Sigil has also cut the threads of two Ra’keth. For one of them, I held the blade.

But Sigil is also another name for me, as part of the job description for Sorcerer King is being the living essence of magic. It’s partially why I can cast spells that would have killed me when I first started out, and why I’m not going to die until someone usurps me. I could live on conjured food, smoke every cigarette in existence, and I wouldn’t end up malnourished or get lung cancer or anything like that. It’s a pretty sweet deal, if you can get over every human being thinking you’re a creepy asshole and every mythic thinking you’re a vengeful, omnipotent badass out to enslave them.

Probably the best thing I have going for me is that people know of me, but they don’t really know who I am. For some reason every mythic knows that the name of magic is now Sigil rather than Lorus or whatever it was called before that, just like they also know that the current Ra’keth is the Lightning Rod instead of the Recluse or the Frozen River. Maybe a handful of them could say for sure that the current Sorcerer King goes by James. Perk of the throne, I suppose.

Seeing as I lack any sort of training, I fall back on what I remember from role-playing games and whatever magical crib notes Cale left in my head. So first, I draw a circle.

Luckily for me, the circle around me doesn’t have to be perfect, only an unbroken line of chalk with various Sigil written on the borders. I don’t inscribe the names I have for the body hopper, since I’m not trying to summon the guy.

I take the rest of the items out of my backpack: a bottle of purple liquid, a hand mirror, a City road map, and a Walkman I managed to pick up cheap because no one uses cassettes anymore. The mirror is obviously for the scrying, since for ages they’ve been used as often as crystal balls. The Walkman is loaded with plenty of tunes at generally the same tempo, because music is a marriage of order and chaos, bound in creative energy and therefore an excellent means of focusing the will. Spencer would probably add that “a good scene needs a good jam so you know something important’s going on”. Seriously, he needs to pick up a book every now and then. The map should be self-explanatory, mostly to help me pinpoint an exact location. Since it’s still day out, I should be able to find the vampire’s lair, provided he doesn’t have multiple sleeping locations.

The potion is, well, an energy drink. Grape Kool-Aid with some added caffeine because I need to stay awake and chanting tends to dry out your throat.

I put on my headphones, take a swig of the “potion”, place the mirror and map in a separate circle and connect the one I’m in to it with a line of written Sigil. I finish the process by taking up the scissor blade and dragging the edge across my thumb, drawing blood. This hurts, by the way, it’s never as easy as the books imply. How those people freely slash their palms for every working, I have no idea.

I squeeze out a few drops of my blood that splash against the circle, the chalk-drawn lines suddenly solid and glowing with a gentle silver light. Already I can feel my certainty being bolstered, which is a good thing, because when you think about it, drawing some lines on the ground and pointing at a road map shouldn’t be an effective means of tracking someone down. Magic is about knowing—not believing—that you can do something, and to do that you need a whole lot of certainty.

Or you need to be certifiably insane, but luckily I’m in the former camp instead of the latter.

At least I hope I am.

“All right, Mr. Simon Howard Yullman…” I can feel my will already reaching out, seeking, the circle aiding in the focus, “…residing in Dmitri Karpov. The Ra’keth demands your location.”

I begin to chant, and as I do, the road map lifts into the air in front of me, the hand mirror seeming to melt into the floor, leaving a reflective surface that coats the interior of the circle. A line of silver light bathes the right side of the map, moving ever so slowly as I continue chanting, scanning the City, beginning with the Benedict and working its way west. I maintain my concentration, but I have to smile because that is kind of cool. It’ll take a few hours, but that’s another reason I brought the Walkman. I turn up the music and continue to let the words flow from my mouth. It’s only a matter of time now.

Times like this, it’s great to be a sorcerer.


Chapter Seventeen

Spencer

“It must suck to be a sorcerer.” I check my new burner phone, since I left another voicemail with Bank, telling him to call me ASAFP. Nothing. “Everyone guns for you, everyone hates you, tricksters come out of the woodwork left and right, trying to pull some lame-ass scheme for their own gain. Plus I’m pretty sure James never gets laid. Job I’d never want, I’ll tell you that much.”

I get a plain look from Hannah.

“Okay, I’ll admit it has a few fringe benefits. I mean, the magic’s cool, and if he let himself, he could be living in a flash apartment in Allora or like…conjure a mansion or something. But he doesn’t, you know? Instead, he’s still here after three years, with no direction and no money and working the same crap job. No offense.”

She sighs heavily, still giving me that look.

“I get it, okay? It’s safe here and his friends are here and it’s what he knows but, God, he’s got to mix it up, you know? Maybe move out, find a new place. I’m amazed he’s actually dating. Sure, I wouldn’t have gone for a…” I point upward, toward the roof. “Is it okay to call him a Dwarf? Shouldn’t that be offensive or something? Anyway, at least that’s something, gives him something to look forward to, maybe finally get over Cale but… Just wish he’d take more than one baby step. I don’t know, maybe it’s a Coyote thing, we can’t stand to see anyone stuck in a rut.”

Hannah drums her fingers on the counter.

I shrug at her. “What?”

“Order?”

Well, I have put in enough time to secure lunch now. “Burger and fries, I guess. Ask Dave for…” What’d James call it? “Rarely legal?”

She nods, puts the order on the wheel and heads off to other customers, so I decide to just enjoy the view. Nothing wrong with looking. I take out my phone and fish out the business card from last night, dialing. I get an administrative assistant, an older-sounding woman with a bullshit-detection meter that I can tell is off the charts. Luckily, I have the truth on my side.

“Yes, my name is Spencer Crain. I met Mr. Canmore at the benefit last night, and he gave me his card. Could I speak with him, please?”

Hold music, classical, but that’s all I can tell you. After a couple of minutes, I’m transferred, and a voice picks up. “Canmore.”

“Hello, this is Spencer Crain, we met at the benefit last—”

“I remember.” He sounds busy. Best to keep this short. “The bullshit artist.”

I can own up to that. “Well, frankly, I’m following up on our conversation. You know, using my bullshit for good, or at least putting money into Victory’s bottom line. I have a resume I can fax.” Thank God Rourke made me write that thing.

“Resumes only tell you so much, though at least they’ll let me know where you went to college.”

Fuck. “I went the real-world sales-experience route.”

“That’s not going to help you.” Damn it. “You did look a little young, honestly.”

Never bag it until you get the hard no. “Sir, I can sell anything, and if poaching clients is what you want, I can do that too. I personally roped four whales away from Eclipse Automotive.” Rourke’s biggest competition. They’re likely having a field day with his lot closing. “It’s easy, sir, trust me. When someone walks onto the lot, they’re there to buy, even if they prefer another lot. All the client wants is for you to hold their hand, show them all the pretty ladies, and then tell them their wives will never find out, and they’ll sign the dotted line within an hour. It’s about money, plain and simple, and showing them how Victory will get them more of it, how we can direct them to better investments, how we can take the new tax code and make it our squealing bitch better than any firm in the state. All Victory has to do is back up what I’m selling, and I will close.”

I have no idea if any of this is true. I’m mostly trying to channel Alec Baldwin in Glengarry Glen Ross. Unfortunately I don’t have an eighty-thousand-dollar BMW to look the part, unless I steal one, and I’m not my dad. All I can do is pray Coyote charm works over the phone.

“You got brass balls, kid, I’ll give you that. But I’ve never heard of you, you didn’t go to school for this, and your only experience is selling cars. I can’t get you a position at Victory, even up here in the Capital.” A few seconds pass, and I let him think. It’s a pregnant pause, not an invitation to respond, I can read that. “Best I could do is pull a couple strings and get you a shot at an internship.”

Which pays nothing.

“I’ll take what I can get. It’ll lead to something, right?”

“Entirely up to you, kid.” I hear some muffled conversation on the other side of the line. “I’ll give you a call back, we’ll see if it pans out. I can reach you at this number?”

“Absolutely.” Since Thornton has my cell, and I don’t want him getting any more opportunities to screw with my life.

“Keep it open, then.” Click.

No sooner do I hang up when my lunch is set in front of me. I’m about to take a bite when it occurs to me that I didn’t order a steak and a bottle of Beck’s.

I look up to find Sharon, who motions to the plate. “Could you take that up to the roof? He ordered that this morning for his break.”

I glance down. “And when I get back my lunch will be done and covered? I mean, why do I have to take it—”

Sharon lifts the spray bottle.

“Fine, fine, I’m going. That really shouldn’t work, you know.”

 

Making my way to the roof proves to be little problem, though the bottle is almost ice cold and the plate’s still more than a little warm. I didn’t even know they served beer here.

It’s pretty hot out when I make it topside, not sweltering, but hot enough that holding the bottle against my forehead feels nice. Ozzie is wearing heavy gloves and dark goggles as he uses some unfamiliar tools to work on the skylight but…

“Isn’t the hole over on the other side?”

He practically jumps and bobbles the tool in his hand a few seconds, grabbing it just before it collides with the glass. After catching his breath, he pulls off his gloves and pushes his goggles up on his forehead. “Don’t do that. Nearly gave me a heart attack.”

I appraise him in his leather-reinforced coveralls, the heavy gloves, the goggles. “You look so steampunk right now.”

He takes the beer and steak without comment, sitting down, and looks up at me after a few seconds. “This is fine.” After another second, he grouses and fishes out his wallet to give me a five-dollar bill.

“I wasn’t looking for a tip, actually.” I take the bill before he can put it away. “Just, uh, getting used to this. I know some Fae, but mostly the ones you meet Under the Bridge.”

He raises an eyebrow. “They’re letting Coyotes in there now?”

“We know better than to start trouble in bars, they’re berry patches if you’re careful. Just never met a, you know.”

He snerks as he opens the bottle. “Dwarf?”

“Yeah, is it okay to call you that? I mean, isn’t ‘little person’ the accepted term?”

“They don’t grow beards at thirteen, also, they’re human. I’m more human than most Fae, but still not all the way.” He relishes a bite of the steak. “Never thought I’d have to do the ambassador thing. James was asking the same kind of questions.” He smiles and I laugh, getting his attention. “What?”

“You like him. I mean, like him like him. Just funny. You two met, what, yesterday?”

He shrugs. “It’s possible to like someone after one day. I want to date him, not change my will.”

“Well, the nerd shit is the way to his heart, if you want some pointers.” I look at my feet. “Just be careful with him.”

“Meaning?”

Yeah, telling him about the guy who was beating James and his last boyfriend getting murdered doesn’t seem like the kind of thing to ensure a long relationship, much less a third date. “I don’t feel comfortable telling you if he hasn’t. Plus you’re only one date in, and I think he’s appreciating the chance of having something normal.”

Best to change the subject, so I gesture to the skylight. “How’s it going up here, anyway? I was asked to get a status report.” I wasn’t, but it’s believable, and Dave would probably want to know.

It takes him a couple seconds to successfully make the transition, as I treaded onto territory he likely wants to explore, but he shifts his attention over to the project at hand. “For starters, I’m here because there’s plenty of work to do in balancing everything.” He points at the frame, where a random flash of flame erupts along the metal. “I have to set it all up so that it’s off balance until the replacement panel’s put in. Honestly, it’d be easier to just tear it all down and restart the whole thing, but…” He rubs his fingers together to imply a much higher cost.

“That much, huh?”

“I’m barely making a profit on this as it is. The materials are going to set me back. Fae-steel’s expensive, dweomered glass is in high demand, plus the specialized labor. I can do it, don’t worry, and I should be done before it goes. Good thing Dave’s not using it anymore, it’d mess him up.”

I look at it. “Yeah, I heard dragons are supposed to pass through it like it’s not there, right? So what happens now—it’s solid?”

He shakes his head. “Nope. A dragon can go through it, but all the energy coursing through would discharge and well…” Ozzie drags a finger across his neck, and I wince. “But Dave sent word out. So if any dragons feel like visiting, they’ll just use the front door.”

“I’ll have to let James know too, that’s one of his big tricks.” Ozzie looks confused, so I continue. “He can turn into a dragon himself, did it last year though he had to be thrown off a building first.”

The Dwarf laughs until he blinks at me. “You’re serious.”

“Yep. So if you’ve ever wanted to ride on a dragon’s back and scream Falcor! he’s your guy.” I watch him for a second and roll my eyes. “You’re actually thinking about it, aren’t you?” I have to laugh, not letting him answer as I make my way back downstairs. “Take it easy, Ozzie.”

On the way down my cell goes off, and I stop in the loft to answer it.

“Spencer Crain.” Might as well try being professional. God, an internship at Victory. Mom would freak in a good way. Good thing my juvie record’s sealed. That would ruin any shot at a job.

“Mind explaining why I’ve got six voicemails from you, Cracker?” Bank, finally.

“Yeah, Thornton left me in the middle of nowhere so he could try to run another game without me.” I growl softly. “Tell me you’re not with him, man.”

“Huh? No, that ’Yote started going on about fortune and glory, and my eyes sort of glazed over. I care about money, Cracker, plain and simple, and getting a good story out of it, and a dishwasher working in a midtown diner likely isn’t pulling the kind of scratch to pique my interest. He really left you on the side of the road?”

“Yep. With no money, and he took my ID and phone. And knowing him, he’s trying to pull an Emerald, and if I stop him, Coyote himself will step on my nuts. I’ve already tipped off the mark so God knows I’m in trouble for that.” I take a deep breath. “Don’t suppose you’d be up to helping me track a body hopper?”

“Any money in it?”

“Just revenge. He clocked me pretty hard last night, and I’ve still got a headache. I know I’m piling up on favors owed, but this would go a lot easier if you gave me a hand. James is tracking the guy down as we speak.”

“This is the same guy we marked for the job?”

“One and the same. Turns out the guy he jumped into was bilking the charity into the same accounts we were going to boost.”

Dead silence. “Wait, that whole benefit was a berry patch?”

“Got it in one, with a bunch of whales lined up with checks. What can I say, he picked a good cause to milk. It was supposed to be fighting cancer.”

He sighs.

“So will you help me, Bank?”

I swear I can see him smiling on the other side of the line. “Cracker, that man, whoever or whatever he is, filched eight million dollars meant to fight a disease that took my Aunt Eunice. Hell yes, we are taking that man down.”

“And, uh, I know it kills the payday, but after we take, say…five percent? How about a couple legit places get some anonymous donations. I mean, it was supposed to fight cancer.”

“Everybody hates cancer.”


Chapter Eighteen

James

Long drawn-out ritual spells like this usually took one to five turns in the game, or ten to fifty minutes for the uninitiated. Ten minutes is a lot longer than you’d think. So is fifty.

And four hours, well…

I could blame it on a lot of things. I’m not that good at scrying, for starters. Cale was the expert, and he wanted me to learn my own magic, not his, so that I’d be the Lightning Rod and not just a carbon copy of the Recluse. I have to respect that, letting me find my own way with him there to give me a nudge if I went in a very wrong direction. But right now, I wish he’d at least taught me the basics.

Magic is also not as powerful as it once was. Human denial does a lot more than hide my workings and the supernaturals of the world away from the public eye. It also vehemently denies that something as silly as magic exists outside the realm of fantasy. I wish I could say that magic was the essence of life or something like that, in which case there would always be something to draw on. But I’m more tapping into what reality will accept, or better yet, what I can slide by under the radar. Technology is fast becoming our new magic, and I don’t have any complaints, really. But since there are still more things in heaven and earth, and I don’t have access to the kind of tech that could find a body-hopping vampire, magic has to do for now.

And even if it’s more a storage locker than a sanctum, I’m working magic in properly made circles and using the former blade of a goddess of Fate that drank the heart’s blood of two Ra’keth. That counts for something, damn it.

The pillar of light has cleared the Benedict, Grunstadt, and a fat chunk of Allora and Destry Bay during my hours of chanting and will-working. When a small part of the map suddenly shines with a silver flame just before it goes out, I’m relieved, more for the sake of my throat than anything else. I cease the ritual, open the circles, a strong breeze rushing through the locker for a couple of seconds, smelling vaguely of cinnamon.

Inspection of the map draws an aggravated sigh from me. The vampire is at Victory Tower, a building owned by the god of wealth himself, Hades. I’ve done all this work to find an errant soul probably twenty floors away from the guy looking for him.

I take out my mobile and dial.

“Aidoneus and Partners, how may I direct your call?” The woman’s voice is cold, professional. If that girl at Bremen’s has a belt in Receptionist-Fu, then Ms. Sharon Farry is the Jedi Master. Luckily, I’m a client.

“This is James Black, I’d like to talk to Hades, please. It’s in regards to the special task he set for me.” When I deal with him in an attorney-client capacity, I’m to call him David Aidoneus, but since I already know a Dave, Hades is just easier.

I’m put on hold, but only for a minute before his voice comes on the line. “Mr. Black, I’m noticing a distinct lack of progress reports from you.”

“I just finished scrying. I’m pretty sure I found—”

“For how long?”

“Huh?”

I can tell he’s holding back exasperation. “How long? I need to provide accurate labor reports to Billing.”

“Four or five hours—”

“Which is it? Four or five?” I hear a fountain pen being scratched against some paper. “And don’t think about padding, I have ways of getting confirmation.”

How’d he know I was—

“I know everything. Just send me a time sheet at the end of the day. You were saying you found my errant Mr. Yullman?” The flick of a lighter, then an exhalation of smoke. Asshole.

“He’s in Victory Tower. Right now.” I get up to stretch, as four hours spent rocking and chanting isn’t great for your back. “I couldn’t tell you the exact floor, but he’s there, it’s day, and he’s in some vampire named Dmitri Karpov, if he’s still in that guy, that is. That’s everything you need to find him, so am I done?”

“Of course not, your job is to retrieve him, not just find him. I suppose you’re asking for clearance so that you can enter the building without having additional hours tacked on to your sentence?”

“Y’know, I’d think you’d be pleased that I found him, or at least wouldn’t sound bored.” I lean against the wall, vaguely aware of the Sigil I spray-painted there. An upside to the ritual needing four hours is that it hardly took anything out of me, most of the energy I’d taken from the Dumpster still present. Hooray for slow and steady, I guess.

“My apologies,” he deadpans. “Good for you. My heart, if I had one, would be bursting with pride. I’ll have Ms. Farry send you a gold star and make an appointment for Mr. Cerberus to pat you on the head. Do you have a preference for the left or right hand?”

“I get it, I get it. Do I just pick up the pass at security?” I consider for a moment. “Perhaps leave me two? Backup never hurts.”

“You’d better not mean that Coyote. It’s bad enough you brought him with you last time.”

I pull up the door and step out into the afternoon air. “Last time the world was ending.”

“Case in point.” Another exhalation of smoke on the line.

“Would you mind not smoking when you’re talking to me? I’m trying to quit.”

“And? I’m not.” A few seconds pass. “I’ll tell them to leave two passes, and inform Records to be expecting you.”

“Records?”

“Most vampires in the City work for me. Excellent legal minds, or at the very least able to work long hours for low pay and I don’t have to give them health insurance or a 401(k).” He chuckles. “Who else is going to hire them?”

“Being the god of the underworld, I’d think you’d take issue with people who cheat death.”

“They won’t live forever, Mr. Black, and neither will you. I don’t know why you humans believe that trying to live forever makes me angry. No one is going to live forever, not even me. Take yourself, you’ll live until someone kills you, but I promise you that day will come, whether it’s a year from now at the point of a blade or from the heat death of the universe, and I will be there to collect you when it happens. It’s not a threat, just a reality. In the meantime, do your job, retrieve Mr. Yullman and perhaps, as a show of appreciation, I’ll arrange something for you.”

“It’d better not be Mr. Cerberus actually patting me on the head.” I close the door to the sanctum, lock it up and slip the key in my pocket. “Today’s probably my best shot, since I know where he is. How long will it take to get the passes cleared?”

“Eight hours.”

“How difficult is it to laminate something at your building?”

He lights another cigarette. “You forget that Victory isn’t the only company in the building. Mr. Yullman likely won’t go along peacefully, so the chances of you bumbling through other offices on your merry chase are rather high. Clearance will require the approval of several company heads, and obtaining that will take quite a bit of time if I don’t want to end up indebted to anyone. And considering that the Ra’keth and a Coyote will be traipsing through areas where they might see things no one wants them to see…”

“We have to sign nondisclosure agreements, don’t we?”

“Limber up your wrists, you’ll both be signing a tall stack. Intelligent move on his part, actually. Anywhere else in the City he wouldn’t have time to fortify or escape. I can inform security not to let him leave the premises, should he make the attempt, so he’ll be penned in, don’t worry.” I hear him exhale another plume of smoke. “Unless he wants to jump off the roof, that is. I doubt he’d survive. A vampire’s body is still as fragile as a human’s.”

“How is he doing what he’s doing, anyway? That might help in taking him down or extracting him from the vampire or whatever it is you want me to do.” I think about the file back at the loft. “And next time could the recon be in English?”

“It wasn’t in English to begin with. I had to have it converted to Sigil just so it wouldn’t lose anything in translation. Besides, you likely need the practice. My apologies that it wasn’t in the Monster Manual.” A derisive laugh follows.

I check my watch. It’s getting close to three. “Tell me why Cale didn’t want to see me.”

A long pause on the line. “I’m afraid that’s covered by attorney-client privilege.”

Fuck, maybe…

“And there’s no way I can break that. I know everything, kid. All I can say…” Another hesitation. “Tell you what, you bring in Yullman and I’ll disclose what I can.”

“You mean, what you can tell me right now?”

Another chuckle. “I do want you motivated, kid.” Click.

I lean against the closed door of my sanctum. “Asshole.”

The worst part is he’s right. I do want to know what’s going on with Cale, even if it’s just official press-release kind of information. At least it’ll be something, and then I can…

Move on.

“Oh God.” I take a deep breath. “I promised I wouldn’t forget you, Cale. That I would remember you. And I still do. I remember how you held me that night, looking into my eyes. You told me you loved me and you were hoping I would say it back and maybe I made you wait a second longer than I should have, that could’ve been another second you and I were officially together but…”

I exert some of my will, conjuring a cigarette, lighting it with a word, letting it burn between my fingers.

“But I can’t change that, can I? I didn’t even stop to think about all the hours I spent waiting for the one hour I could have with you. I told you about the guy, that Fae I ended up sleeping with a few weeks after you died, that I felt like shit about it and you just…” I start to lift the cigarette to my mouth and drop it. “You didn’t forgive me, because you said it didn’t matter but I could tell you were hurt by it.”

I crush the lit cigarette with my shoe. “And everyone’s telling me I have to move on and leave you behind, like it’s just a decision I’m refusing to make. Don’t they get it? I’m…” I slump against the door. “I’m lost, Cale. There’s no one to teach me anymore, and I’m flying blind and I’m scared and all I see are people who want to take advantage. I need you now more than ever and you’re dead.” I punctuate it with a bang of my fist against the door.

“I know, it’s not your fault. Hell, it’s mine. If it weren’t for me you’d still be on the throne and Heath would’ve grown old and died looking for you, if he even knew you existed.” I close my eyes. “Christ, why did I leave that damned beacon for him to follow, why did I leave the door unlocked, why didn’t I close the door to your sanctum, why?”

My eyes clench tight, my cheeks feel a bit wet. “Damn it, Cale, why wouldn’t you just let me say I was sorry?”

I open my eyes, look down. “I gave your pendant to Dave to look after. I thought that would be around my neck until I died. I didn’t even think about it, handed it over without a second thought. I took back my St. Jude medallion. Thought you’d want me to have it.”

I get up slowly, look at the smeared remains of the conjured tobacco, which turns silvery before vanishing into the asphalt. “Figured you’d want me to quit.” A slight chuckle, but it fades all too quickly. “Cale, where do I go? Who do I talk to? Who do I learn from? God, Cale, please don’t say I have to do this alone.”

Almost on cue, my mobile vibrates to inform me I’ve received a text from Spencer.

where r u

Ugh, I hate textspeak, but I should expect this from someone who barely finished high school. I guess he’s in a place he can’t talk, so I go through the laborious process of typing out something I could’ve said in three seconds.

On my way back. Are you at the diner? Have a plan for Karpov.

I figure that’s the name Spence uses for the body hopper. After a minute a reply comes back.

Snds like srs bzns

This is why I hate texting.

Spence, I don’t even know what the fuck that means. Are you at the diner or not?

After a few minutes I get the reply. This conversation could’ve been over ten minutes ago.

On my way. Sounds like serious business. LOL

I literally twitch, I swear to God.

Tell Ozzie I can’t go out tonight, he should be on the roof. Meet me at Victory at 11pm.

After yet another few minutes, I get back the reply.

NP c u @11 QT BFG J/K LMFAO TTYL L8R

Times like this, I wish it were possible to electrocute someone via text message.


Chapter Nineteen

Thornton

The reason that we’re better than the two-tails is that we don’t overthink things. They call us lazy, undisciplined, that we can’t do a single thing without the aid of Fate. But I promise you, the Kitsune will never pull another Emerald in the Snow for one simple reason.

Ra’keth are just as unpredictably predictable as Coyotes are.

The reason my clan doesn’t plan twenty moves ahead is because we’re not playing fucking chess here, we’re conning a sorcerer. For that, you’ve got to hit them hard and fast, and if you screw it up? You regroup and try again and, most importantly, you don’t overthink it.

As I slip Spencer’s phone—which I’ve painted pink and covered in My Little Pony stickers—back into my pocket, I know not to question why it was so easy to glean important information on where the Ra’keth is going to be in a few hours. It’s just a sign that Fate’s on my side for this, which is a relief considering those ladies have plenty of reason to take issue with me.

Instead, I stand in a public restroom and stare into a mirror while I apply my cloak. Clothes are easy, really, but faces, that’s a whole ’nother thing. Part of the problem is that James is shorter than me by a few inches, so I’ll have to be used to people talking to my throat instead of my face, but I’ve only got to keep it going for a few minutes.

Irish-red hair, check. Weird white streak, check. Hazel-green eyes, check. Nonexistent smile, check. Faux-hipster wardrobe, complete with skinny jeans with big belt buckle, threadbare Chucks, and a T-shirt for a band no one’s heard of? (I don’t know indie so I just toss out words. For today James will be a fan of Tantric Petting Zoo.) Check.

Easy part’s over. Next step is acting like a sorcerer. I have to appear as if I’m all-powerful, all-knowing, and carrying the weight of a lifetime’s worth of consequences. It will require all of my skill as a student of human nature, all of my talent as a Coyote, to truly mimic such a complex personality. Any deviation from the norm will be quickly pointed out, and the con will be blown.

I take a deep breath and hold my face in a determined scowl. “I am the Sorcerer King. I am an enigma. No one understands me!”

Perfect.

I exit the restroom and walk two blocks to the dragon’s diner and enter. The diner’s busy, the waitresses bustling about.

“Jimmy, you back?” I glance toward a woman with Sharon on her name tag, and I nod in reply. 32A, okay, certainly nowhere near exquisite. “I think the boss is looking for you.”

So far, so good. I move between the tables, toward the door. Maybe I can pull something fast on the dragon, but I’m interrupted by an attractive woman—Monica on her name tag, thin, wearing a ball cap for the Gryphons, 34B, no bra, not exquisite, but damn, what a great smile. “Hey, Jimmy, could you bus four?” I blink a few times. “There a problem?”

“No no.” I use the London accent. “You just look great today.”

“Aw, you’re sweet.” More of that smile. Even a bit of a laugh. God, what a great laugh. “I think Ozzie’s looking for you. After you get those dishes, I’ll get you a beer so you’ll have an excuse to go up there.” She winks at me, and I grin big. “Yeah, I knew you were crushing on him.”

Right. James is into guys. Probably a good thing. If I were him, I would’ve been all up and through this place ten times over. So I force a blush and look at my feet. This goes against what I prepared, but you’ve got to roll with the changes. Let’s see some uppity tail-flicker do that. Besides, if James is into this Ozzie person, I can use that. No better way to trick someone than screw with their relationship.

Then again, and I hate to admit this, but Spencer has a point. The Ra’keth is washing dishes for minimum wage and has two dead boyfriends. Likely, the only way to make him realize and accept his humanity is to give him a reason to feel human, and the perfect way to do that is get him laid.

“Jimmy? Any reason you’re staring at my breasts?” She has a brow raised, and I shrug in reply.

“Just trying to see the big deal about breasts, really. Spencer probably stares at them a lot, right?”

Monica rolls her eyes. “Don’t get me started. Worst date of my life, that’s all I’ll say.”

Oh?

“I hear he’s got an older brother, much more mature.” I hold back, best not to oversell.

She quickly shakes her head. “No, I’m just not going to date for a while—work on me, talk to Sharon about those classes she’s taking.” A couple of customers call for her attention, and she motions to the table with plenty of dirty dishes before leaving to attend to the customers. Needing to keep in character, I pile up the dishes and carry them to the kitchen, getting looks from the two servers as I do.

I guess my brother’s already been all up and through this place ten times over.

There’s another girl washing dishes in the kitchen, early twenties, wearing a hairnet, dark hair, green eyes, scrubbing plates in time with the music on the radio, humming along on-key. 32B, I can see the bra strap through the T-shirt, her tag reading Annette, and even though she’s sweaty and wearing rubber gloves, I would definitely hit that. I set down next to her the dishes I’m carrying, and she gives me a look as well.

“You didn’t use the tray?”

“Oh, it’s just one table. Slipped my mind. Been a little out of it today, you understand.” I try a smile, and she shakes her head, returning to her work, but I see a smirk there.

The dragon is working the grill, the smell reminding me I forgot to pick up some lunch.

“Hey…” Shit, what’s his name again? “Boss. Heard you were looking for me?”

The dragon cranes his neck at a disturbing angle, looking me over. Moment of truth.

“Yeah, Sharon’s got a thing so could you drop off the deposits today?”

Don’t smile don’t smile don’t smile… You’re supposed to be a sorcerer.

“Isn’t that a little…”

“Black, c’mon, we had a good day yesterday, and you’re here and it’d help me out.”

Push down the eagerness, just push it down.

I sag, sigh. “How good a day?”

“Good.” He puts some food on a plate and offers it to me. “Take it up to Ozzie, he shouldn’t be drinking on an empty stomach. I’ll have the envelope ready when you get back down.”

I take the plate, and Monica emerges from the front just in time to offer me a beer, which I gladly take. Luckily for me, the dragon tics his head in the direction of a doorway I assume leads to this Ozzie person.

To be honest, I pulled the first con on the dragon from the lunch counter. He never even left the kitchen, but God, the way his eyes lit up when I told him about that IPO. I may not remember his name, but you never forget that look.

It’s not difficult to find my way upstairs, and then to the roof where the weather’s nice, a cool breeze taking the edge off the heat of the plate. Just have to be charming since James is apparently into…

The Ra’keth has a Dwarf fetish, who’d’ve thunk it?

His face practically lights up at the sight of me, or James, that is, and he gets up from his work on the skylight to approach me. I hand him the plate and the beer bottle, and he takes them gratefully. “Twice in one day, this is turning into a habit.”

I smile big, since I figure James would around him. Don’t see the attraction really. It’s not like he’s “the right height”, and even if he were, how would you find his mouth under that beard? I was right though: when a guy says he wants to be alone, he’s asking the universe to find him a hookup.

“So uh…” I motion to the skylight, which he’s working on for some reason. “How’s it going?”

He sits on the ledge and starts on the meal. “Slow but sure. I’m hoping to have all the groundwork done by sundown. No light after that.” He grins at me. “Darkvision’s just a myth, you know. Same with being able to sense gradients and shit.” The Dwarf rolls his eyes. “Seriously, that’s all they think of us?”

Not following any of that, but I can’t let on. I just chuckle in response and change the subject. “So you’ll be free tonight, then?”

“Looks like, yeah. I figured you’d be busy, tracking down that guy.”

“Yeah, I’ve got a strong lead. I’ll pursue it tomorrow, during the day. Too late to start now, but that frees up my evening and…” I run my hand along his face, let him fill in the blanks.

I earn a blush for that, or at least I think I do. Christ, that beard is thick.

“Wh-what’d you have in mind?” He doesn’t push away my hand. If anything, he leans into it. Guess the little guy’s into the sorcerer too.

“Ever been to the observation deck at Victory Tower?” When he nods in reply, I push it further, meet his eyes. “Ever been there with me?”

A deeper blush. “That sounds nice.”

“Well, I’m hoping it’ll be better than nice. I know a spot there that’s out of the way, no one will notice. We could…” I fake a blush myself and look away awkwardly. “At the top of the world?”

“Thought you wanted to wait, third-date rule and all that?”

I shrug with a playful grin. “I’m the Ra’keth. I figure I can make my own rules. I don’t see the point in waiting with you.”

The Dwarf nods quickly, taking my hand in his and squeezing. “Listen, I…I really do want to do this but you’re catching me flat-footed and facing a decision with a challenge rating way higher than—”

He’s wavering and drifting into nerdish, so I kiss him, his eyes closing as I work my magic. I’ve kissed guys before, there’s a different rhythm to it, more aggression, and your lips get raw a lot faster when there’s facial hair. Never made out with a Dwarf, but so far the only difference is the much thicker tongue, which isn’t an issue since I’m on the offensive. I break contact a few seconds later, his lips still moving against the air a bit longer until he opens his eyes. “Wow.”

Yep, still got it. “You were saying?”

“What time?” I watch him squirm, trying not to make a sudden issue obvious.

“Around eleven, get there just before the deck closes to visitors. There’s a display on the tower’s construction that’s in the far right corner from the elevators, not too hard to get behind when no one’s looking. I’ll meet you there, bring something.” I chew my lip. “Just uh… I know I’m really confident now, but I’m probably going to lose my nerve when I get up there, so you’ll probably have to help me get back into the mood. Could you do that for me?”

I kiss him again, to push back any more doubts before getting the hard yes, emphasis on hard, it would seem.

I leave the roof and head down to the kitchen, where the dragon is waiting patiently with a bank envelope that looks nice and fat. “If it’s not too much trouble, could you swing back later on to get tonight’s too?”

God, do I need much more of a green light from Fate on all this? “Yeah, sure, I guess.” I take the locked green envelope with a defeated groan and proceed on my way out, wanting to avoid interaction that might raise questions later.

A few blocks away the lock on the envelope is easily picked, and I’m already halfway through my count. I’m not rich by any stretch of the imagination, but it’s certainly enough to cover a ticket out of town should everything go south. Spencer’s phone buzzes in my pocket, and I check it, finding a voicemail from James.

“Jesus, Spence, learn to type like someone who’s literate or just call me. Will you be at Victory tonight or not?” I hit the button. Message Deleted.

The fun I could have with this. I tap out a reply and send it off.

B @Vic @11 at obs dk. Hve idea 4 Karpov. Y u no lern txt? Ur stupid sumtmez. :P

I put down the phone on a nearby trashcan for easy access while I organize the cash from the envelope. A minute afterward the phone buzzes again with Incoming Text Message on the screen. I see the words Phone numbers work as Names, you know.

The device then shorts out with an eruption of crackles and pops and tiny sparks of static electricity, leaving it a hot pink My Little iBrick.

Good thing it’s not my phone.


Chapter Twenty

Spencer

“Any ideas how we filch the cash? I’m sort of made now, and we need you to do all the computer magic.” I take a swig of something domestic while I lean back in my chair. Under the Bridge is relatively quiet, and since we’re not bothering anyone and not targeting anyone in the Fae kingdom, Bjorn doesn’t mind us doing our scheming in a corner booth so long as it’s legal loitering.

“Same plan, really, we just need the numbers and the passwords, and I can do everything I need to. Even if we steal it, chances are he won’t notice or won’t press charges, given the heat he’ll draw on himself.” Bank takes a bite of a half-pound hamburger topped with chili fries and bacon, before looking at it admiringly. “Damn, I love this country. You can’t get shit like this in the UK.”

“I get the feeling we’re about to do the ‘Royale with cheese’ bit.”

Bank laughs at that and shakes his head. “Nah, my Samuel L. Jackson ain’t that good.” He takes another bite, careful not to talk while he’s chewing. “Anyway, I figure we can get into Victory without much problem. Did a little looking, and this Karpov guy works in Records, good place to bury data. Maybe the body hopper don’t know shit, but I’ll bet Karpov hid his information in his office.”

I take another pull off my beer, mooch a few fries. “Why not at his house?”

Bank looks at me plainly. “Because we’re fucked if it’s at his house so let’s just hope Coyote luck holds up like it’s supposed to.” He reaches down to his knapsack and pulls out a netbook, which his lower hands tap away at while his upper work on his meal. “Figure I can clean shit up with Davenport while I eat, since we’re not using him anymore.”

“So who’re the bills falling on, then?”

“Thornton, who else? Well, one of his aliases he let slip. If he ever goes back to London, he’ll find a couple warrants waiting for him.” He looks at me and winks. “Ain’t nobody messing with you but me, Cracker.”

“That right?”

He grins, showing teeth. “Price you pay for filching my fries, man.” He takes another bite of his burger. “The front doors will be easy, but I need to put you on the authorized-visitor list.”

“What, can’t we, like, fake a pizza delivery or something?”

Bank gives me an indulgent look. “Seriously? Pizza? And you stole a Fox’s tail?”

“I’m used to short cons, not infiltration, remember? Only reason I got in there last time is because I went in through Victory Station and I had a sorcerer to command the elevator to move. And play selections from Journey, strangely enough.” I take out a fresh deck of cards and start shuffling to help me think. “So I get on the list, and that gets me clearance for Records. After that, then what? Fake a fire alarm or something to get everyone out?”

When I look up from my cards, Bank’s just staring at me. “What is this, 1997? A fire alarm? Who do you think you are, Sandra Bullock in The Net?” He rolls his eyes. “Magical virus that kills any system…” He mutters, tapping away at his netbook. “Show you an escape key. Gatekeeper, my ass.” Bank hits the enter key, I’d guess, with definite finality. “There. Roger Davenport will be none the wiser, and Cornelius Thurstonshire is looking at several counts of fraud.”

“Cornelius Thurstonshire? That’s the name Thornton picked to not stick out in London?” I chuckle incredulously. “I’ll do James a favor and be offended on his behalf. Anyway, I’ll defer to your expertise. How exactly do we give me time to rummage through his office without anyone knowing?”

“Oh, it’s easier than you’d think.” He turns around the netbook, showing an overpacked schedule.

“I get it. You’re going to switch things up so he’ll be out when I’m there.”

“No, you’ll be going in at eleven thirty, when there’s a staff meeting that’s scheduled for half an hour, and his secretary will be on break for fifteen minutes of that, plenty of time for you to find the info if it’s in there. Much easier to work with their schedule than change shit and raise flags. All you have to worry about is maybe picking a lock.” He sees me blink at that. “You see, this is why you ’Yotes always get caught.”

“Just think it’s weird he’s got a secretary if he works in Records, is all. Especially that she’d be there that late. And a staff meeting at eleven thirty at night?” Plus, my lock-picking isn’t all that impressive.

“Vampires.” He shrugs. “Not much experience with them other than the general advice of avoid. Still, big score, nice take and doable. What’s not to like?”

I check the clock on the wall. “So that gives us a few hours. When do you put me on the guest list?”

“Shortly before curtain. Don’t want it sitting there and catching someone’s attention.” Bank turns the screen back toward him. “I figure even a vampire needs to keep some sort of records, or at least have something on his computer regarding the accounts.” He reaches down into his knapsack, takes out a flash drive and tosses it to me.

“What’s this?”

“In case you need to crack the machine and let me poke around. I’d prefer to leave as small an electronic trail as possible. Despite what the movies say, nothing’s untraceable given enough time.” He watches me inspect it, his voice becoming slow, condescending. “It’s a magic box filled with highly trained elves that’ll sneak into the leprechaun’s house and tell us if they find anything. All you have to do is stick it in the hole. I know that’s something you can count on a ’Yote to do right.”

“I’m not that computer illiterate, you don’t need to oversimplify…” I sigh audibly. “How well trained are the elves?”

“Enough that they’ll do all the work. You’ll just stand there and look pretty while I comb through the data.”

I take a moment to stretch. “Any reason we didn’t go this route in the beginning?”

“In the beginning, it was a vampire. Now it’s some moron controlling a vampire. Different variables. Stick to the plan, stay loose so you can adjust, and we should pull through fine.” He finishes off his beer. “So what are you doing after this?”

“The meal, the job, or for the rest of my life?”

“The job. I saw your roll, Cracker, you’re damned near broke. How are you getting by?”

“I’m not. That’s why I’m still up for the job. The kind of touch we’ll take will set me up for a couple years, let me get on my feet, support me while I find legit work.”

“That almost sounds rehearsed, Cracker. You thinking about getting out of the game?”

I shrug. “I don’t know, really. Got a good setup hanging around James, so life’s never boring. Well, it’s not supposed to be boring, but it should pick up. Plus I need to keep the other tricksters from getting their hooks in him. If anyone’s pulling an Emerald on him, it’s going to be me, you know? But right now…”

When I look at Bank, he’s smiling. “You like him.”

“Well yeah, he’s my friend, of course I like him.” I study the statement a bit further. “No, I don’t like him like that, don’t even go there. I flirt, I tease, that’s my thing, you know? Doesn’t mean I love the guy. Besides, James is sniffing around that Dwarf and might actually start to approach happy. I’m not doing anything to screw with that. I’m pretty sure the world as we know it will be better off if its Sorcerer King is getting nookie on a regular basis.”

Bank looks at me dubiously. “Sure. And no one says nookie anymore, not even white folk.”

“Really?”

“Sure as hell ain’t what my girl calls it.”

I gape. “Seriously? You never mentioned a girl. What’s with all the flirting with that Kitsune, then?”

He shrugs. “Nothing wrong with flirting, not like I slept with her. No plans to either.”

“You meet your girl in England too?”

“Nah.” He takes a drink of his beer. “The Capital. Damn, she was a challenge. Cool, but a challenge. No bullshit with her.”

“So what does she call it?”

He grins big. “Now.”

“Now? So…” I muddle through that. “Every now and then, out of the blue, she’ll just say…”

“Now. And don’t matter where we are, what we’re doing, long as it ain’t in her car.” He reads my expression perfectly. “And no, she’s not into sharing.”

I shrug. “Can you blame me?”

“I figured you were just into guys now. Heard some rumors ’round the bar you were shacked up with some storyteller?”

I drop my voice. “The Riordan. He’s sort of a big deal to the Fae, and he’s the King of the Phouka. We lived together for about three years, up until you got into town, actually. Upside was that I could work the Feud without worrying about the Dogs, as long as I didn’t provoke them. Downside is that Fae take seers too damned seriously.” I catch some confusion on Bank’s face. “One told him that I needed to hit the bricks ASAFP. I was on the Blue Line looking for crash space when you texted me.”

I smile at him. “Do you have any idea how good it is to have a friend I can talk to about this shit, one who isn’t looking for an angle?”

“What can I say, Cracker? Spiders and ’Yotes can get along. And we don’t care about feuds or sorcerers. We’ve got enemies of our own to worry about, why get more? Besides, easier to have friends than enemies, y’know?”

“Amen to that.”

The next few hours are prep, mostly. That and getting back to completely sober. I stop at Rourke’s, find him not home. I shower, do a little fridge raiding, rummage through my stuff.

It feels weird to be here, like back in the beginning when it felt more like a visit than a home. I should’ve been more responsible with my money, honestly, but we Coyotes are terrible savers. DVD box sets, TV memorabilia, stuff pawned and bought back and pawned again, lottery tickets, cash lost to blackjack games. If we didn’t make such good hucksters, we’d easily be Movie of the Week material.

I run a comb through my hair, the dye faded, looking like I had terrible streak work done. So I reapply it, considering I’ll be heading into a building filled with vampires who might see through a cloak, and I’d prefer they didn’t see my most striking visual trait.

Once satisfied, I change into a fresh suit, probably one of my few wise investments. I appraise myself in the bathroom mirror, practice my smiles.

“Your tie is crooked.”

I freeze and turn slowly to find Rourke standing in the doorway, dressed in his regalia, namely leather breeches, boots, a cloak clasped with a dog’s head pin, a silver circlet around his head. King of the Phouka. He crosses the distance between us and undoes the tie before starting it again. “Double Windsor is best for this suit.”

“Sorry I didn’t call first, just running something tonight and I needed fresh clothes. I’ll be out of here before—”

His lips are pressed to mine, and I nearly crumple against the weight of it. I mmph into it a few seconds, my hands running along his sides, more out of conditioned reflex than anything else, but I manage to pull away before I sink into what usually follows this.

“What happened to your seer and not doing anything anymore, huh?” I’m trying to look pissed off, really I am, but after three years he knows exactly how to get me going with one look, one kiss. That, and since I’m his chosen consort, I tend to be “ready” whenever he’s around. I have no idea how my brain’s dealt with the excess blood in the last couple days.

“We haven’t done anything yet. Just…weaning myself off, I suppose.” He pulls me to him again, his breath hot on my neck as his lips brush the nape. I’m getting weak in the knees again. “It’s difficult to give up one’s consort, you know, especially considering how often we coupled.”

It takes great effort, but I wrest myself from his embrace. “Well, tough. I’m still mad at you. I don’t have a place to stay and I’m nearly broke and you think I’ll hop in bed with you?”

Fingers drag slowly along my groin, and I glower. “His opinion doesn’t count, you know.” But God, would it clear my head right now to just kiss him and push him back onto his bed and… “Rourke, please. I can’t. I don’t know why exactly we’re supposed to be apart, but moments like this are what causes the catastrophe.”

“It’ll kill you.”

I understandably blink. “Beg pardon?”

“According to the seer, continuing what we have, it will result in your death, and I would be responsible. I won’t…” He closes his eyes, taking a deep breath. “I won’t be the cause of that. And I should resist, push you away, but you’ve been a constant for me these last three years and…” His forehead rests against mine. “It’s been not even two days and I already ache for you.”

“Physically or…” I want it to be just physical, that he misses the sex. Rourke told me in the beginning that he loved me, or rather that he loved the man that I would become. Only I didn’t love him. I still don’t, and I feel like a shit for that, but I do care for him deeply. I’d hate to think he feels the same way, that he’s making a grand sacrifice of his potential happiness to keep me alive. Then again, I kind of like being alive.

Rourke doesn’t answer. He leaves the bathroom to compose himself and to give me the opportunity to calm myself down. That’s a difficult task, considering he’s wearing the same clothes he was when he took me as his chosen consort. Accent on took. I’m already working out how much time I would need to get to Victory, and how much time that would leave Rourke and me to…

I practically shove him backwards onto the bed, giving him little chance to react before I work his breeches open. I silence any protest with a kiss, his hands weakening with every second in their attempts to push me away. Within moments we’ve both descended into our mutual passion, his breeches yanked off during an unbearable span while I grab the bottle of oil on the nightstand.

Shortly afterward I’m pushing into him, using the angle I learned the first time we were together. Already he’s moaning in Gaelic, working his own length with his free hand as I press in to the hilt. He’s warm, tight, comfortable, like slipping into a warm bath at the end of a really shitty day. I feel all the tension of the last few days fade into the ether as I start my easy rhythm of in and out, back and forth, to and fro.

Both of us know what this is, or at least I hope we’re both on the same page. I know I won’t be moving back in after this, and he knows I won’t collapse on top of him once I’m done and finally tell him the three words he’s been hoping I’ll say with absolute honesty. Instead, when he cries out, spilling himself on his shirt, he’ll feel the same thing that I do when I release within him: good.

It’s not perfect bliss, but it’s bliss all the same, and judging from the relieved laugh we share in the afterglow, we both needed it. But as we pull our pants back up in relative silence, only one thing seems true right now.

“It’s really over.” I can’t even manage a chuckle at that. I don’t ask for confirmation, but he nods solemnly all the same.

“I didn’t believe it’d be just that easy.” He sits on the bed, rubs his face a couple of times. “It was good, you felt like always but…”

“But maybe this was over before you kicked me out, yeah, and we were just going through the motions.” I sit next to him, gesture to his clothes. “Guessing you have a thing tonight?”

“Indeed.” He glances at me. “And you’re doing something?”

I nod. “Nothing Feud-related. Pretty much a sneak-and-peek on a vampire. Fae don’t mind that, right?”

“Not at all.” His hand squeezes my shoulder. “You’ll be careful?”

“I’ll try. Fate’s been screwing with me lately. Plus, there’s some Feud-related stuff that I can’t discuss.” I grumble at that, because if there’s anyone to ask advice about outwitting my brother, it’d be a trickster with centuries of on-the-job experience, even if the other clans do consider us simpletons and amateurs. “Don’t suppose you could give me advice, or do me a favor regarding the vampire?”

He shakes his head. “Not for free, and there’s nothing you have that would be worth…” The Phouk thinks a moment, then glances at me. “I want an introduction.”

“To the vampire?”

“To the Ra’keth.” He meets my eyes. “It’s my price. If I’m going to reenter the Feud, I want a proper introduction to its ultimate prize. Worry not, it won’t go as it did with the last one I met.”

“That’s all? ‘James, this is Rourke. Rourke, this is James’, and we’d be even? You’d help me out with the vampire?” I furrow my brow. “There’s something you’re not telling me. You could easily walk up to him yourself and do this. Why do you need me?”

Rourke gets up from the bed, not answering. More mysteries, it seems. Maybe it’s a Phouka thing. “Do you agree or not?”

This is something I should run past James, but really, it’s only an introduction. I don’t see the harm in it. There might be consequences to my tipping James off about Thornton, but I doubt Coyote himself would mind if I gave the Ra’keth a heads-up about the Kitsune and the Phouka. “It’s good information?”

Rourke leans toward me, eyes gleaming despite the low light. “Priceless.”

I check the clock, look back at him. “Deal.”


Chapter Twenty-One

Spencer

“Checking coms. Check, check?”

Bank’s voice comes in over the headset. “It’s a phone, Cracker, not a wire.”

It’s just after eleven, but it’s still warm, given that it’s June, so my jacket’s over my shoulder. Victory Square is busy, mostly drones exiting the building proper while others make their way in. I’m able to see that a good number—but by no fair stretch the majority—of the crowd are of the mythic variety. Quite a few pale-skinned sorts, a couple people with wings hugged closely to their backs, the odd lycanthrope here and there, even a few nocturnal Fae. Nothing predatory about their attitudes, most carry the same expressions as the regular humans. I guess everyone’s got a mortgage.

“Heading to the lobby now.” I wait patiently in line as everyone is issued a security pass, all of which are specifically stamped with color-coded levels of access. I don’t say anything, considering I don’t want to tip off the supernaturals in the lobby. I learned my lesson with Karpov, and so has Bank, keeping his voice low when he replies.

“How long is the line? I’m having a little trouble getting in. Try to stall.”

I chuckle to no one in particular. “Man, this line is really moving. Thought I’d be in line all night.” The man in front of me gives me a bored glance, but little else. “Shouldn’t take more than what, couple minutes.”

With that, the man exits the line to go to another one. Well, fuck you too. Unfortunately this only speeds up the process.

“Cracker, I ain’t in yet. And you can hardly go through twice if we want this clean.” I hear some dissonant beeps on the other side of the line. “Shit. Stall.”

But there’s no time to stall, as I’m standing in front of the security guard now, a growing line of people behind me, and I’m apparently in the mostly nonhuman line. “Spencer Crain, I’ve got an appointment with—”

“Damn it, Cracker!”

The security guard nods once. “Yes, Mr. Crain, we’ve already been informed, though you’re later than we expected.” He hands me a pass with CLEARENCE—AA on it in bright red letters.

“Uh, what’s the clearance on this?”

“All Access.” I’m given a stern look. “That must be turned in or destroyed before you leave.” A giant stack of waivers is dropped in front of me to sign, which I do without thinking. Terms-of-service generation, that’s me. Afterward I’m waved through security and proceed toward the elevators, hushing my voice.

“Holy shit, Bank, you work fast. Couldn’t have gotten something a little less subtle than all-access?” I enter one of the elevators and close the doors, tapping the pass against the built-in reader. Immediately all of the buttons light up. Guess they’ve improved security since last year.

Static fills the line, the elevator dampening the signal, but I can hear him. “Cracker, that wasn’t me. What kind of pull do you have, getting that kind of clearance at Victory? God, the money we could make tonight…”

“No, we stick to the original plan, but yeah, something’s fishy here. I need to drop you for a second and check on something. If I don’t call you back before that meeting’s over, shut it down and go.”

I don’t let him respond since time is at a commodity. I hang up and take out the burner, dialing the number for James’s cell. After several rings he picks up.

“Hello? Who is this?”

“It’s me. New phone. Did you get me clearance at Victory? Because they just handed me an all-access pass. That’s a pretty dangerous thing to give someone like me, you know.” No response to that. “Everything okay?”

“Hell, I’m just happy you’re not texting me. Sorry about your phone. Not having the kind of day where I can deal with pet peeves. I got Hades to get us passes. Took all day, and I wouldn’t abuse it if I were you. You don’t want to know the kinds of people who set up shop here.”

“I’ll take your word for it. Karpov’s going to be in a staff meeting or something at eleven thirty, that’ll give me time to go through his office.”

“Spence, who cares what’s in his office? We’ve got to take him down before he jumps to another body. I don’t want to be in this place any longer than I have to.”

Well, I can see that, considering I watched James’s predecessor toss him off the roof. “Yeah, but we’re here legally, we’ve got passes, we’re both legit and bringing someone in. I doubt he knows we’re in the building looking for him.”

“I don’t even know how to bring him down, Spence, other than tackle him and hope he doesn’t hop into me while I wait for Hades to show up and collect him.”

Damn, Records is high up in this building, almost to the level of the observation deck. “Listen, he’s in a vampire, so just use that. From what I hear, you use gold or a wooden stake or fire or sunlight. You’re a sorcerer. Can’t you just conjure that stuff?”

“Gold? Really? I wouldn’t think that’d be a big deal, considering…”

I cut him off before he gets too far in. Besides, that’s the info I traded with Rourke for. “James, the Monster Manual has no basis in real life, okay? Jesus, we’ve got to get you a better frame of reference.” I chuckle in half-frustration, half-mocking. “Hell, you’re British, can’t we just send you off to a castle so you can take classes and get sorted?”

“Half-British. And fuck you.”

Check and mate. “I’m almost to Records, where are you?”

The doors slide open, and James is standing in front of me, so I hang up. “Well, that answers that.” I give him a once-over. “Really? We’re at Victory, for God’s sake, you couldn’t at least dress the part? What the hell is a Tantric Petting Zoo, anyway?”

James smiles at me, almost a Coyote smile—sincere, practically friendly—but he pulls off that sorcerer sardonicism all the same. “Oh, no one you’ve ever heard of.”


Chapter Twenty-Two

James

Figures he’d hang up on me.

Normally, I could just use the stone that Cale gave me, chant Yullman’s name a few times, and it would lead me, slowly but surely, to his location, given that I have a good place to start looking. But Dave still has the stone, as it should provide a decent enough hoard to keep him going until I figure something out.

Records takes up more than one floor, as it turns out, the upper floor requiring more office space than you’d think some glorified data clerks would need. It’s not like this is where Hades’s “client records” are held, as that’s the Asphodel Fields, one of the many realms of his afterlife.

According to mythology, it was once a massive field of flowers for the souls who weren’t evil enough for Tartarus and not good enough for Elysia. Thanks to the ever-evolving morality of humanity though, the Fields are a pretty crowded place, so Hades turned the realm into one big data-entry department and employed the souls sent there. Greek Purgatory, pretty much.

It’s also where Cale was sentenced. Considering he personally killed Zeus, I should probably be thankful that’s all he got.

I’m standing in front of Dmitri Karpov’s office. I wasn’t kidding with Spencer: I have no idea how to take Yullman down. All I know is that office likely has furniture I can convert into energy and flash-fry that bastard before he tries anything. And playing Dungeons & Dragons might not give me a good frame of reference, but it definitely offers some good suggestions for when you don’t have a well-thought-out plan.

I kick hard at the door, which sends shocks of pain up my leg, but the door gives and swings open hard, my arms sheathed with electricity as I charge in, finding a man seated behind the desk, wearing a tailored Italian suit, dark red hair, appearing to be in his late twenties though his gray eyes imply a much longer span of experience.

“It’s open. Do come in.” There’s only the slightest hint of Scots in the accent. If it wasn’t for the knowledge of the sheer number of vampires working at Victory, I’d simply assume he had a monitor tan and was carrying it well.

I can’t exactly act surprised, so I keep with the intensity that got me through the door. “Where’s Karpov?”

He smiles genially. “I believe we both know it’s not Karpov you’re looking for. I spoke with my supervisor. You’re seeking a…” The word that follows isn’t English or Gaelic or even in Sigil, but it sounds bad, the syllables squirming into my ear like dark tendrils. “Revolting things, aren’t they? Resorting to despicable means to prolong their own wretched existence.”

I motion to the vampire. “Exhibit A?”

In a flash he’s out from behind the desk and has me pressed against the doorframe, the static along my body giving him little reason to back off. “We will not be compared to them, Ra’keth. We have a purpose for which we were created. They do not. And when I kill, the soul goes wherever it is meant to, it is not to be consumed.”

“Let go of me. Now.” I meet his eyes, feel the weight of centuries pressing back on me. I yank upward on his tie, keeping it around his neck and freeing it from the collar, the fabric against his pale skin.

The vampire laughs at that. “You think to choke me, Sorcerer?”

I dismiss the electricity racing through my body and channel the dissipating energy into the working, a transmutation, changing from spun silk into a memory of my mother, her crucifix, notably. I’m not expecting the cross to have any effect.

The gold chain, however…

His skin smokes as his fangs bare, and I’m released, catching my footing as I land on the floor. I pull the chain off him quickly, the metal wet with a dirty silver fluid, as an ugly wound on his neck begins to close. “Now that we’ve measured dicks, can we move on to addressing our mutual problem?”

“How did you know about sunmetal…” Probably best I don’t give away Spencer. He gets to his feet, nodding. “My apologies, Your Majesty. I forgot my place.”

I’m a bit taken aback by that, but Cale told me once that the vampyr were created originally by the Ra’keth, and that they feared their creators. Dragons, vampires, were-creatures—who knows what else the ancient sorcerers created as personal warriors and servants?

“Just tell me where I can find him.”

The vampire exhales forcefully. “I do not know. I thought you would be more successful in locating him. Hence, I waited for you here, knowing this would be your first likely destination.”

“And what’s this about the body hopper consuming souls?”

The wound on his neck fades into an angry red scar as he leans against the desk. “The…hopper, as you put it, he prolongs his own life by inhabiting another’s body. While my kind sustain themselves with blood, which can be replaced, the hopper fuels his possession and control with the very soul of his victim. When it is spent, he moves on to his next target.”

I take a few seconds to understand that. “So I guess this means vampires have souls. How long can he last in a body before he needs a new one?”

The vampire grudgingly shrugs. “It varies, according to legend. Some nourish them for years, others only for hours. The end result is always the same though. The soul is fully consumed and destroyed.”

I blink a few times. “Wait, what?” This would explain why Hades is giving this personal attention. If you’re in the business of tracking souls, you probably don’t want souls getting destroyed. Nothing more offensive than an unbalanced ledger, that’s what Hades is fond of saying.

“Karpov is all but lost by now. Humans can regain what soul they’ve lost with time. We…cannot. I would suspect our quarry is seeking a new host.”

I sigh. “And we’re in a building full of potential targets.”

“Yes.” He nods matter-of-factly. “However, he has experienced taking one of us. I doubt he will readily forgo such power. He will seek someone of similar strength, or greater.” The vampire smiles wickedly. “Another reason I was waiting here in the dark.”

“You were playing bait?”

“I figured it would be you or he who would come through the door. Either way I would be tested. I would suppose something led you here? Perhaps you divined his location?”

Not wanting to appear weak, despite that I drained myself a little with that working, I just change the subject. “While we stand here chatting about it, he’s probably on the move.” I appraise the vampire once more. “So what do I call you, since we’re both looking for the same guy?”

“Marcus,” he says simply.

“And when you called me Your Majesty you mean…”

“We must show proper respect to the Ra’keth.”

“So, I’m supposed to let you go on killing people?”

He smiles wryly, fangs retracted. “Willing donors. And killing humans is not as simple as it once was.”

“Better criminal investigation?”

He laughs at that. “Of course not. It simply costs more money to make the issues go away, money that could be better spent elsewhere. Indigents are acceptable but taste simply horrid. I might as well be drinking from a plasma bag.”

“You understand that I don’t quite trust you yet.” I exit the office.

His voice changes, taking on a distinct (and fake-sounding) Southern drawl. “You shouldn’t.”

I feel a hard blow to the back of my head, my vision going black as I fall forward.

When I come to, I’m first aware that I’m seated in a leather chair. I’m certain of this because my thighs are bare since my pants are around my ankles. My underwear’s still on, thank God, but when I try to get up I notice that my wrists are duct-taped to the arms of the chair. I’m also rather light-headed, given that I can see on my inner thigh a pair of puncture wounds that are leaking blood.

I’m in a large office with expensive vintage furniture and a hell of a view of the Allora skyline, lit by a series of lamps rather than overhead lighting. A few minutes have gone by, according to the grandfather clock in the corner. My head’s still pounding, but an upside to being the only Ra’keth around is that unless I’m all-the-way dead I’ll eventually heal from practically anything.

“Marcus” is in a chair across from me, his skin flushed with color, his eyes rolled into the back of his head as he moans softly, groping himself through his suit. “You are exquisite. You’re like a storm raging through my body.”

“You…” God, I sound drunk. “You’re the hopper. What happened to Karpov?”

He slips off his chair, kneels in front of me, his head descending to my as-yet-unbitten thigh. “Finished. But luckily this one was close and his underlings are well trained.” His voice shifts back to the slightly Scottish accent. “Just have to sound like him. Been a vampire before. Drinkin’ takes some gettin’ used to, but…”

And yes, sweet Christ, it hurts at first. And then…

Somehow my fingers end up running through his hair as he makes muffled grunts against my skin. I can feel the warmth flowing out of me, into him, my head getting hazy, but he pulls his head away before I black out again. I lazily watch him drag his tongue across the wounds, which close, my skin a bit paler. I also see a conspicuously dark stain in the crotch of his slacks. He looks practically human.

I feel so muddled right now. I know I’m here to do something.

“After a few hundred years, you don’t really care who you’re suckin’ on. ” Yullman slips his hand under my shirt and caresses the skin there. “And when I’m done with Marcus here, you’ll be weak enough that I’ll just take you.” I see him lick his reddened lips clean. “Don’t worry, you’ll feel too good to resist.”

He runs his tongue along his fangs. “The fool is always underestimated. Even my own king thought me nothin’ more than his bumbling entertainment.” The tips scratch the skin of my thigh, his tongue flicking. “A jester can hunger as grand as a king, scheme as darkly, but they only saw my smile, never my teeth…”

C’mon, got to get the brain going, push through the light-headedness and get free because I am no one’s blood doll. “Let…let me go.”

He cups my face in his hands. “No. Do you honestly believe I would give up sorcerer blood?” The hopper pulls back, his eyes dancing as sparks jump between his fingers. “I had heard legends, but…” He grins widely, his fangs still out. “You cannot imagine the power.”

I’ve always felt my magic as a spark, a crackle of electricity deep inside me, lighting up the core of my soul. And this…bastard has dimmed that. Duct tape? Seriously?

I extend my fingers, letting my will flow out over the tape, the silver strips vanishing into my skin as I absorb their energy. I stand, unsteadily, and when the vampire reacts, I hold my breath.

The room is suddenly filled with dark water, lit by the dull-green auras of the lamps. I’ve crossed over into Tartarus, a realm of punishment, a dark reflection of the world of the living. Normally it’s close to a void, but all around me I see hazy humanoid shapes, mostly male, gathered about the room, clothed in auras colored by a violent shade of blue. Thankfully, they don’t seem to notice me, and even if they did, I could leave here simply by taking in breath.

What I do notice is that, unlike everyone else I’ve ever seen in the watery realm, Yullman isn’t standing stock-still. He’s moving toward me, at a snail’s pace, but still moving. It’s easy enough to maneuver around him though. I take my mother’s gold necklace, which trails slowly in the water, like zero gravity, and loop it around the vampire’s outstretched arm, at the elbow, wanting to corral him again when I return to the world of the living.

I get a good grip, since there’s going to be a lot of force, hold the chain taut, and open my mouth, taking in the water.

My lungs fill as the darkness fades, the lights glowing brightly as color surges back into everything. I’m yanked forward hard, an ear-splitting scream thundering through the room as the chain goes slack, and I hear a thump. Smoke is rising into the air, an acrid smell reaching my nose as the screaming continues.

The chain is coated in silver viscera. And the vampire’s right forearm and hand are on the floor.

“Holy shit.”

The vampire tumbles forward, clutching his wound as several uniformed guards dressed in SWAT gear storm into the room. I snatch the severed limb and put Yullman between me and the guards. “Hey. Hey!” I actually slap his face with the limb. “Get up and call them off, or I turn this into a fucking kielbasa and feed it to your dogs.”

How the hell did I get here? I reach slowly into my back pocket to pull out my mobile, call Spence and let him know what’s going on but—and fuck you too, Murphy’s Law—being tossed against a doorframe wasn’t all that healthy for it. The screen is dark, with a sharp crack through it.

Yullman takes a few seconds to compose himself while a lot of automatic weapons are trained on my head. He coughs hard and holds his hand—the remaining one, obviously—up to the guards. “Kill…kill him.”

“Ice!” I fall to my knees as a foot-thick wall of cloudy ice appears between us and the guards, just in time to spiderweb as the guards open fire. I keep my hand extended toward the wall, reinforcing it with my will, chanting “ice, ice, ice, ice…” over and over, thickening the barrier to endure the onslaught.

Between the blood loss and exertion, I feel close to dead, but I lean heavily against the wall, and I glare down at Yullman. “Let’s get one thing clear, Lefty. I’m the goddamned Ra’keth. You do not take me prisoner, drink my fucking blood or threaten me.”

I toss the limb to him, and he snatches it, holding it to the stump, the color draining from his skin as it sickly reattaches itself, a massive silvery scab appearing to hold it fast, the limb now mapped with black lines. I have to remember that’s someone else’s body, and if I get Yullman to vacate it, the previous occupant might want to keep his arm.

I’m running on empty now, but I can’t let them know that. I exert my will through my hands, jagged bolts of lightning arcing between my fingers. “Hop out of him, Yullman, or your long night ends here and now.”

The vampire’s eyes lock on mine, and he hisses softly.

“You think I fear death? I’ve avoided its grasp for centuries, escaped far grander threats than you.” He gets himself to his feet while I finally pull up my pants. “You can’t understand, Sorcerer. Have you seen Tartarus?”

“Yes, I have. And if it were up to me, I’d never let you out of there. I’m tired of waiting and tired of stalling. I beat you, now turn yourself in to Hades without any Byzantine-level intrigue attached and we can both get on with our lives, figuratively speaking.”

Yullman glares at me. “You are making a pitiful Ra’keth. Far weaker than I ever was.”

I stop at that. “You were a sorcerer?”

“Why else would Hades send you after me? I am Fateless. Only one of my kind could ever hope to hunt me. So he sends a child. An apprentice. This is what passes for a Ra’keth?” He laughs mockingly. “The Lightning Rod?”

I shove him back, against the wall of ice, drawing a hissing glare in retort, but he continues. “A true Ra’keth would have killed me the moment he knew who I was. But you seek to save this one. A vampyr, a mere servant. A true Ra’keth would have commanded me by Name to leave my host, no matter what damage it would do to the creature’s soul. A true Ra’keth would not have cared about petty morality and heroic idiocy.” He flashes his teeth. “And that is why you will die.”

He rushes me, but I press my palms into his chest as he reaches me, feeling a sick crunch in my arms and sudden agony. I take the pain to funnel it through my will, screaming as I look into his eyes. “Clear.”

Yullman is thrown bodily into the wall. I want to come back with something snappy, but I think my arms are broken. Oh God, oh God, it fucking hurts. The hopper struggles to get to his feet, but his legs refuse to move.

“I’ve taken your blood, Sorcerer.” He laughs in spite of the pain, in spite of his immobility. “I’ve taken your power.” He hisses several syllables in Sigil, but I hear the word “Heal.”

The color drains from his face, the power in the blood he drank from me utilized as I hear several crackling sounds in his lower back. Slowly, he gets to his feet, wobbling, his fangs out, movements sluggish as the guards stand placidly on the other side of the ice.

I try to extend my hand toward the wall, but my broken bones refuse the gesture. My will understands well enough though, and the wall vanishes, a rush of cold energy taken into me and exhaled back out as I crudely reproduce the word. “Heal.”

I immediately regret the action, the pain intensifying tenfold, my vision blurring as I literally hear my bones reknitting with searing heat. There’s no joy, no relief, the pain still present, my arms feeling weak but my hands now responding to my commands. It’s all I can do to just drag myself away from him.

“Now, Sorcerer…” Yullman motions to the guards, who quickly surround me. “You are mine.”


Chapter Twenty-Three

Spencer

“Well, someone beat us here.” Karpov’s office is empty, the door wide open. It’s been kicked in. Everything is generally untouched. I dial Bank on the burner as I make my way to the computer.

James pokes his head in the door. “What are you doing in here, anyway?”

“Just uh…getting some information.” I fish the flash drive out of my pocket and plug it into the computer, which comes out of sleep mode and requests a password. Bank gets on the line, the phone sending the call to my headset.

“You in, Cracker?”

I pantomime a phone with my hand while I talk, and while it may look ridiculous, at least I won’t be that asshole who carries on a whole conversation in front of people on a Bluetooth headset, keeping them wondering who the hell’s being spoken to.

“Yeah, door’s kicked in so I don’t know what we’ll be getting out of here. Plus the system’s asking for a password, and I don’t know if your electronic elves can break through that.” I look over at James, who’s taking in the office, leafing through a few papers. “This shouldn’t take more than ten minutes.”

“It’s okay.”

“Really? Thought you were all gung ho to go find Karpov.” I watch as the graphics on the screen disrupt and flicker, then go black, code streaming on the screen soon after. I assume that’s a good thing. I mime the phone gesture again. “Everything good there? Don’t suppose you can play around with my—”

“I am not hacking your Farmville, Cracker. And if you send me any damned requests I’ll fill up your police record with solicitation convictions.” A couple of seconds pass. “I’m getting some data now. Guessing there wasn’t anything in the office?”

“Computer’s intact, office doesn’t look tossed. I figure if Karpov comes back he’ll wipe everything, seeing as the door’s been kicked open. Then again he’s a moron so maybe it won’t occur to him.” I look over at James, drop my “phone” hand from my ear. “I know we’re burning minutes here, but it’s not as long as it seems. Time is an illusion.” I grin.

He nods. “Lunchtime doubly so.”

Wait a minute. He shouldn’t know that Hitchhiker’s reference unless he’s dropped by a bookstore in the last couple days.

“Hey, James? We need code names or something. It’ll be fun. What’s your D&D character called again?” I give him a genuine smile.

“Uh, Festus?” To his credit he says it with convincing credulity.

I turn to face him. “Wrong. It’s Radcliffe, because the real James won’t shut the hell up about him.”

He folds his arms. “I made a new one.”

“Then what race is Radcliffe?” He doesn’t give an answer soon enough to be convincing. I make a loud buzzer sound. “Time’s up. He’s an elf.”

“An elf named Radcliffe?” The voice slips, and the cloak falls.

“God damn it, Thornton!” I shove him hard against a file cabinet. “What the hell are you doing here? What’d you do with James?”

“Probably got him laid.” He looks over my shoulder at the computer. “So you’re pulling the job without me, huh?”

I shove him again. “I need more than that. And give me back my phone, asshole.”

He hands it to me. It’s dark, painted pink, and the back has several pony stickers. And it’s a brick. “What the hell did you do to it?”

“Texted your boyfriend. Apparently it’s not a safe activity.”

“He’s not my boyfriend, he’s dating that short guy.” I show him the back of it. “My Little Pony? Seriously?” Luckily I’m better at faking credulity than he is. “I don’t know what you’re trying to pull here, but it’s over. Get out, go home, get on a train to Spain or whatever. I just want you gone.”

He chuffs at that. “I don’t have to do anything you say.”

I take out the burner, hold it to my ear. “Bank? You got everything?”

“Few more seconds, what’s going on there?”

I smile and shut off the phone, take out the headset, and swiftly hit Thornton in the throat. He drops to his knees, coughing. “So you want to fight, huh?”

“Nope.” I take a deep breath and put pressure on my diaphragm to project. “Security!”

He glares at me now, finding his feet. “You’re narcing on me?”

I grin wide. “Not if you run fast enough.”

My brother takes the hint and dashes out the door while I get the visitor’s pass out to prove I’m not trespassing like he is. Thornton vanishes around a corner, but I hear struggling sounds soon afterward. I pop the flash drive out and take a roundabout route to the elevators.

I dial James’s cell, and it goes straight to voicemail. “Damn it, James, are you even here? Thornton’s been cloaking himself as you, so you might want to check in with everyone, see if ‘you’ have made any promises or done anything you’d regret. Call me as soon as you get this.”

The elevators open to three security guards dressed in Kevlar and holding submachine guns, which they immediately point at me.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa. It’s okay for me to be here. Got clearance and everything.” I lift up the pass to their sight line, very slowly, appearing as nonthreatening as possible. “Don’t have anything on me other than my cell phone.” Might as well not mention the flash drive unless they actually search me. People just carry those around, right?

The one in the center lowers his gun to snatch the pass from my hand. No words, they’re all eerily silent. Not breathing either, so that’s not a good sign, though the too-pale skin is sort of a giveaway. Vampire rent-a-cops, what will they think of next?

“See? All legit. They issued it to me downstairs. I’m just dropping by, getting the lay of the land. Looking to get an internship here, you know? Get my foot in the door?” No response. Ugh, vampires are boring.

One gets on a radio, speaking a language I don’t understand or recognize, though I do hear my name in there. A response comes several seconds later, and immediately the guns are trained on me again.

“Hands over your head.” Fuck.

I have no idea what vampires are capable of outside of the movies, but TV implies that they’re superfast, superstrong, and have heightened senses. All their eyes are on me, so no turning myself into a coyote and running away. I doubt that’d help anyway. This is the kind of building where opposable thumbs are required.

I do have my cards, so I could use the Fox’s tail I filched; charge cards with the elements while I make a break for it. However, I’m a short-con guy with a tattooed ace up his sleeve. These are vampires with Uzis.

So I put my hands over my head.

“I’m sure this is all one big misunderstanding.” I regret that as soon as I say it. That never works on TV, much less in real life. “Listen, I’m here legitimately, I’d like to know what exactly is going on.”

I don’t get an answer. Instead, I’m roughly pulled into the elevator and held fast as the doors close, the car going up, giving me the impression that I am not, in fact, being escorted from the building or being handed over to the police. I’d ask what happened to Thornton, but I doubt I’d get a response and I don’t want to connect myself to him.

The elevator doesn’t go far, and I’m swiftly taken through an expansive hallway with high-priced office furniture here and there, arriving at another gathering of security. Their attention is on another obvious vampire with most of his right shirtsleeve missing. James is standing next to him, or at least I think it’s him.

“James?” He doesn’t look too good. Well, if it is him.

“Spence?” He immediately winces. I get the feeling things just took a turn for the worse.

“Listen, uh, this may sound weird to ask now, but…what sort of magic did your boyfriend practice?” Cale, according to James, did scrying, watching things from afar. Thornton wouldn’t know that, considering hardly anyone knew the Recluse, hence the name.

He blinks at me, but his gaze continues to dart between me, the vampire beside him, and the multiple vampire security guards. “You’re asking this now?” But after a few seconds, he nods. “Right.”

Right? Shouldn’t he be giving me an answer?

The vampire next to James looks at me and smiles with recognition. “Ah. Spencer. I remember you.”

He does? I don’t remember pulling any jobs on vampires before, outside of the attempt on Karpov. “Have we met?”

The vampire’s voice changes. “Aw shucks, did you forget ’bout me already?”

Oh shit.

I catch James making a gesture with his hands. Keep it going. What, keep him talking? Okay.

“How could I forget the world’s worst Southern accent? I don’t even like the South, yet I’m still offended on their behalf.” I walk toward him, two lines of well-armed security guards keeping an eye on me, the same glassy look in their eyes. I motion to them. “What’s with these guys anyway?”

James closes his eyes, and I feel the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end, some of the elegant furniture in the office behind him dissolving in a silvery haze. All right, no Coyote could pull that off, so it’s definitely James. But what the hell is he doing?

He gestures for me to keep going, so I prod the vampire again. “Seriously, I’m curious. Any reason your guards are all stock-still statues?”

The vampire curls a wicked smile. “Well-trained and well-conditioned guards. It’s their purpose, their only purpose, to follow their captain’s orders. So I took their captain.”

I perk a brow. “And they can’t tell?” Now the huge mahogany desk vanishes, and there’s a soft hum in the air. Need to keep this guy talking. “So what do I call you?” I look him over. “Because all I’m thinking of is…” I motion to his shirt that’s missing a sleeve, the exposed arm scabbed and sickly. “Lefty?”

James fights off a snerk. Huh. Didn’t think he went for humor like that.

“It doesn’t matter what you call me, Coyote.” He spits hard, staining the floor with silvery blood. “You’ll be dead soon.”

Okay, normally I’d try to be cool, but when you’re surrounded by vampires with Uzis you realize that’s a credible threat.

“How do you know I’m a Coyote?”

Lefty grins and gestures toward James while looking at me. “I drank his blood. I know much of what he knows.”

Nearly the entire office beyond is barren now, even the expensive carpets and curtains vanished into an argent haze. James opens his eyes and beckons me toward him before he shoves Lefty at the vampires. I rush to his side and dig my cards out of my pocket, just in case.

“I tried to be nice,” James begins, addressing all of the vampires instead of Lefty. “I really did. Instead, you attack me. I’m the Ra’keth, I get it. I’m tasty.”

The walls begin to shimmer, taking on a reflective surface. The vampires all have reflections (turns out that’s only in the movies), so I don’t know where he’s going with this. Plus, someone needs to teach him about the dangers of monologue.

“But I’m the Lightning Rod, I’m here on official business, and you’re getting in my way. Normally I’d interrogate you as to why, but unfortunately your boss here decided to ruin vampire-sorcerer relations so he could suck on my thigh.”

My jaw drops at that. Jesus, is he going to get with every guy in the City except me? I can feel—hell, I can see—reverberations in the air now as the sorcerer gathers his power. It’s always sort of easy to imagine James as a bumbling rookie, slightly inept but good-hearted. But every now and then, I see the man who called down lightning from a world-ending storm into himself, a black-eyed…thing.

The sorcerer extends his hands toward the assemblage, his forearms thick with dark veins.

“Force.” The air shimmers heavily before us. James’s eyes darken as the furniture in the hallway is consumed by the working. Lefty advances toward us, but he’s knocked back by an invisible wall.

I knock on the barrier between us and them, my hand recoiling with the same speed. “Huh.”

Lefty folds his arms, glowering at the two of us. “You’ll never leave this hallway alive.”

James is chanting, so I guess it’s up to me to respond. “I think the god of the underworld might be a little pissed about you killing the Lightning Rod.”

“One Ra’keth dies, another takes the throne. Simple.” He whistles softly, the guards snapping to, and when he points at the barrier, they all raise their guns, those who still have them at least. “You can’t hold us back forever, Sorcerer. Eventually you will tire, and then you’ll fall, and then you will be mine.” Lefty grins widely at me. “I believe I’ll kill this one with your body and make you watch.”

“Yullman.” James is smiling now, a disturbing smile as the wavering reflections begin to settle, showing images that are not of the hallway. “Have you ever been to Oxford?”

The power courses off him in waves, his face showing dark veins. “Do you know what time of day it is there?”

The images clear, the walls now a pristine window to a British skyline mixed with modern and classic architecture. The Ra’keth chuckles to himself. “Sunrise.”

“Um, James?” I point at the wall of images. I don’t know much about scrying, I don’t know if showing direct sunlight through a portal would affect vampires, or even what it’s supposed to actually do to them.

What I do know is this.

In order for there to be direct sunlight, there needs to be a lack of cloud cover.

Rain doesn’t help either.

As the realization finally reaches James, the terrible power that had been coursing through him seems to fade in an instant, a look of utter betrayal on his face as he gazes on the rainstorm that obscures the sky. So I’m not too surprised when instead of a thunderous declaration of doom to the vampires gathered before him, he instead blinks, grits his teeth and says…

“Fucking English weather.”


Chapter Twenty-Four

James

“Spence?” I take a deep breath, my wall of force already bleeding away its strength. I’m dry, nothing left to draw on but my soul itself, and that will likely kill me.

“Yeah, James?” He sounds as nervous as I feel.

“Catch me.” I crumple to the floor, and he makes no effort to break my descent. Asshole.

Instead, he brandishes his cards, a light in his eyes as I see the Ace of Clubs in his hand, and he whips it hard at the wall, shouting just as it impacts. “Hi!”

The card bursts into a small gout of flame, which quickly ripples through the wall itself, turning the barrier into a towering conflagration. Starting a fire in a major office building owned by the god that I owe two hundred hours of community service to is probably not the best of ideas, but through the flames I can see that the vampires have broken ranks, losing discipline.

“James, I need you to open a corridor in the wall, get us down to the elevators so we can get out.”

“I don’t even know if I can stand, Spence. I’m…” I lurch forward, dry-heaving, the images of Oxford vanishing from the walls and the energy dissipating, sucked into the barrier. “I’m losing control of it.”

“No you’re not.” He pulls me to my feet and supports me with one arm while drawing his next card expertly, the Ace of Spades. “I’m going to make a little breeze, and you’ll augment it to push the wall apart. Got it?”

How does he even know to do something like that? I don’t know if I can. He doesn’t give me the opportunity to voice my uncertainty; he flicks the card toward the wall with a practiced motion. “Kaze!”

A sudden gust of wind slams into the barrier, my will not strong enough to make it bounce back. Instead, it buckles, bowing outward, and Spence pulls me forward, the heat of the flames surrounding us, sweat beading on my brow. I close the wall around us, a cylinder of fire making its way down the hallway. Already I’m dizzy, the flames sucking up the oxygen. We won’t make it, but we can make them think we can.

“Hold…” I cough hard, getting lightheaded. “Hold on to me.”

Spencer holds me tight to him as I suck in breath. The wall of fire turns silver as we cross into Tartarus.

“What the fuck is this?”

I don’t give him a reply. I can’t breathe, not until we’re on the other side. Spence, well, I could leave him here if I wanted. I’ve done it to someone before, but that person had it coming.

The flames are ethereal, ghostly, and since we’ve crossed over in Hades’s own building, into Tartarus, I can hear the wailing of the damned souls. When I pull Spencer and myself through the fire, emerging unscathed, the floors are dark, ridged with crooked bones.

The vampires move slowly, but are unaware of us as we weave between them. The Coyote seems to get the idea, taking the lead and getting us to the elevators. We pass Yullman, who has just finished throwing one of the guards into the wall of flames itself, arms outstretched and in our way. He shouldn’t be aware of us, but I’d swear I catch Yullman’s gaze, which flicks in my direction, then to Spencer.

Spencer shoves past him, the hopper knocked aside by the sudden contact, but it gets the trickster more than a little wobbly. I’ve never tried to move anything or anyone from this side before, so I have to assume that even making the attempt will be very draining. I drag him along, toward the elevators that remain open.

Once we stagger through the doors, I suck in breath, crossing back over to the world of the living, my will completely spent. The tower of flame is extinguished by the sprinklers as I slap at elevator buttons.

Yullman looks around, confused, apparently not expecting to have found us, until he meets my eyes as the elevator doors slide shut. “Sorcerer! It’s not—”

The car goes into motion, up, but I don’t care. I’m just happy to be out of there.

“Y’know, maybe you’re the reason this shit happens, Mr. Agent of Fate. Whenever you’re around, Murphy’s Law just kicks into high gear.” Christ, I sound awful, and Yullman’s still loose and a floor below us. This doesn’t happen to wizards in the game, you know? Then again, wizards have to prepare spells and memorize shit while sorcerers just let ’er rip. Idiot savants is how they’re usually regarded, and I can’t help but feel it somewhat applies to me as well.

Spencer wasn’t all that far off when he told me I needed a new frame of reference. Sorcerers in the game are likely a lot different than the Keth. But outside of novels and a couple of movies, I have no idea how to handle this stuff, and something tells me I can’t just walk away from the job. I definitely understand why Cale went into seclusion.

The Coyote slumps next to me, and I do feel guilty. “Listen, Spence, I’m sorry. You really did save our asses there, thank you. I just need to figure out a way to take care of Yullman, especially now that he’s in a vampire and wants to get me. Can you imagine how bad it would be if he hopped into the Ra’keth, how much damage he could do?”

“Aw, I might have some idea.” Ugh.

“Spence, that accent is terrible, you can’t even fake that guy right—”

I’m knocked on my back as the doors open, Yullman’s knees planted on my stomach and his hand pressing down on my shoulders. “Now this won’t take but a minute. You just lay there and look up here, or maybe I do a few things that’ll tear clean through a Coyote’s soul.”

“How did you even—”

“All in the eyes, boy. Windows to the soul, and when this one bumped into me, I hopped right in.” He rolls his shoulders. “Mmm, he’s young. I could break a few hearts…break a few necks.” Yullman winks down at me. “Maybe give him what he’s wanted from you. Or maybe I’ll just improve him a little.”

“Get off me.” I grab him and roll hard to the right, putting him against the wall while I look away.

He laughs, Spencer’s laugh, only darker, corrupted. His fingers split open—bones extending, bloody and sharp—and dig into my skin. Yullman grins down at me. “That’s just a taste, Sorcerer. I can do whatever I want to this body. And every time I do, I burn him out a bit more, until by the time I’m done he’ll be nothing more than a husk.”

I struggle, but it only digs the bone spurs deeper into my flesh.

He speaks in Spencer’s voice. “Just look into my eyes, James. You know you’re supposed to, that’s how it turns out on TV.” Yullman snickers. “Give in, Sorcerer. I tire of this fool. It will be much easier if you’re willing.”

Fuck fuck fuckity-fuck.

He’ll kill Spencer, he’ll destroy his soul without a second thought, I have no doubt of that, and the only people who’d think of helping me are a few floors down and extremely pissed we set their offices on fire.

He could’ve easily played Spencer until we got out of the building. Instead, he’s pressing his advantage, as he has since I first confronted him. He wants me, and with me weakened and drained and God knows what else, this is likely his best shot to take me over.

A true Ra’keth would probably let Spencer die. Yullman is clearly the much greater threat. He consumes souls, wipes out someone’s essence from existence. A creature like that needs to be stopped. Maybe I am just an apprentice. I look out the doors, see that we’re on the observation deck. I’m out of options, out of power.

But I am still the Ra’keth. And I know his name.

“Simon Howard Yullman, I command you to leave the body of Spencer Crain now.” There are all sorts of things sorcerers can do with names without expending a mote of our power.

He flinches, but that’s about it.

“That is not my true name, Sorcerer.”

I grin up at him. “Maybe not, but while you’re looking at me, you’re not looking at him.”

“Who?” He looks to his left, just in time to get sucker-punched by a large and heavy fist, knocking him off me and out. I scramble through the doors, a pair of arms embracing me as I’m pulled away, and when I’m clear, I look into my savior’s eyes.

“You all right?”

I nod in reply. “Ozzie, mind telling me what you’re doing up here? And why you’re dressed like that?”

The Dwarf is clad in black mesh shorts, a white T-shirt and flip-flops, showing off that he’s quite hairy all over, even the feet. “You told me to come here around now, that you and I were going to…”

“Going to…what?”

He looks away, blushing, but quickly regains his composure given what he just witnessed. “Isn’t that your trickster friend?”

“Yes and no. He’s possessed. Help me, I don’t know how long we’ve got.”

We drag Spencer out of the elevator, to the vacant observation deck, the top floor of Victory Tower. The roof access is close, and I do my best to push the sight of it out of my mind. Bad things happened up there.

We place the Coyote in a corner, and I fish his cards out of his pocket. If he can do this, I should be able to as well. The Ace of Spades is the top card, and I can feel the energy humming off it. I slide it underneath Spencer and hold my hand toward the unconscious man.

Ozzie looks over my shoulder. “What are you doing?”

“Spencer uses his cards to invoke the elements. It’s a trick he stole from the Foxes, whoever they are. They’re keyed according to the suits. Hearts are water, clubs are fire, diamonds are earth, spades are air. Thing is, playing cards also have connections to the Tarot, and there, diamonds are pentacles.” God, what word did Spencer use? It wasn’t Sigil, it was Japanese, but it still worked for him.

I take a deep breath, visualize the effect, gather what power I have, and exert my will onto the card. “Tsuchi.”

I hear a crackle, then pop, and then glowing silver lines of energy begin to etch into the floor, forming a perfectly drawn pentacle. I wobble, press my fingers to the edge and whisper one more word in Sigil. “Stay.”

The word inscribes itself into the border of the circle again and again, the characters glowing with a gentle light. I sag backwards, sitting on the floor, Ozzie’s hand on my shoulder as he inspects me.

“You look awful. Your eyes, they’re…” There’s fear in his gaze, as well as his voice. “What happened to you?”

“Magic. Big magic. But Yullman, the body hopper, he’s in Spencer. The key now is getting him out of there and getting the thing to Hades. I’m amazed that smug bastard hasn’t shown up yet. It’s his building.” I think back on what Ozzie told me earlier. “What do you mean I told you to come up here? I haven’t seen you since you dropped me off at my storage, er, sanctum.”

“You brought me my supper, at the diner, remember? You were pretty forward, though, now that I think about—”

“Damn Coyotes. They can cloak themselves to look like whoever they want. Most people can’t see through it.” I glare toward Spencer. “Better not have been him that did it.”

“So…you don’t want to…” He exhales hard, rather embarrassed.

“The observation deck of Victory Tower wouldn’t have been my first choice, no. I figured we were going to go out to dinner, see a movie, go back to your place and barely make it through the door… You know, a traditional third date. Never had one of those, personally. I was kind of looking forward to it.” I look over his choice of attire again. “But you would’ve done it up here, huh?”

He looks at his feet. “Well, this isn’t what I’m in to, but it’s you, and the wrong brain was doing the thinking, I guess.”

“Sorry to interrupt this fanfiction moment, but would you kindly let me out of here?” Spencer’s awake, or Yullman is. I doubt that the circle exorcised him from the Coyote. I turn toward him, not meeting his eyes.

“No can do, not until I get the hopper out of you, Spencer. And don’t even try telling me he’s gone, I’m not that dumb.”

He smiles. “Ask me something only I would know, then.”

“You already said you know everything Spencer knows. Shouldn’t have let that slip, really. And you were Ra’keth?” I roll my eyes. “I thought you had to be smart to be a sorcerer.”

Yullman struggles against the bonds of the pentacle, the silvery light wrapping about his legs with wispy tendrils. “You’ve only held this body, Apprentice, you can’t hold me.”

Rage fuels the word as it leaves my mouth. “Silence.”

His mouth moves, but no words emerge. I drop the spell, both because of the effort required to maintain it and because of whom I learned that spell from.

“You don’t get to call me Apprentice. Not now, not ever. Just shut up and sit there until Hades collects your ass.”

At that, Yullman laughs. “Don’t you find it odd that he hasn’t arrived yet? This is, as you said, his domain.”

I perk a brow, focusing on his nose rather than his eyes. “What are you talking about?”

“A building filled with gods of death and the underworld, and not a single one of them coming to your aid. Interesting, no? There are advantages to being a Sorcerer King, Apprentice, even in this unfortunate state. My Fate is beyond their ken. They are forbidden to interfere with our affairs unless we let them. I could tear this building to its foundations, and they could do little about it save tend to the aftermath.”

He smiles cruelly. “Give in, James. Submit and let me in. Eventually I’ll kill your friend, then…” Yullman appears lost in thought a moment. “Yes, your dragon companion, I’ll kill him too. Along with your coworkers…” His eyes light up. “Your brother, yes… I wonder what his soul will taste like?”

I drain my soul to a mote and extend my hand. “Lightning.”

The bolt slams into him, knocking him hard against the invisible wall created by the circle, sparks racing along his body, his face a mask of pain and confusion.

“James.” A hand squeezes my shoulder.

“What?” My gaze becomes a glare as I turn on Ozzie, and he lets go, backing away. In the window I see a faded reflection, and if this were the game, judging from my coal-black eyes, dark veins showing on my skin, it wouldn’t be difficult to discern which end of the alignment table I’d be on. “Oh my God.”

I always thought Spencer had been joking or exaggerating about this, how I appeared when I took in or used too much power, or drew upon my own soul. That…thing in the reflection, that’s not human.

I don’t want to be here anymore.

“James, help me!” Spencer’s voice comes through, tinged with agony, punctuated with choked sobs before it shifts back to Yullman’s words. “Let us finish this, Sorcerer. This one’s soul tastes of a trickster god’s seed. I refuse to further taint my palate with it.”

But you don’t always get to leave.

“Ozzie, when Spencer’s free, I need you to get him out of here, and go somewhere safe, somewhere I don’t know about. Can you do that for me?”

The Dwarf takes a step closer, worry in his eyes. “What are you going to do?”

“I’m the Ra’keth. I’m going to do my job. In case I don’t come back from this…” I press my lips to his, closing my eyes, blocking out the derisive laugh from Yullman as Ozzie pulls me into an embrace. For a few seconds, at least, the world… It doesn’t go away, just fades into a manageable distance. I wish I could say that I find inspiration in this moment, something that recharges my batteries or that I realize that I love Ozzie, but nothing like that happens.

What does happen is that I come back down to earth, that I see the options before me. I consider what I have at my disposal. Yullman was a Ra’keth, like me. He gave it up to cheat death, to avoid being collected by Hades and facing whatever judgment he had coming. Through me, he’ll be a true sorcerer again, and he’ll stop at nothing until he has me.

I break the kiss and try to smile. “I know you’re not seeing me at my best right now. But I promise our third date will go a lot smoother.” I hold his face in my hands. “So will you do it? Get Spence out?”

He nods readily.

“Okay, then get over there. Don’t look at him until I’m finished.”

What I’m going to do is insane, but I have to believe that if Spencer can fight Yullman from within, then I certainly can. He regained control, if only for a few seconds, when I struck him with the spell. I can’t keep hitting Spence with lightning. That would defeat the purpose of saving his life.

Ozzie moves behind the circle, focused on the floor. I have to do this. This is between Yullman and me. Ra’keth to Ra’keth.

I stand in front of the pentacle, take a deep breath. “All right, Yullman.”

With a wave of my hand, I dismiss the circle, the silver light fading into the ether. With that done, I look deep into Spencer’s eyes.

“Come on in.”


Chapter Twenty-Five

Spencer

Being struck by lightning and tackled by a horny Dwarf isn’t something I’d recommend to most people. But when you’ve been forcibly possessed by some ancient ghosty…thing? I have to tell you it really hits the spot. The downside is it hurts like hell, and you’re only capable of gibbering speech for about forty seconds while said horny Dwarf drags you toward an elevator.

James is standing by the window, gripping the railing, shuddering visibly, but given the look on his face, it’s not a bad kind of shuddering. It’s the ecstatic kind, the someone-just-went-down-on-me-for-the-first-time kind. When he looks toward Ozzie and me, he gestures toward the elevator door. “Close.”

Both of us have to dive out of the way, the doors slamming shut fast and hard enough to damage them. He wags a finger at us. “Now now, it would be so rude to leave.”

“James, I know you’re in there, fight him!”

He waves a hand dismissively. “None of that, Trickster. He spent himself almost completely trying to free you.” He runs his hands along his body. “So much power in this one. Pity the last one had to hide himself so well. The blood has truly weakened since my day.”

“James, c’mon, fight him, resist, take control, beat him, destroy him. That’s what you’re supposed to do. You’re supposed to win, I know you can!”

He laughs, and the Dwarf advances toward him. James waves a hand, and Ozzie is knocked back hard into the closed elevator doors. The sorcerer yawns, bored. “Stop wasting your breath, Coyote, you’re embarrassing—”

I scale the Ace of Hearts at him. “Mizu!”

The water explodes from the card, encasing his legs in ice and holding him fast to the floor. He looks down at the frozen sabatons and snorts, unimpressed. “Truly?”

The ice cracks and shatters into jagged shards, and his eyes close a second. “I’d send these at you, but you have another trick up your sleeve, don’t you?” The ice dissolves into a violent blue-black energy that flows into his hands, and he moans softly in reaction.

I glance back at Ozzie while…what was his name? It’s not Yullman, I know that. While he was in my body, I could swear I knew his real name but it’s already fading. I think it started with an X. “You okay?”

The Dwarf picks himself up slowly. “We’re a hardy folk.” He rubs the back of his head. “Well, my father’s family are, at least.” He takes in the dented, shut doors, the possessed sorcerer. “We’re going to die, aren’t we?”

I shrug. “Probably yeah, as soon as he’s finished preening. Once the monologue starts we’re screwed.” I chew my lip. “Maybe James just needs time to gather his energy? Fight him off?”

The sorcerer’s gaze settles on me. “There will be no fighting me off. I wish you would simply accept…”

His face strains, his eyes going green for the barest of seconds. “The stone.” They return to black as he chuckles darkly. “I’m surprised, Apprentice. I didn’t think you had it in you.” He appears distracted, looking here and there. “Where are you hiding…”

I take the opportunity and grab Ozzie’s hand, dashing to the stairs leading to the roof, the Dwarf’s flip-flops slapping loudly against the floor as we run. The door is thrown open as we rush up the steps, laughter behind us as the sorcerer follows calmly.

The roof doesn’t look like it did the last time I was here. For starters, there’s no crimson funnel of magical death being pulled down from the sky, no massive enchanted circle, and no crazy sorcerer bent on killing me and ending the world.

Well, no crazy sorcerer yet.

Instead, it’s a barren space, save communications towers and ventilation units.

“We’re still trapped,” Ozzie says, frantically slamming the door closed—no lock on this side, nothing to use for a barricade. “What’s up here?”

I look around quickly, trying to keep calm. Stay in control, Spence. Fate wouldn’t screw you this badly. You’ve suffered through a lot in the last couple days, and it all has to mean something.

Please, God, let it all mean something.

With a breathless laugh of relief, I point toward the ledge of the roof. “There. Hurry!” The Dwarf follows after me as we reach the heavy, gently rocking frame of the window-washing platform that’s still reeled in. I help Ozzie in, the cart devoid of harnesses, only the control on the floor of it. It creaks and sways as we get on, and I do my best not to look down, as vertigo is definitely not needed.

The door leading back down to the observation deck literally flies off its hinges, nearly tumbling over the opposing ledge as the possessed sorcerer steps onto the roof, closing his eyes as the night wind buffets his face. I hit the button to start the car’s descent, the sound of the machine getting his attention.

“You wish to go down, Spencer?” He smiles wickedly. “I can aid you with that.”

I glance at Ozzie and whisper, “Hold on to the frame. Hold on tight.” He nods, shaking either from cold or fear or both, gripping the railing. I hold on as well.

By all rights, this shouldn’t work. Window-washing platforms may look shoddy, but they do have safety features to prevent what I’m about to do. The mechanisms running this thing would have to be long past needing a tune-up and a hair’s breadth away from being a full-on deathtrap.

But I’m on the job now, and a Ra’keth is the mark. Fate abhors nothing more than a sorcerer, but those ladies would likely prefer a slightly inept dishwasher to a body-hopping psychopath.

James had managed to regain control, if only for a little while, to give me a message. The stone.

No clue what that means, honestly, but Dave might, or hell, even Hades might. But I can’t ask them while I’m trapped on a roof with my potential murderer, can I?

The sorcerer peers over the ledge while we descend at a snail’s pace, and the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end while he gathers his power. Now or never.

So I raise the control in my hand, and I bash it down hard against the railing.

I trust Fate.

The cart plummets, hard wind cutting at my face as we fall floor after floor after floor, the supporting cables screaming in whinnying pitches. The Dwarf isn’t screaming, but luckily I’m doing enough for the both of us. I’d make some quip about me not being proud of it, but considering I’m headed down to the lower floors the fast way, to hell with being manly.

I start banging on the controls with my free hand, hitting the buttons over and over again, which only causes the lights on the control to flicker. The force at which we’ll hit the ground will likely do the job as far as killing us goes, but it can’t happen like this. Damn it, I’m not supposed to die like this.

Faster and faster, the ground coming up to meet us. Not the fall that kills you, just the sudden stop at the end. Ha ha.

I may be the sidekick, but James is on the sideline, so it’s up to me to step up and fill in. I need to be the hero.

“Damn it, Fate, I am not going to die like a bitch.” Maybe she’ll hear me if I call in Sigil. I can speak that, I’m a Bard. I need to tell my stories.

Running out of time. Oh fuck, we’re going too fast.

I can’t die, I can’t die… “Stop this now!”

The brakes squeal loudly as they clamp down on the cable, smoke rising off the steel as our descent slows, but not nearly slow enough. The cart slams into the pavement, literally bouncing a couple of feet upward before colliding again, my legs feeling like they’ve been hit with sledgehammers, my stomach practically caught in my throat.

Far above there’s an ear-shattering roar that echoes throughout Victory Square, probably assumed to be a low-flying plane that barely missed the tower. But even from this distance, I can see the white shape against the dark of the night sky, see the silhouette as it passes in front of the moon. A dragon. Another one of James’s tricks co-opted by that asshole.

But we’re alive to fight another day.

I stumble out of the cart and stagger around for a few seconds while I let that sink in. I practically fell off Victory Tower and survived. Definitely worth thanking Fate over, but I don’t whoop for joy just yet. There’s an etiquette to these sorts of things, you know. Expectations.

Since I’m in the hero role, I don’t have the option of dancing a jig on the sidewalk for the entertainment of the passersby who are coming to looky-loo at the platform that fell right in front of them. However, something will be expected, something must be said to justify this spectacle before the Dwarf and I exit stage left ASAFP.

Instead, after Ozzie disembarks and proceeds to vomit in a nearby trash can, I give a Coyote smile to a passing woman—attire elegant and expensive, hair model-perfect and just so, legs long, skin great—who is making eye contact. I bow gracefully to her and motion to the platform as if it’s all perfectly natural.

“Evening, ma’am. Going up?”


Chapter Twenty-Six

James

“You’ll do fine.” Dad smirks as he pulls the car out of the driveway onto Briar Wood Lane. “I know you had your heart set on Oxford, but Allora’s just as good.”

I look out the window, not saying anything. It’s something Mum does, but mostly it keeps me from having to talk.

“You give any thought to your major?” Fishing for conversation.

“Literature.” I still don’t look at him.

“Won’t get you work.” He says it matter-of-factly, no judgmental tone, even though I know the real reason.

“You’d rather I got a business degree? Took up accounting?” My eyes dart to him for a second but return to watching the world outside.

“This grumpiness you’re trying to perfect, Miles?” He smiles knowingly. “You get it from me.” He shrugs. “The bitchiness, that’s more your mother.” He sighs. “How long are you going to cling to that accent?”

“Why is it whenever I come back here—”

He makes a turn, before glancing at me. “When you come home, you mean.”

That earns a glare. “Is it now?”

“Miles, I’m driving my youngest son to college. At least allow me the opportunity to savor the moment.”

“Going to be relishing the empty nest, I take it? Whatever will you do now that there’s no reason to have a nanny?”

At that, the car comes to a complete halt on the shoulder, and he turns in his seat to face me. “Look at me. Look at me, Miles.”

I don’t.

“You’re married. And you philander whenever you have the slightest leeway. And now I get to attend your alma mater, and perhaps they’ll expect the same out of me. At least in Oxford I was a professor’s son, a stigma I could live with.”

“Your mother and I barely speak anymore, Miles. And I don’t stray anywhere near as much as she’ll lead you to believe.”

“But you still stray.” I don’t look at him. “What about the pilot, hm? I could’ve just as easily been her son.”

“Miles, look at me.” His voice softens. “Please.”

Resignedly, I do, only to find his eyes black, dark veins spreading across his face. “Miles, is it? Why, you are just full of surprises…”

I throw open the car door and jump out into—

 

“Adventure!” I grin big, as the sun is bright, the sky cloudless. The breeze moves the tall grass in visible waves. Thom and I stomp a path through it as we run toward a tree. He’s wearing a breastplate made of cardboard, a bedsheet tied around his neck, and he carries a large stick. I’m holding a billiard cue and wearing a bathrobe four sizes too big, so I’m not running as fast as he is. That and he’s still older than I am.

The tree is an oak, too tall to estimate how many feet or meters, and casts a long shadow over the field, amplified by the innumerable leaves and the approaching dusk. Thom and I have decided that the tree is magic, and in danger from… Well, we haven’t decided yet, but it will certainly require a stalwart knight and a noble sorcerer to defeat it.

We’re both tired by the time we reach the tree though, so we slump against the trunk to catch our collective breath. Thom says with a sigh, “This isn’t much fun anymore.”

“But we haven’t even started yet.” I pout. “And you promised you would if I gave you the rest of my birthday cake.”

He winces, rubbing his stomach. “Yeah. That might be why I don’t feel so good.” Thom looks behind the tree, toward the setting sun. “Mommy and Daddy are yelling again.” His eyes are a bit darker in the low light. “Daddy’s going to go back home soon.”

I sniffle, they have been yelling a lot. Loud enough to echo through the halls and wake me in the night. “I don’t wanna go, though. I like it here with Mommy.” I fight back more tears. “How do you even know?”

He shrugs. “Dunno. Just know.” The field goes dark as the sun disappears over the distant trees. “We should get back, before they get worried.”

“I’ll catch up.”

Thom nods and starts across the field toward our grandparents’ manor. So much for adventure. I used to never have to ask Thom, now I have to bribe him.

“An odd place to find a young one, I must admit.”

I jump, hearing a voice from above me, and look up to see an older man, dressed in black pants, wearing a tunic, a real cloak, a silver circlet around his head. He hops down from the branch in front of me. “Who might you be?”

I shake my head quickly. “Daddy says not to talk to strangers.”

“Understandable, I am indeed a strange one at times.” He tilts his head, a gesture that reminds me of a dog, for some reason. “What are you doing out here at the twilight hour…” he motions to my bathrobe, “…dressed as you are?”

“Playing pretend.”

He doesn’t advance toward me but smiles warmly. “A fine pursuit, to be certain. What are you pretending, childling?”

I gulp. He seems like a nice man, but he’s a stranger. “I’m pretending to be a sorcerer. That…that the tree’s full of fairies. My brother and I were playing pretend that we were going to save it from something.”

He laughs, but it’s not scary, definitely amused. “Oh, dear boy, if you only knew the truth in your words.”

I chew my lip. “What are you doing here, mister?”

He bows grandly. “Visiting my old stomping grounds. It is my day, young sorcerer. There are still some who honor it, though they know not why. I take what is left behind in the fields.” The man peers at me. “I don’t suppose you have anything left over to gift me?”

I shake my head. “I already gave my brother the rest of my birthday cake.”

He snorts in slight aggravation. “A pity. I would gather it is your birthday, then?”

I nod readily. “I’m eight.” I puff myself up with a bit of pride.

“Is that so? I’ll wager you’ll be wanting a boon then.”

I take a tentative step toward him. “Is that like a present?”

He nods. “It is, should you want it.”

“What is it?”

He looks thoughtful and gets a light in his eyes. “A gift for a young sorcerer on the Phouka’s day.” He smiles, but there’s a slight edge of mischief to it. “What would you like? A flute that plays itself? Perhaps a mirror that will show you secrets? A pair of boots that will dance to any music?”

“Will you tell me a story?” I ask, hopeful.

Confusion crosses his face. “Beg pardon, young master?”

“Daddy doesn’t tell me stories anymore, and Mommy says she has enough stories at work. Will you tell me one?”

He laughs again, but it’s definitely filled with pride. “My boy, you are certainly asking the right Phouk for a story.”

A Phouk. One of the Fair Folk. I freeze, trying to remember the rules that Mommy taught me. I shake my head, stepping away. “No no, I know about Phouka. You don’t tell good stories.”

The pride falls from his face, shock first replacing it, then barely concealed insult. “I beg your pardon?”

“Mommy says only the sidhe tell good stories, that they’re so good you won’t notice years have gone by. And maybe trolls, if you want a scary story, but I don’t like scary ones. She also says Phouka only want to make you look foolish.”

He narrows his eyes. “She does, does she? I will have you know I can spin yarns that even the Noble Ones are enthralled by, stories that touch the soul and heal the heart. Tales that exalt the mighty and damn the unworthy with naught but words. Do you have any idea who you are speaking to, young sorcerer?”

I shrug. “A braggart?”

Rage fills his eyes. “You think me merely boasting? Exaggerating? I am the Riordan, dear boy, and I swear I will spin you a tale that will make all else pale in comparison, a story that will rest in your heart until you draw final breath.”

I step toward him again. “Prove it.”

He glares down at me. “I will.”

“You promise?”

“Of course, I promise.”

I peer at him. “I don’t believe you. You don’t sound sincere.”

His hands tighten into fists. “I promise I will.” He laughs. “Oh yes, I most certainly will.”

I sit down on the grass and smile. “Okay!”

The Phouk blinks a few times before sighing. “You goaded me into that, didn’t you?”

“And you promised three times. Mommy says the Fair Folk have to do anything they swear to do three times.”

He visibly sags. “And here I believed no one taught you people anything anymore.” He gives me a playful grin. “But I didn’t swear as to when I would tell you this story.”

“Aw…” I pout. “I forgot about that.”

The Phouk tousles my hair. “Worry not, young sorcerer, when the time comes, I’ll tell you the tale. I keep to my word.” He winks. “Just not today.” He shoos me off. “Get along home now. I won’t have folk thinking I took you and left a changeling in your place. I’m hardly a sidhe.”

I stare off toward the manor for a moment, and when I look back at the man, he’s gone, a large black wolfhound in his place, who barks several times before trotting off into the tall grass, toward the woods.

I start toward the manor when I hear the Phouk barking, and turn to face him. He’s human again, his eyes black, dark veins spreading across his face.

“Then again, Miles, it is my day, and I am entitled to all that’s left in the field…” He rushes at me, his hands closing around my throat and starting to squeeze and—

 

The room is dark, cold, but the covers are warm. There’s a clock on the wall shaped like a cat, its tail wagging with the seconds, its eyes sweeping back and forth across the room. I don’t like it. Every now and then it meows loudly, keening again and again, and it’s scary and if those eyes see me the cat will jump off the wall and take me away from Mommy and Daddy.

I hug my stuffed lion tightly, burying my face in his scratchy mane. He wears a kilt, because I told Mommy and Daddy I wanted a Scottish lion for my birthday. Mommy said there was no such thing, but Daddy got one for me. He tells me stories about him and speaks in a funny voice, but he’s working in the City tonight. So I can’t hear any stories about Sir Leo MacNamara, Defender of St. Andrews. Mommy says that St. Andrews doesn’t need any defending except maybe from Stew Pidamara Kanz, whoever he is. Daddy says it’s an in…insta…in-stay-two-shun.

The cat on the wall is mean and scary, but as long as I stay under the covers it won’t see me, and Sir Leo will scare it away.

“Miiiiiilesssss…”

The voice is soft, carried on the wind, but didn’t John shut the window? He’s supposed to shut the windows and the closet door and leave the nightlight on, but he sent me to bed early because there’s a girl he asked over to play. He didn’t want to tell me any stories about Sir Leo and wouldn’t get me a drink of water.

“Miiiiiiiiiiiiillllleeesssssss…”

The voice is mean and taunting, and I whimper, hugging Sir Leo to me, trying not to cry. Sir Leo would be brave and scare the voice away.

A cold wave drifts through the room, a chortle echoing through the air just before the cat clock begins meowing loudly, frighteningly.

I cry out, scream for John, for Mommy, for Daddy, but no one answers. The covers are roughly pulled off me, making me scream even louder, cold hands getting a hold of my legs and dragging me off the bed, Sir Leo being dragged along with me as I’m flipped over onto my back. The closet door opens, ominously with a loud creak as I see that arms of pure darkness have ahold of me. My screams go primal, louder, as I’m pulled toward the open closet door.

Within it, the clothes, the toys on the floor and my coats are all gone, just a gaping maw of darkness where I hear my name called again and again and again, much more eagerly with each repetition. I let go of Sir Leo to frantically grab at the doorframe, screeching for help, holding on as tight as I can as I’m pulled up off the floor.

My fingers start to come loose, slipping their grip, tears streaming from my face. I lose my grip, I’m pulled into…

My wrist is roughly grabbed, pulled hard, a strange man wearing clothes like John, but having red hair like Daddy, but with a white stripe in front, he’s holding on to me.

“Not you, I’m not losing you,” he says as he pulls me away from the closet. The cold darkness tugs at me again, and the man holds me fast, lifting his free hand and aiming it behind me at the closet, his eyes glowing brightly for a moment. “Lightning!”

A silver bolt fires from his hand into the darkness. The cold lets me go suddenly, and we both topple over onto the floor. He hugs me close to him like I hug Sir Leo, stroking my hair. “It’s all right. You’re going to be all right.”

“What’d you do?” I look at the closet, which now has my summer clothes in front and my winter clothes stuffed in the back, and my toys and board games in a pile on the floor.

He smiles, but it’s a sad smile, like Daddy’s. “Magic.”

My eyes go wide. “Really?” I look at the man with renewed interest—

—as the child looks up at me, grinning wide, the trauma of the previous minute already fading. “Could you teach me magic, mister?”

God, to think this was really me. I nod to him. “Yeah, when you’re a little older. C’mon, you’re not supposed to be out of bed.” I gather the covers off the floor, tuck him in. But he starts looking around the room worriedly. “What’s wrong, Miles?”

“Sir Leo. Where’s Sir Leo?” He sniffles. I forgot how easily I’d turn on the waterworks back then. I search the room and find a large—for a six-year-old—stuffed lion, wearing a kilt and sash. I smile at the sight of him. Right…

“Sir Leo MacNamara, right?” Miles eagerly nods, holding out his hands for him. “Defender of St. Andrews?” I give him the lion, and he clutches him tightly.

“You’ve heard of Sir Leo?” he asks hopefully.

“Yeah uh…” I chew my lip. “My dad used to tell me stories about him.”

I now have his undivided attention. “Did you ever hear the story about the time Sir Leo saved St. Andrews from the Hedgehog Knights?”

I can’t help it, maybe because I remember that one. I try to do my father’s rendition of the Scottish lion as best I can. “Aye, ’twas a prickly affair.” I sit on the edge of the bed, keeping an eye out for anything else that might come in.

I’m vaguely aware of what’s going on. I let Yullman in so I could fight him on my turf. Unfortunately it turns out I’m not familiar enough with my own turf to mount a worthwhile defense. Am I reliving my memories? I don’t remember Dad driving me to college, nor meeting a Phouka just before Mom and Dad split up again. I certainly don’t remember almost getting dragged into my closet by a monster made out of pure darkness.

Is it Yullman? Is he corrupting my memories somehow? It all feels so familiar, right up to the point where I’m practically killed, but how much can I believe?

“Do you know any other ones?” He’s trying to hold back tears, understandable, considering he was nearly eaten by his closet. He wants to know that Sir Leo can still save the day.

Is Miles just a memory? Is he my inner child, my soul? All I know for certain is that I saved him from whatever nightmare Yullman had sent at him, at me. If I’m going to fight him, I need to go on the offensive. But I don’t have the power or the strength. Even trapped in my dreams and memories, I feel devoid of power.

For now, then, I need to keep Miles safe, keep his light from being snuffed out.

“Yeah. Um…” I think back and find nothing. “I don’t really remember any other ones.”

“There’s no more stories?”

I shake my head and offer feebly, “Maybe I can make up a new one?”

“Can it have magic? And dragons?”

“I can work in some dragons, yeah. Maybe in this one Sir Leo will meet a new friend.” I smile in spite of myself. “Radcliffe the Sorcerer. And yes, there will definitely be magic.”

I take a breath, and look around the room, sweeping my hand in the direction of the doors and windows. “Close. Lock. Wall.”

All of the portals immediately slam shut, click loudly, and then take on a wavering shimmer. This is still my mind, damn it.

Miles makes a frightened sound, but I smile at him. “Don’t worry, that’s just to keep the monsters out. Now…” I stretch and start mining fresher memories of recent gaming sessions. “Once upon a time, near the rolling moors of St. Andrews, Sir Leo MacNamara was out for a stroll…”


Chapter Twenty-Seven

Spencer

I’m nudged awake by Ozzie, having nodded off in his car. I didn’t dream, there was just a void, exhaustion finally having caught up with me. I guess being possessed and having a dead Ra’keth nibbling on your soul will tucker a guy out.

I can’t really describe what it was like. It was not being able to breathe, see, hear, taste—all of my senses were commandeered. I thought it’d be something like a window, and I’d be helpless to watch as my body was used for nefarious purposes. Turns out that helpless was the only true part of my expectations. Weird, TV failed me yet again.

I take inventory, and mostly I’m sore, achy, the kind of pain that’s encouraging because you didn’t fuck yourself up too bad, but dissuading enough to remind you that you shouldn’t try something stupid again. I’ll count myself lucky. By all rights, most of my bones should probably be shattered.

“Where are we?” At least I don’t sound like I’ve been gargling razor blades, just tired, almost apathetic. James mentioned that the soul is the seat of the conscience, of emotion, of give-a-damn…ed…ness. Makes sense that knowing a sorcerer-turned-dragon gallivanting around the City’s skyline doesn’t concern me anywhere near as much as it should.

“The diner. I…didn’t know where else to go.”

I look out the window and see the CLOSED sign in the window, but a light still on in the kitchen.

The Dwarf looks at me. “We’re going to get him back, right?”

“Right. Just, uh, need to figure out how to do something like that. I’m a little rusty at the hero gig, rushed plans aren’t really my forte. Any chance zombies are involved? I’ve got a lot of scenarios concerning them.” It’s an odd feeling to have your mind clear but feel too tired to even be afraid of the zombie apocalypse. Now I’m getting concerned.

Ozzie helps me out of the car, no worse for wear despite his being on the window-washing platform with me. Escaping was relatively easy, considering the late hour and having enough adrenaline pumping to just run like hell to Ozzie’s car.

At least Fate’s riding shotgun, it would seem. That’s always nice. James told me “the stone” and here we are, where we can talk to someone who might have some idea what that means.

I bang on the front door several times, then again, then again, until Dave emerges from the back, grumbling as he makes his way over. He’s about to unlock the door when he recognizes me, but then snorts, a plume of smoke colliding with the glass. When Ozzie waves to him though, he grudgingly opens it. “All right, what’s going on?”

“It’s…” I’m about to tell him everything when I notice that Dave’s wearing something around his neck, which is odd, because he’s really not the jewelry type. It’s a gemstone, a diamond, looks like. A really big one. I’ll admit my eyes go wide, and my soul manages to shake off a bit of its stupor. That’s the kind of take that would set me, my kids, my kids’ kids up for life, and buy me lap dances until the end of time, and earn me soooooo many stories from Grandpa, and… “So pretty.”

A large hand is waved in front of my face. “Coyote, snap out of it.”

I blink a few times. “Oh God, I was just distracted by shinies, wasn’t I?” The dragon nods and clutches the diamond in his claws. “Well, that’s embarrassing.” I set to relating the details of the evening.

“You let him do what?” A small gout of flame accompanies the end of the question. We’ve moved the discussion into the kitchen, and I’m trapped between the dragon and the stove.

“It’s not like it was my decision. I was possessed, James invited the bastard in, and he sort of…lost it.”

“He risked his soul to save you?”

I fold my arms. “I take offense at that. I’m just as valuable to the world as he is. Here I thought you’d applaud him for his heroic sacrifice. He took all the burden on himself though no one asked or even suggested it, all so he could be self-righteous and guilt me about it later. It was very Catholic of him.” I hold up a hand in surrender. “Truce, truce, we’re not helping him right now. He managed to break through and said something about a stone. Do you know what he’s talking about?”

Ozzie nods, gently tugging the dragon away from me. “It seemed very important. It might be the key to helping James.” His eyes fall on the diamond, and he lifts it, inspecting it. “This…isn’t from here.”

I give Ozzie a dubious look. “Of course it’s not. We don’t have many diamond mines in the US.”

The Dwarf gives me an indulgent glance. “I mean it’s a relic. From another world before this one.” He looks to Dave. “May I?”

Dave snorts another plume of smoke, but nods. “He gave it to me to watch over, said it should be enough to keep me alive, seeing as my hoard’s tied up in a construction lien.”

Ozzie waves off the potential discussion with one hand while he slowly rotates the stone before his eyes. “There’s Sigil inscribed on the facets. There’s…” he whistles softly, “…a lot of power in this thing.”

I blink at him. “You can read it?”

“Of course I can read it, I’m Fae. Well, Fae enough. Where’d James get this?”

“Don’t know, actually. He had it during the storm. It’s how we found our way through it and uh…brought Marvin to life.” Might as well explain that to him. “Marvin’s a—”

“Self-aware commuter train named after the android in Hitchhiker’s.” He smiles. “James introduced us.”

Already taking him to meet the kids, eh?

“Well, I’m the one who named him. James hasn’t even read that book.”

The dragon looks between the two of us. “Can we concentrate on the more important matter? The Ra’keth is possessed. I need to inform the Council.”

I chuckle nervously. “He’s, uh, also turned himself into a dragon and is currently flying around the City. And I don’t know how to track him down or stop him without being eaten.”

The dragon eyes me. “All the more reason to contact the Council. Though they probably know already.”

“Regardless, Dave.” I point at the diamond. “James needs the stone.”

The dragon holds up the stone. “Do you even know what this is? How priceless this relic is?”

“Jesus, would you stop thinking about your hoard? James needs it, weren’t you listening to me?”

“Are you certain it was him?” Dave lets the stone spin on the chain, throwing bits of light here and there in the kitchen. “Do you know what a Ra’keth could do with something like this? You could be giving that creature the very thing it needs to take over James forever. A Ra’keth of old in a new Ra’keth’s body with all of his power back? Do you think the world could handle a threat like that?”

Ozzie stops the stone from spinning. “Then this is bait. And unless we want James coming here and destroying the building and most of the block to get it, we need to take it somewhere else.” The Dwarf looks me hard in the eye. “I’m in, and I’m not backing out.”

“Why? Not that I’m ungrateful for the help, but you met him, like, two days ago. What were you even doing up there on the observation…”

Dressed in mesh shorts, light T-shirt, flip-flops when he can clearly afford more, given how expensive his car is. I remember what Thornton told me earlier, the trick he was going to pull on James.

“Ozzie, were you up there to get laid?”

Turns out that Dwarves convey indignant rage pretty well without saying a word.

“I thought so. Did, uh, James tell you to go up there?”

After a few seconds, he mutters under his breath something similar to “not that it’s any of your damned business but…”

“It wasn’t James.”

Dave and Ozzie both stare at me, the dragon speaking first. “He was possessed earlier, then?”

I shake my head and hold up one finger to ask them to wait a moment. I leave the kitchen, going into the hallway where all eyes are off me, and take a deep breath, bringing up James in my mind, letting the cloak form before I head back in to the pair. “See? It’s not hard for Coyotes to cloak. According to my grandfather this used to be a common way of getting Ra’keth in trouble. We’d do all manner of things cloaked as a sorcerer, and then…” I exhale, letting the illusion fade. “We let the cloak drop and let the Keth take the fall. Simple.” I point at Ozzie, who gapes, wide-eyed. “My half brother likely tricked you. He’s trying to get James laid to lighten him up.”

The dragon now looks, well, pissed. “So…he was cloaked here earlier?”

I blink. “Hey, don’t get mad at me. I’ve never cloaked as James, until now. You have any idea what he’d likely do to me? I know that whole threat he does about transmuting my prostate to a pound of unsalted butter is bullshit, but I think he’d take the time to learn if I tried.” Oh God, Thornton was cloaked as James and left alone with a dragon. “Why, what’d he do?”

“Gave him the day’s deposit.”

I visibly wince. “Shit. He’s probably already on his way out of town. Let me check something. I’ll be out in the diner, don’t worry.” I head out and sit in a booth, dialing the cell, not bothering with the headset. Bank picks up on the second ring.

“Cracker, what the hell’s going on?”

“It fell apart. Again.”

I hear cursing on the other side of the line that has a lot of angry chittering tossed in. Great, now I’m dealing with an aggravated Spider too.

“What. Happened.”

How to start? “Thornton happened. And I think he’s in the wind. He filched some cash from the diner, and stealing cars is nothing for him. He could be on the interstate speeding away as we speak. And the only guy who can find him and yank him back is currently possessed and rampaging around the City. By the way, probably need some help with that last bit.”

After a long pause, he answers. “So. This is your life now.”

“Yeah,” I say, slumping against the back of the booth. “Aren’t you glad you called me for a ride?”

“What exactly are you asking me to do here, Cracker? Because I saw that dragon buzz Victory Tower, and I don’t like the idea of getting its attention. Trapping dragons is not in my skill set.”

Get its attention. Trap a dragon.

“Bank, hold on a second.” I cover the phone. Okay, Spence, there’s some inklings of a plan, just let it all come together.

I need to… Wait, Bank can probably do that.

But even if that works, wouldn’t it… No, Ozzie can probably do that if he’s inspired enough to hurry.

But if that works, won’t I need… Wait, as long as it doesn’t leave the premises, it’ll still be part of it.

But how do I tell the plan to… I check my pockets and find most of my cards gone but, thank Fate, one still remains, the one that I need.

I set to telling the rest of the group the idea.

Bank: “Cracker, have you lost your damned mind?”

“Nope, it’s right where I left it. I’m asking you, can you do it?”

“Yes, but just because the con’s blown and we’re out a few hundred Gs, it don’t mean you have to commit suicide.”

“Do it, and let me worry about the consequences.”

Ozzie: “Are you insane?”

“That’s purely a legal term. I’m asking if it can be done, Ozzie. Remember, this is for James, this could save his life.”

“Spencer, this could kill him.”

“Not if you do it right, but you have to work fast.”

Ozzie rubs his face. “This is…this is crazy.”

“But crazy enough to maybe work. Please, can you do it?”

“I’ll…I’ll do it. But if this doesn’t work…”

Dave: “Do you honestly think I’m that stupid?”

“Not that stupid, no. I promise it’ll be all right, Dave.”

“You think I’ll take a Coyote’s promise?”

“I’m not my brother, Dave. Please. I’ll bring it right back, but I need it to sell this whole thing. If I screw you over, then call the Council on my head, I don’t care. I know this can happen, but we all have to work together to save James.”

The dragon closes his eyes, thinking. I’ve only got one more stop after this, but it doesn’t work unless Dave’s on board.

Finally, reluctantly, he takes the diamond off and places it in my open palm. I don’t know how much of this is Coyote charm and how much of this is him wanting to help James. I could run off and be set for life, but being a trickster doesn’t mean I’m an asshole. Even a fool can tell right from wrong.

Still though, nothing says this’ll work for my part of it.

Don’t worry, I’ll tell you all about it later.

I head outside, holding the stone in my palm. Normally, I’d need cards to pull this off. But if this is the stone that James was wearing last year, then it’s like a magical battery, a focus. It should respond to Sigil, and since I’m a Bard…

I extend my hand down the vacant street and take a deep breath, visualizing the Ace of Spades, letting my Bardic tongue shape the syllables into Sigil. “Wind.”

The stone glows in my hand as a twisting column of air surges forth from my outstretched fingers, the vortex catching an abandoned junker and flipping it over several times before it crashes into the pavement.

“Oh, hell yes.” I stare at the wreckage for a few seconds, then look down at the stone, back at the overturned car, and at the stone again. “I have got to get me one of these.”

I make the journey to the 65th and L station where, as luck would have it, the Blue Line is waiting. When Fate’s riding shotgun, she pulls no punches.

I get in the lead car and see the circle still in the floor, gently glowing. “Marvin? You awake?”

“Greetings!” His voice is cheery, as usual, and I need to make sure I do this right. I’m not tricking him, but I don’t want to worry him either.

“Marvin, there’re a few things that I need you to do, okay? First, I want you to get everyone off the train except for me. This is a job we need to do alone.”

Almost immediately the train goes dark and the emergency lights come on, and Marvin begins telling the passengers that due to technical difficulties, they must disembark the train, thanks them for their patience and using the UTA, and reminds them to mind the gap.

It’s effective. Even the driver leaves while I hide in the shadows as the train empties. The moment the doors close I speak up. “Marvin, don’t talk, not until we’re out of the station, but I need you to get me to 90th and V, okay? And make sure they can’t call you back.”

I’ll admit I savor the look on the driver’s face as Marvin pulls away from the station, the train still dark inside, the man beating his fists and yelling after the car. Hopefully, they’ll chalk it up as hackers or a glitch or something.

After a few blocks, the lights come back on. “Good work, Marvin.” The lights brighten at that. “I just need to make a call, all right?”

I dial Bank, and he picks up on the first ring.

“How’s the recording?”

“Okay, it should be good enough to at least get the thing’s attention. Doesn’t sound anything like what you told me, though.”

“It’s Sigil, it’s not supposed to. The Ra’keth’s our only audience. Just make sure he hears it. I’ll text you when I get there.” I look out the window at the passing buildings. “Do I want to know where you are right now?”

“Grunstadt, with my girl. Don’t worry, I won’t get distracted.”

I perk a brow. “Even if she says now?”

“Even if.” A few seconds of silence on the line. “You know this is crazy, right? This is a sorcerer we’re talking about, Cracker.”

“Yeah, I know. But who else is going to do it? Who else would try, without probably killing him in the process? Besides, I’m the sidekick. It’s my job to risk my ass for the hero.”

“That and you like him.”

I roll my eyes. “We’re not getting into that right now, okay? If this goes south, there’s a billiard hall I need you to go to.” I give him the address. “Find a guy there practicing his masse shots. He’ll be the ruggedly handsome one. Or he’ll be the one who looks like a Coyote. Tell him everything, and hopefully he’ll be able to do something, rally the gods, I don’t know. And uh, head down to Ten Oaths and tell the receptionist I’m sorry I couldn’t do her that last favor.”

“Why not go now?”

“Because that would be signing a lot of death warrants, Bank. And I don’t kill people.” I take a deep breath as Marvin approaches the 90th and V station. “This is my stop, wish me luck.”

I hang up, because I don’t want him to tell me goodbye, I don’t want any sense of finality. When they say goodbye on TV, you always know someone’s going to die.

“Marvin, go dark and wait for me to come back. When I do, we’re going to have to get out of here fast, okay? Can you be ready, Marvin?”

“Of course!” His voice is cheery, mostly because he doesn’t suspect anything’s wrong. I can’t tell him what’s coming. Otherwise he might freeze up and everything will be screwed, plus he might end up slagged.

“Good, I’ll be back in a bit.”

I exit the train and descend to the street. It’s not too far to the storage lockers, a few blocks, but I pay attention to the routes regardless. On the way my phone rings, and I answer it. “Bank, seriously, I’m nearly there.”

“You fucked me right over, you know that?” Thornton.

“Seriously? You passed yourself off as James, robbed the diner, nearly got me killed, and you’re peeved because I passed you off to building security?”

“You narced. You ratted me out. Your own brother. You gave up a fellow Coyote, Spencer. Do you have any idea how deep in it you are?” He doesn’t sound that pissed anymore. In fact, he sounds like he’s fighting off laughter. “You can definitely say goodbye to being Granddad’s golden boy, that’s for sure. You had your fucking Spider friend burn one of my aliases, you informed on me to the Ra’keth and fucked up an Emerald…” He chuckles darkly. “Enjoy your prank, little brother. We’re even.”

The line goes dead.

How’d he get away from the guards? Hell, they were vampires, and even I couldn’t talk my way out of it. And he’s got no right to be pissed off at me. I was running a game of my own, and he went and tried to horn in on it.

But still, I’m worried, because he didn’t say it’d be a trick. It was going to be a prank. Tricks, you lose money, status, security, your jobs, relationships, the sort of things that make you stop and take stock of your priorities.

Pranks, you can lose your life.

I can’t proceed with the plan until I know what Thornton did or what he’s planning. I start to head back to the 90th and V station and send a text to Bank to hold off on the broadcast. It’s too late, though, I can hear it softly in the air, almost imperceptible. It’ll be audible to a dragon’s enhanced senses, no matter where he is in the City. It’s coming through loud and clear out here, my ears hearing fluent Sigil.

Spencer Crain, Scion of Coyote, does challenge the Lightning Rod to single combat for control of the throne.

I can feel the thrum of power in the air, the stone glowing brightly in my hand as a booming roar echoes on the wind, clouds beginning to obscure the late-June sky, rumbles of thunder approaching.

“Oh shit, I’m in it now.” No turning back, the curtain’s up, the con is on. I break into a run toward the storage facility, toward James’s sanctum.

Queue up the AC/DC, because there’s going to be a fight scene.


Chapter Twenty-Eight

James

I’m halfway through telling Miles about Sir Leo and Radcliffe partnering up to protect St. Andrews from an armored legion of giant raccoons when a strange keening cry reverberates through the room, the walls wobbling, shaking, until the door clatters loudly, bursting open with a rush of wind. The sound stops, and I get off the bed, positioning myself between the door and Miles.

“Finally broke through, huh?” I crack my knuckles, static pops joining the sound as silver sparks travel up and down my arms. “Come on, I’m ready.”

Maybe now I’ll see what Yullman truly looks like, or maybe he’ll just co-opt yet another memory, corrupt something else into his own tool.

What steps through the door is…not what I was expecting.

Firstly, it’s tall, over seven feet, humanoid, covered in tawny fur, with a long fiery-red mane, a literal mane, that even reaches down to its chest. It has the head of a lion and bright green nonfeline eyes, and wears a kilt and sash…

No fucking way.

“Sir Leo?” I keep myself calm. This could be a trick, and I shouldn’t be too surprised, considering that I’m trapped in my head. I glance behind me for a second, and the bed, along with Miles, is gone. “Where’s…”

When I look back at the lion, the rest of the room has vanished as well.

“Safe. Where he needs to be.” He steps closer, and I can see a giant claymore slung over his back. “You called, young master?” Even the voice is right, plenty of Scots in the vowels.

“I did?” I take a lap around him, seeing plenty of muscle, strength, the lion exuding an aura of confidence, leadership, justice. “I was just telling stories, I thought.”

He smiles, showing teeth, as I get back in front of him, but it’s strangely friendly. “You remember me.” He motions to me. “All grown up now, eh?” He nudges me with a chuckle, but it still knocks me back a foot.

“What are you doing here?”

He furrows his brow, confused. “You…you called, young master.” Sir Leo gestures to the void. “Do you not hear the challenge?”

“You mean Yullman?” I look where he’s pointing, but there’s nothing. I’m reminded of last year, the top of Victory Tower at the end of the world. It looked a lot like this.

“Nay, nay. The challenge.” His ears prick up, and I still can’t hear anything. “You’ve been challenged for the throne, young master.” He smiles proudly. “The little cub has grown to be a king.”

“I’ve been challenged? Now? I don’t even have control of my body, Leo, how the hell am I supposed to—”

The lion wags a finger. “Language, young master, language. Your father says you mustn’t curse.” He folds his arms. “He’ll also be rather cross that you’re up and about past your bedtime.”

“Leo, I’m twenty-three, I don’t have a bedtime anymore.” The lion scoffs at that—might as well placate him. “Besides, I can hardly go to bed if I’ve been challenged, right? I promise I’ll go to bed—”

“After you’ve brushed your teeth, young master.”

Oh God, really? “Yes, right after I’ve brushed my teeth—”

“And said your prayers.”

Dad would often remind me to do such using Sir Leo’s voice. I’d do it, because it meant I’d get to hear a new story the next night.

“Yes, yes, that too. I’ll do all of that after the challenge.” Honestly I’d rather tell him I’m not six years old. But he’s a seven-foot lion with a six-foot claymore, so I think I’ll not have a row with him.

“Fantastic!” He claps me on the shoulder, and I stagger to keep my footing. “It should be no challenge whatsoever, young master. After all, you’ve been challenged by a Coyote of all things. As if some scraggly scavenger could defeat you in fair combat.”

Coyote? “Spencer. Spencer is challenging me? But why? How? What would be the point in challenging me? It’s not like he’s a Ra’keth. I’d hate to think that this is so he could pull a trick on me. It must be part of some crazy plan, but hell—”

Sir Leo darts me a look.

“Er, heck, at least someone’s doing something out there, because all I’ve been able to manage in here is a war of attrition. The one who’s in here, Yullman, do you know how I can beat him, Sir Leo?”

He tilts his head curiously. “Why, simply challenge him to an honorable duel, young master. Perhaps a joust?”

“Yeah, he’s not the honorable type. He takes people’s bodies and devours their souls, no matter the consequences.”

The lion fumes at that. “The brigand. Surely we will face this contemptuous knave?” Wow, Dad really did get into the dialogue, even if it’s kind of eye-roll-worthy now. “Come, young master, let us hunt this rapscallion and give him what for!”

That doesn’t even sound accurate, but then again, Dad is third-generation Scottish, so I guess he figured he only had to get the accent right.

Sir Leo doesn’t wait for me. He strides off into the black, powerfully, and I have to chase after him. “I’m hardly prepared for an out-and-out fight. I don’t even know how to fight him.”

“Were you not telling tales of Radcliffe the Nearly Competent?” I seethe quietly at that. My character had earned himself a title from his mentor last gaming session, and that was it. Thanks a lot, Dave. “Can you not summon his aid as well?”

“How exactly do I do that? You showed up after I told a bunch of your stories, but I told ones with Radcliffe as well and I don’t see him anywhere. Besides, I played him, he was like a fantasy version of myself.” I look at Leo, and the lion waits expectantly until I finally trip over it. “I have to be Radcliffe, don’t I?”

He nods once, simply.

“Aw c’mon, Leo, I hate LARPing.”

He folds his arms. “You bore the activity no hatred when you were gallivanting about in your father’s bathrobe.”

“I was eight.”

“Aye, and have you not discovered that your magic comes from memory?” He turns away, motioning to the void. “Do you know where we are, young master?”

“A void?”

He shakes his head. “St. Andrews. This was my home, which I defended and now…” He glances over his shoulder at me. “Until you remembered the stories, I thought myself lost to the same void.” His attention returns to the emptiness. “And now there is only me, all that remains of my protectorate. There is a cold, young master, seeping through, numbing. Can you not feel it?”

And I do, in subtle urges to relax, give in, not care, sink into the void that surrounds us. And I know what it is. Yullman.

Yullman is consuming my soul.

“We have to stop this. No matter the cost. I can’t hide from him anymore. If it’s a little embarrassing, fine, but if I have to…” It takes some effort, but I manage to visualize the elf, the robes woven with moonsilk and golden thread, his staff wrought from silverwood with enchanted steel inlay, and several magical rings and necklaces that can produce devastating effects with naught but a simple spoken command.

I feel heavier and realize I’m dressed as Radcliffe, the robes and staff exactly as I imagined them. My hair has gone a soft forest green and hangs long down my back, draped around my shoulders, a white streak present. My features seem sharper, and my ears are long, pointed out and nearly horizontal when I touch them, my perception of elves having been colored by anime early on in life. My hands are almost dainty, lithe, the rings glowing gently on my fingers.

“Wow, Ozzie would love to see this.” The lion hms? and I answer, “A Dwarf I know.” I don’t really think I should explain that I’m also dating him, or would Leo know, since he lives in my head? I don’t want to think about it, I just want to confirm something.

I extend my hands off to the left, fingers outspread in a fan pattern. “Burning hands.”

A cone of flame erupts from the gap between my hands and surges forth about fifteen feet. The void flares for a moment, dark decaying shapes of buildings in the distance, moors melting into nothingness. St. Andrews, at least the one in the stories, is fading away.

I brandish my staff, check all of my rings and necklaces to make sure they’re charged. The staff itself bolsters my will, much like the stone does, but I’m thankful I don’t have the stone on me. A relic like that in Yullman’s hands could easily ensure I’d never get control of my body again. Thank God I gave it to Dave for safekeeping. No one better to guard a Ra’keth’s stuff than a dragon.

“All right, we need to get moving.”

“Aye.” He draws his claymore, and we both set off. The ground beneath my feet has the texture of mud and mire. My finely crafted boots are spattered with muck as we press on, my robes trailing slightly behind me. “But what of the challenge, young master?”

I have to believe that he has a good reason for this. Spencer wouldn’t just screw me over. He’s a friend, and he knows I’m possessed at the moment. More than likely this is some sort of diversion or stalling tactic or hell, er, heck, maybe he even has a plan to get Yullman out of my body so we can put him down for good. That’s a stretch, but I’ve learned to never be surprised around Coyotes.

“We answer it, Sir Leo. We answer it.”


Chapter Twenty-Nine

Spencer

The next roar to echo through the skies is closer, louder, and I know none of this would be happening if the Lightning Rod didn’t devote himself to a certain virginal pastime that prominently features dragons.

Currently, I’m in the storage locker, since only an off-brand padlock was keeping it closed and those are the easiest to rake. A nice little trick I learned growing up, and even though it’s obvious the lock was tampered with, it’ll still get the job done. Great thing to teach a seven-year-old, Dad.

I don’t know if I should be feeling any power, or if James/Yullman is tracking me down by scent. What I do know is that he’ll have to land if he wants a clean shot at me.

What I also know is that I’m holding a screaming diamond, a magical battery that can enable even a nonsorcerer to work magic. They’re mentioned in the Phouka’s Emerald in the Snow, a story I’m not allowed to tell anyone but has granted me a bit of status in the Feud, as well as the ability to turn myself into a coyote if no one’s looking.

In the story, at one point there was a crevasse filled with these things, and now I hold in my hand the only one left. Also in the story, a screaming diamond was used to kill the Ra’keth. Violently.

The sound of heavy wings beating gets my attention, the beast landing noisily in the parking lot, causing the structure to tremble and making me thankful there’s nothing to fall on me.

The dragon is about the size of a crosstown bus, his wingspan nearly the width of the lot, his scales a milky white and craggy like thick, brutish armor. Claws dig furrows into the asphalt, plenty of teeth visible despite the closed mouth, which opens suddenly to breathe a gout of white flame in my direction. And I’m in a storage locker with nowhere to go but forward into the barrage.

Brilliant idea, Spencer.

“Wind!” The diamond glows brightly in response, the cyclone throwing me hard against the wall as it blasts forward, gathering up the dragon’s assault and sending it back at him. Strangely, the opening to the locker doesn’t burn or melt, instead going white, as if covered in ice and snow. A dragon that doesn’t breathe fire?

I don’t have time to ruminate on it. The redirected wave of cold flies in the face of the dragon, freezing it in place with haphazard planks of ice, giving me time to escape the locker. That plan’s off the books.

I break left, heading behind the storage units to a vacant lot beyond the property, where the only chance of collateral damage will be to anthills, and, well, ants can be dicks. Behind me I hear cracking sounds as the ice shatters and an annoyed snort, and shortly after the beating of wings. I’ve lost my advantage now, as he’ll be airborne and free to strafe the lot with all the frozen breath he wants until he gets lucky.

Damn it, why did he have to turn himself into a…

A dragon.

Just before the dragon breaks over the storage units, I draw out my remaining card, the Joker, and hold it in one hand and the diamond in the other. I close my eyes tightly and visualize what I want to happen, a trick I’ll admit I’m ripping off from anime. (It’s research, damn it. Foxes love that shit.)

“Sora.”

It’s like I’ve been punched in the gut, the air gone from my lungs, my mind in a million places at once. I grip the stone and the card tightly to maintain focus. My body feels tugged, pulled, yanked, everything that’s uncomfortable, while at the same time I’m jumping in place again and again and…

When I open my eyes, I see myself.

And myself and myself and… To save time, I see eight copies of yours truly standing about me in a circle, dressed identically, nothing to differentiate them from each other. No time to admire the view or make any quips about whether it’d be an orgy or just an elaborate and megalomaniacal form of masturbation, though, as the beast is overhead. We all run in opposite directions.

James told me how it worked once, that he changes his Name to that of a dragon. For all intents and purposes, he’s one of them as long as he holds the shape, which gives him the strengths and weaknesses of that form.

And dragons, I might have mentioned, are especially susceptible to Coyotes.

James/Yullman, suffice it to say, is rather confused, his head snapping back and forth as he tries to zero in on the real me. So far he’s not even close. But as one of my copies vanishes in a burst of frozen breath and another is lost to a diving claw swipe, he’s got the right idea.

Sooner or later, through the sheer process of elimination or dumb luck, he’ll find the real me. In situations like this, TV requires that it get narrowed down to two before he guesses right. That doesn’t mean I’m going to make it easy for him. What I don’t want is for him to be in the air.

Another copy is lost to a dive, vanishing in a burst of silvery light as sharp teeth chomp down on him. If I use the stone, I’ll give myself away, but I don’t see any other method besides hoping he’ll tire himself out. I wait for the dragon to make another pass, roaring as he bears down on a copy that stands defiant with both middle fingers upraised. This is my chance.

I extend my hand, letting my Bard’s tongue shape the word in Sigil as the beast comes into range.

“Lightning!”

I’m knocked flat on my ass as a massive bolt flies from my fingers, arcing jaggedly through the air and striking the dragon squarely in the wing, eliciting a terrifying roar that rattles my brain, even while I cover my ears.

He crashes to the ground, landing on top of a copy that pathetically holds a tiny umbrella over his head just before impact. Fucking Chuck Jones.

The dragon is rattled but regains his bearings quickly enough to take out another copy with his claws and another copy with a swing of his tail. He grins menacingly as he focuses on me, his voice deep and rumbling, wintry. “The Mad One lasted longer than this, Coyote. And he attacked me with poetry.”

I shrug nervously. “Wasn’t Vogon poetry, was it? Because I could see that strategy working.”

The dragon stomps closer. “Far better than your own did.” His maw opens wide, starting to close around my head.

“You sure? Because this is all going according to plan right now.”

That gets him to stop, and Yullman pulls back a bit, one of his eye ridges arched. “Is that so?”

I nod readily. “Absolutely. You’re paying attention to me.”

A hard blast of frost is snorted, freezing me in place. “So?”

I point behind the dragon. “So you’re not paying attention to him.”

Scales must be nice, as you’re carrying around your own suit of armor at all times, but they don’t have the sensitivity that skin does. Exempli gratia, you wouldn’t feel, say, someone sneaking up your back and between your wings while you were focused on a conjured copy of the guy you’re trying to kill.

“Earth.”

The diamond flares with light as my copy vanishes, solid rock exploding in twin pillars on either side of Yullman’s elongated neck. Sweat beads from my brow as I concentrate on the stones, shaping them with the will empowered by the relic. The pillars slam together with a thundering slap, tightly holding the dragon in place.

I slide off the beast’s back, rolling away from the now-beating wings as he struggles against his bonds, and extend my hand at his legs. “Earth!”

Rock fires out of the dirt in a heavy cloud, encasing his feet, an arch holding down his lashing tail. I’m short on breath, something warm dribbling from my nose as I go for the finisher.

“Nice thing about being a Bard? People just give stories to you, tell you anything. For example, James told me a story about a dragon he outsmarted once. I won’t get into it, I’ll just ask one question. Did you bother coming up with a name for this form?” I chuckle and immediately cough in the dirt-choked air, the diamond glowing brightly as the words flow over my tongue in Sigil. “I name you Slartibartfast, from head to toe, from sight through sound to scent and feel, and I bind you to this form until you are of one mind, and one soul.”

If James can retake control, then he’ll have to read Hitchhiker’s now.

Yullman struggles and strains, growling at me, and I flash him a Coyote smile. “Aw, what’s the matter, Barty? Can’t change back into your spell-slinging self?” I swing the diamond about on the chain, letting it wrap around my forearm, which immediately catches the dragon’s eye.

I approach him from the side, so he can’t bite or gnash or breathe on me, but it certainly doesn’t stop him from trying. “Do you truly believe this will hold me, Trickster? That I will be bound to this form for long? Already the Lightning Rod weakens, fading in my grasp.” He chuckles darkly. “You are only delaying the inevitable.”

I press my hand against his forehead, cracks already showing in the stone that holds his head in place. “As much as I’d love to trade banter with someone who’s obviously studied the arch-villain handbook, the sidekick needs to save the day.”

Ever have something you just knew you were supposed to do? That you intuitively understood? That’s what I’m feeling right now, which I can more than likely ascribe to Fate riding shotgun, or maybe it’s the screaming diamond feeding me crib notes, I don’t know. What I do know is that it’s coming naturally—the magic, that is—and it feels so…right. Hell, is this how James feels all the time when he’s wearing this thing? If anything, I now get the obsession the Kitsune have with trying to play Ra’keth with all of their magic-esque tricks.

Sora is generally regarded as the fifth element in Japanese philosophy, which makes sense, considering I lifted it from a Fox. When you see supreme bullshit actions performed in anime by martial artists, like cutting through a subway train the long way with a practice sword, they’re supposedly tapping into that element. But as I’ve discovered from my reading (Wikipedia counts as reading, damn it), it also relates to creativity, inventiveness, spirit and thought. And it’s the first two that gave me the idea to use the latter pair.

I close my eyes, my hand feeling cold against the dragon’s scales as I whisper the word.

“Sora.”

For a moment I feel weightless, nauseous, and finally exhausted, cold and alone.

And then I hear cheering.

When I open my eyes I’m at a Renaissance fair.

I’m standing in loose dirt in a fenced-in rectangular area about the size of a football field with bleachers on either side filled by roaring crowds all dressed in doublets and tunics and dresses that would take far too long to get a woman out of. The bleachers are interrupted on the right side by a covered luxury box with a grand throne. A disgusting and slovenly man snacking on a turkey leg is seated there.

I, on the other hand, am dressed in a bright-yellow-and-hot-pink tunic, matching parachute pants, a comically disproportionate codpiece with TWO PENCE A RIDE written on the side, and long pointy shoes. A jester’s cap with tinkling bells is on my head, and a scepter with Wile E’s head on top is in my grasp.

“Re-leee, James? Dis iz how u c meeee?” I cover my mouth, as my voice emerged sounding like the first chapter of Flowers For Algernon. Yes, I’ve read it, I did graduate, you know. “Oi! Ah fin…finnis… Ah done hi skool gud!” Oh, he’s paying for that.

The crowd eats it up, though, cackling with glee at my ridiculousness. As a Coyote, you’d think I wouldn’t have a problem with getting laughs. But here’s the thing: We want people laughing with us, not at us. We get that we’re the fools, and occasionally it’s going to be a story where instead of scaling the heights we fall flat on our asses, but it doesn’t mean we have to like it.

“Dun laff at mee! Ah’m not dum! Ah’m jus’ a stoopid Yank!”

I grit my teeth. Best if I don’t say anything more, but if we get out of this alive, I’m going to have words with his half-British ass.

As if in response, there’s a great fanfare of trumpets, the crowd cheering raucously until the overweight noble or king rises, bringing everyone to relative silence. After a resounding belch, he casts aside the turkey leg which lands in the crowd. The throng descends upon the scrap with ravenous and feral ferocity, one of the huddled masses appearing to be devoured as well.

I gape at the display, making sure I’m as far away from both sets of bleachers as possible. “Jeezus, wut kinda game iz dis…”

The “king” steps forward, facing the field, and raises his arms grandly, but his voice is all too familiar as he bellows, “Bring forth the champion!”

Terribly fake Southern accent.

That gluttonous beast of a man is Yullman.

I extend my hand toward him. “Lightning.”

Nothing happens but another roar of laughter from the crowd. Yullman waddles in my direction, grinning with broken teeth as he wags his finger at me. “Here you are naught but a fool. I must thank you, Coyote. You will finish what I have started.” He gestures to the far end of the field, to a robed figure and what looks like a giant lion standing upright and wearing a kilt.

Not knowing what else to do, I shrug exaggeratedly at Yullman. “Huh?”

His grin grows wider, into a repulsive rictus. “Spencer Crain, you will fight the Lightning Rod.”

Already my body moves forward of its own volition. I resist, but it only slows my pace. Yullman knows everything James knows, and James knows a good bit of my name. Sorcerers can compel you to do some pretty nasty shit. James, so far, has only commanded me to not be afraid of zombies. Now that I can see what he could do, I should probably be grateful for his restraint.

“James?” Thank God I can still talk. “C’mon, do sumfin’! Stop me, break da spell or wutever it iz.” I stagger closer, and the lion-man thing draws a big sword off his back.

James steps forward, his robes rustling in an unknown breeze, and he makes a series of elaborate hand gestures before speaking. “Hold person.”

And just like that, I’m paralyzed. I can’t say I’m happy about that. The crowd surges with bloodlust as he stalks closer, twirling a quarterstaff in his hands with a determined expression. As he approaches, it becomes apparent that he’s not in good shape, his eyes having dark circles, face pale and gaunt. He chuckles with a one-sided grin. “You honestly thought you could challenge me?”

The sorcerer points his finger at me. “Magic missile.” There’s a silent burst of energy from the extended fingertip, which collides with the codpiece. It comes loose from my pants and squeals balloon-like, zipping through the air as it deflates. The display only elicits more laughter which drowns out most of the sound now.

The staff sweeps out my legs, and I land on my back, the dirt softening the fall slightly. He looms over me, not losing that smile as he presses the staff against my neck. “You shouldn’t have come here, Spencer Crain.”

I tremble, or try to since I’m still held in place, the noise from the crowd having grown in volume to almost deafening, and I need to project just to make him hear me from inches away. “James, please, dun do dis.”

“Good, they’re loud enough now that he won’t hear anything.” He kneels over me, his eyes intense, as his voice drops to a whisper. “Obviously you have a plan, so spit it out quick. Try to wail and beg for your life if you can. We do have an audience to convince. Just, for the love of God, Spence, tell me that Dave’s got the diamond stashed somewhere safe.”

Luckily, I don’t have to say anything in that ridiculous (and rather insulting) voice for him to read the growing dread in my eyes as everything clicks in. This was a setup. Yullman gave me the impression that James had taken control long enough to tell me to bring the stone, as if it was the only thing that would save him, and like any good gullible sidekick, I bought right into it.

He sags visibly. “You brought it, didn’t you…”

I nod, wincing.

“Fuck fuck fuckity-fuck. You’ve really put me in it, Spence. Tell me there’s a backup plan.”

I nod again, clasping my hands together in supplication, churning up some tears.

“Act like this hurts.” He presses his hand to my forehead, and it doesn’t take too much acting because it does kind of hurt, like a drill going straight through my skull. “Tell me fast.”

“You need to get control.” I sob through it, even though my voice sounds normal. “You need to…” I struggle to tell him the rest of the plan, which I can only hope is still in motion.

“Spence, that’s insane.”

“You’re the Lightning Rod.”

He nods. “I’ll try.” James roughly pulls me to my feet and holds me by the neck before saying grandly to the crowd. “I declare myself the victor. Do you yield?”

“Sure. Why not?”

“Good.” He raps his staff against the earth. “Gate.”

When I look behind me, there’s a yawning ebon vortex threatening to suck me into the abyss. With the crowd urging him on, he shoves me hard to the border of it. The force pulls me in.

“Get the fuck out of my head, then.” James punches me in the chest with the end of the staff, and I tumble backwards into the void’s embrace. Just before everything goes black, my body feeling ripped asunder, I hear him yell to me. “Run.”

I scream in terror as I regain awareness, finding myself back in the world, falling on my ass next to a white-scaled dragon held in place by summoned rock. The diamond is still in my hand, though its glow is somewhat diminished. The dragon tries to gnash at me but its prison holds it fast.

“You have accomplished nothing. And now, you will die.” The dragon growls, almost spitting the word at me in Sigil. “Heal…”

He struggles more against the rock as the scorch marks on his wing fade, the cracks in the stone spreading, and he begins to work himself free. I decide that the best course of action is not to stick around to watch his progress, and instead take James’s advice and exit stage left.

It’s only a few blocks to the 90th and V station, but it feels like running from the Benedict to Allora, considering how exhausted I am, adrenaline not working as well as TV claims it does. I’m running at more of a light jog, the pace you can only manage in a dream where you’re chased by rabid dogs and can’t quite get home. Or by a pissed-off dragon, in my current reality.

Behind me I hear an echo of shattering stone followed by a vengeful reverberating call that rattles and breaks the windows of the buildings I pass, forcing me to cover my face as the shattered glass showers down. Just another block to go.

The sky is as dark as it was when the challenge was first issued, and thunder is rumbling, rain starting to patter down. But I at least have an escape contingency. There’s a reason that I had Marvin wait and be ready to…

The station is empty.

Marvin’s not at the station.

Enjoy your prank, little brother.

Thornton, I don’t know how you did it yet, but you are a son of a bitch.

I turn away from the stairs leading to the platform as the dragon lands roughly in the intersection. The asphalt cracks in spiderweb patterns around him and he zeroes in on me. Fitting this would have to happen at the 90th and V station, so despite my impending death, I still have to say it with a weary shrug.

“End of the line.”


Chapter Thirty

James

Funny thing about fights to the death where no one dies…

“Appears we’ve rattled the monkey’s cage, young master.” Leo stands ahead and to the left of me, his claymore drawn as the crowd starts to spill out of the stands and onto the field. I turn around to find the opposing crowd doing the same, the number gathering in the hundreds, many familiar faces in the throng.

My brothers, my parents, the few friends I had before that I remember, Spencer, Salondine, Ozzie, Annette, Sharon, Monica, all of them copied over and over again to fill out the group. Their faces are held in various expressions, hairstyles slightly different from person to person.

A Spencer breaks from the pack, rushing at me, and I raise my hand at him. “Hold person.”

He freezes in place, looking younger, and when I meet his eyes, just for a second I’m standing in a transit lobby, seeing a young man with a terrible dye job seated on the floor under the pay phones and wondering if he’ll give me a quarter so I can call Heath and apologize and—

I’m back on the field, just in time to watch the leonine knight raise his sword over his head, the edge gleaming with righteousness. “Stop, Leo! Don’t!”

I slam the staff into the ground, expending my will. “Wall of force.”

The air about us shimmers in a dome, the crowd pressing up against it, banging loudly and being forced back, unable to pass. I clutch the staff, fight to maintain my concentration while Leo inspects the barrier. “What are you doing?”

“Those people, we can’t kill them. Those are my memories, Leo, and I’ve already lost enough of those. We have to find another way to defeat Yullman.” The lion looks at me oddly, and I tic my head in the direction of the grandstand. “The fake king. He’s the brigand we’re after.”

The lion looks down at me incredulously. “Then what are we doing in here?”

“Because if I drop this shield, either those people will kill us or by the time we get to Yullman I’ll have forgotten so much I won’t know who or what I’m fighting for. There is a plan. I just need to find a way to Yullman so I can take back control.”

The lion kneels by me as I wheeze, the spell taking more out of me as the crowd renews their efforts to break through, but thankfully not destroying themselves with the effort. “Make me a promise, young master.” He lifts my chin to look in his all-too-human eyes that I only now realize are the same as my father’s. “Promise me that you will be brave, and be good, and remember to brush your teeth and say your prayers.”

“I promise. Leo, what are you going to…”

“For St. Andrews!”

He draws the claymore and bellows a roar of challenge to the crowd before shouldering his way through the barrier, the sudden strain on the wall too much for me to hold back. The shimmering air disappears as the lion barrels through the crowd to the end of the field, the entirety of the crowd giving chase. He doesn’t lead them off the field, instead stopping at the edge and turning to face them.

Oh God…

“Leo! No!” I start toward him, but he shakes his head firmly.

“This is your chance, young master. Fight him! Give that treacherous bastard what-f—” He doesn’t get to finish, the crowd piling onto him, using their bare hands to beat and rend and tear and…

I can’t look. I can’t. Please, not Leo. Don’t take him away.

I rise to my feet and rush toward Yullman, the point of my staff glowing brightly. The bloated mass of a man sweeps his arms out grandly, words emerging from his mouth that are violent and sickly and sting my ears, a flood of black mist flowing from his stretching, gaping maw. The ebon cloud coalesces into a quivering globe, roiling with tendrils that lash at the air.

Simply, almost elegantly, he gestures in my direction with one hand, and the ball of darkness surges toward me. My mind scrambles to find a proper spell to deflect it, destroy it, send it back at the thing that’s infected my mind and soul.

I’ve got nothing.

I’m then knocked hard to the side, out of the way, someone heavy on top of me. I push them off and they don’t resist. “Lee… Uh, shit, what was your name…”

But my savior isn’t a…fuck, what was that guy again? Instead, it’s a Dwarf, dressed in a tailored suit, and when I meet his eyes I get the feeling I should tell him to watch his drinking or he’ll never close the deal. “Ozzie?”

He appears to be struggling with himself, one hand extended toward me in a menacing fashion while the other pushes me away. One of my freshest memories, maybe Yullman corrupts from the beginning and moves on forward. Regardless, I’m not about to be hit by an ebon ball of death. “Thanks, Ozzie.”

I get back to my feet and resume my charge toward the evil king. I don’t know why I have this opening all of a sudden, I just know that it’s important that I take advantage, that I give this bastard what-for. He tried to kill me, and now?

I grin wickedly at Yullman. “My turn.”

I flash back on a night from over a year ago, where Radcliffe faced down a dark priest, but the principle’s still the same. This may all be in my head, but Yullman’s standing in the royal box, which is constructed from several materials which all have one thing in common.

I thrust the staff at the box, punctuating the movement with a single word in Sigil. “Fireball.”

The visage of the Elven sorcerer fades from me as the staff is devoured by the torrent of gathering energy, the sky above dimming as the spell focuses into a single point of bright silvery light that pops and crackles just before it erupts.

What emerges isn’t a lashing line of flame or a blazing orb of combustion. It’s a wave of argent fire, a conflagration, the final wisps of my soul whipped into a raging inferno that I send, almost gleefully, against my enemy.

The exertion brings me to my knees. The field fades, only the fire gives light as it passes over Yullman…

And leaves him untouched.

He opens his mouth, the fire being sucked into his distended maw, the corpulent creature gaining more mass and girth, trembling in obvious ecstasy as he dines on the remnants of my power. Once the entirety of the spell has been devoured, he dabs the corners of his mouth daintily, mockingly. “A generation of fools, all of you. How ever a weak soul like you became the Ra’keth escapes me.”

The box is gone. He strides through the void toward me, his kingly robes vanished, only a network of writhing black tendrils and his pendulous belly keeping his modesty intact. I’m too drained to move, to even stand, as he closes the distance between us. I’m gently lifted up by a series of the tendrils, a painful cold spreading through me at their contact. “There are so many names I know now, James, names that I doubt would mean anything to you anymore.”

My mind is a cloud of mist. I’m barely able to comprehend his words, let alone reply.

“Do you remember Thom? Your father? Your mother?” He brings me closer to him. “I do, James. I wonder how they will taste…”

The cold is all I know now. I’m tired, so tired…

“Or Cale… You were so angry when he died, anger you used to take the throne.” He shivers, moaning almost erotically. “Such a delectable memory, that one. I practically feel the blade in my hand. To take a life, James, it is a marvelous sensation, isn’t it?”

The blade… There was a blade.

“Such a dim light, though…” His eyes flutter as I’m pulled closer to him, the tendrils starting to wrap around me completely, my body being pulled hard against his belly, absorbed. “But a soul is a soul, and a sorcerer is a sorcerer.” His breath catches, and I can almost feel his arousal. “The things I will do with this body, James, the power I will demonstrate…”

Yes, there was a blade, it was called.

“Sigil.”

Yullman blinks, looking at me. “What was that?”

I feel a long piece of metal in my hand. “The blade’s name is Sigil.”

When the blade punches into his neck, I can barely keep the grip. There’s an explosive screech as I’m thrown backward, the impact not bringing any pain. I lean forward to see my handiwork, Yullman’s belly torn open, long black tentacle-like protrusions struggling to get a grip on the scissor blade still stuck in his neck. I chortle, straining to find my feet. “So you do feel pain.”

Rows of needle-teeth expose themselves in his mouth, voice raspy as he expends more effort to work Sigil free. “Do you even know who I am, child?”

“Simon Howard Yullman.”

At that, he laughs, a sickening sound, his maw wide enough to show the tip of the blade in the back of his throat. “Merely a long-used shell.” His hand extends toward me, the tentacles sweeping me up with ease, bringing me face to face with him. “You believed you could repeal my decree?” Tendrils extend from his hair to keep me in position. “You stated that if I didn’t like it I could emerge from the abyss and discuss it with you.” The grin goes wider. “I didn’t like it, so because of your decree, here I am to discuss it with you.”

Oh fuck.

When I ended the world, I made two decrees for the new one. Firstly, I would be the only Ra’keth in the City. Secondly, there was a previous decree that the only way to take the throne was to murder the Ra’keth. It’s the reason Cale was murdered and subsequently avenged. One of the first things I did as the Lightning Rod was repeal that decree. And apparently I also unwittingly gave the Usurper himself a backdoor clause. No wonder Hades assigned me this job.

“I have decided my decree remains law, and as you are Ra’keth…” I’m pulled toward his open mouth, frigid drool splashing the back of my neck.

I scream, out of fear, out of anger, out of desperation, as I wrench my arm free and grab at Sigil, twisting the blade in his neck and yanking it, the assault enough to make the Usurper drop me. But I don’t stop, my motions on autopilot as I slash at his bulbous ebon body again and again with the blade.

The tentacles and tendrils drop with each swipe of Sigil, vanishing into the surrounding void as I push him back, lightning racing along my body and the blade. I don’t know where this strength is coming from. All I know is that it’s there and I need to use it while I have it. I give another slash, catching his throat, granting a view of a sickening arterial spray as the Usurper falls to his knees. My voice is just a stream of rage and terrifying promises and commands, the most repeated that he never fucking touch me again. That no one will ever hurt me again. That a father should never touch his son in such a…

Oh God. Heath.

That’s where this surge of power is coming from. I killed Heath, and under the Usurper’s decree took his power. Power with dark emotional resonance, tainted by his abuse, both what he doled out and what he took from his father, a minister who… Well, if Heath’s dad ended up in hell, he certainly deserved it. I wish I could just let the power go, let it flow off into the void, never to return. But it doesn’t fade. Just as Heath was marked by his father, I was marked by him, and some stains never come out.

I can work through this later.

I grab the Usurper by the hair and yank his head back. “Get the fuck out of my head.” I lock eyes with him and—

I’m holding someone fast against a brick wall, my arm a milky-scaled foreleg, ended with several sharp claws. It’s night, and to my left I see an elevated train platform. Upon closer inspection, considering my vision is greatly enhanced, I read the route map and realize I’m at the 90th and V station. And the man I’m almost crushing smells like…

“Spencer?” Yep, I’m definitely in dragon form, considering I sound like I could narrate a nightmare. I pull my claws away, and the Coyote drops about a foot to the sidewalk, catching his breath. I expend some effort to return my name to humanity, but nothing happens. “Something’s wrong.”

“James?” He leans heavily against the wall. “Did you kill him? Is Yullman dead?”

“Spence, I can’t change back.” Oh damn, am I stuck like this?

“Shit, you didn’t kill him, did you?” He quickly explains the binding he laid on me.

“How the fuck did you manage that?” I’m sort of glad no one else is around, because I don’t know how human denial handles a Coyote talking to a dragon. Spence holds up the diamond, and it sort of makes sense. But it only underlines the fact I shouldn’t be anywhere near it. If it can make a Coyote as powerful as a Keth, just think what a proper Sorcerer King could do with it? “Spence, you have to get out of here.”

He shakes his head quickly. “No, maybe I can do something to draw him out of you. What’s his name?”

“I don’t know, it’s not Simon Howard Yullman, that’s for sure. I’m possessed by the damned Usurper, Spence.” I growl at him, and God, it would be so easy to just snap him in half, take the diamond that’s rightfully mine, purge myself of this insolent child and… “Spence, run.”

“James, what’s wrong?” I push him back against the wall with my head, snorting frozen mist in his face.

“Nothing. I’m fine. I can slay the Usurper with the diamond. Give it here.”

I strain, fight to move my muscles, flap my wings, dig my claws into the pavement to slow myself down, but already he’s regaining control of my body.

The trickster narrows his eyes at me. “Okay, if you can answer one question.”

The dragon pulls back, and I feel my face contorting into a genial, nonthreatening smile. “Of course. Can’t have the wrong one getting the diamond. Good thinking, Spence. Ask away.”

He folds his arms. “Don’t worry, it’s a simple question.” The Coyote dangles the diamond just in front of my eyes as he grins widely. “Football, or soccer?”

I can feel the Usurper digging through my memories, separating the two sports—images of me, suffering through Dave prattling on about the Gryphons’ secondary and their needing a better off-tackle, and finding wisps of memories of me and a nameless older brother cheering on Oxford United against Swindon Town. “Soccer.”

Spencer doesn’t lose his smile. “Thought so,” he says, his voice becoming a willful shout as he closes his eyes and turns his face away. “Light! Sora!”

The diamond flares, my heightened vision taking the full and painful brunt of the sudden illumination, everything a bright and hazy blur for several seconds as I snap at the human-shaped blur in front of me, hearing a satisfying crunch as I close my jaws, snapping the trickster’s back in two, only…

When my vision reasserts itself the intersection is empty, and I spit out the remains of the Coyote, only to find a log.

A log?

A log.

As the Usurper regains full control, he throws my head back to the sky and bellows a roar. White fire erupts skyward, infecting the scant early-morning clouds and causing them to spread, the temperature dropping quickly. My wings beat as I take to the air, sniffing and finding his scent, the trickster moving more quickly than expected. I know where we’re going.

Beckettsville. Toward 69th and K. Toward home.

Right where I want him.


Chapter Thirty-One

Spencer

I can’t believe that actually worked.

I’m also a little sad that, if I manage to live through this and we claim total victory, I have to give the diamond back. But for now I’ll concentrate on not losing my life.

I make it to the end of the block, to 89th, and break right toward U Street. I know there’s no way to outrun a dragon, but I don’t plan to stand around, especially when James is still in there fighting for control. He could still pull through this, so I have to make sure everything’s set up back at Dave’s.

And at the intersection of 89th and U, I find a Nissan Skyline with the passenger door open. With a last burst of adrenaline, I sprint for the car and hop in, slamming the door shut and grabbing for the seat belt, because I know that my grandfather is behind the wheel, that I’m not carjacking someone. Luckily for me or better yet, as Fate would have it, I’m right, and the car peels out just as I hear an enraged draconic roar over a block away. I guess possessed dragons aren’t into increasing their fiber intake.

It takes me a few seconds to catch my breath. “Thank you. Thank you so much. I thought Fate had given me a middle finger in all this.” Normally I’d question the deus ex machina but, fuck it, I want to live.

“I’m not happy, Spencer.” Coyote’s jaw is set in frustration. “Do you know why I’m not happy?”

I jerk my thumb toward the rear window. “Maybe the angry dragon that’s following us?” I glance through the windshield where a few flakes of snow begin to fall. The sky first turns gray, then a weird off-brown/yellowy color that precedes a winter storm. “Or perhaps the freak blizzard in June?”

“No, that’s just a sorcerer being a sorcerer. A pain in the ass. Do you know why I’m not happy with you, Spencer?”

I chew my lip. “Because I haven’t saved him from possession yet?”

His grip on the steering wheel tightens. “No.”

“Is this because I’m using a magical relic from a forgotten age to sling spells and you think I’m trying to act like a Fox?”

The face of my favorite actor disappears, Coyote’s true face showing now and showing teeth. “No.”

I click my tongue a couple times, thinking. “This isn’t about Thornton, is it?”

The Skyline takes a hard swing through an intersection that throws me against the window, the seat belt having vanished.

“He screwed with my job, nearly got James and his guy killed, and he apparently got Marvin to ditch me at the 90th and V station which almost got me killed, and you’re mad at me?”

Golden eyes bore into mine. “You turned on your brother, on another Coyote, on family. Everything he did to you was a trick, simple as that. So he took your phone and drove off without you. Were you hurt? Are you still alive? You flipped on him, turned him over to vampyr instead of handling it in-house, in the family.” He follows with a feral growl. “And you interfered with an Emerald.”

I know I should be scared, frightened, but seriously… “Fuck the stupid Emerald.”

The car comes to an abrupt halt. “In the quiet words of the Virgin Mary, come again?”

I meet his eyes, not backing down. “The Ra’keth is possessed and on a tear and trying to kill me. I’m trying to exorcise him of said offending possessor since, y’know, the world is in peril right now, and you’re bitching because I hurt Thornton’s feelings? Fuck. You. And fuck him too. You’re pissed because I managed to trick a Fox by thinking like one for a change? You’re angry because I’m running a game with a Spider instead of someone I can’t trust? You’re giving me shit because I want to run a long con on the damned Ra’keth instead of whatever half-assed, half-cocked, half-witted half plan your other grandson came up with?” I fold my arms. “Deal with it. Now drive.”

First, there’s a growl, and there’s no warning in it, no suggestion that I’m dancing on a dangerous line. I’ll admit I’m impressed I matched glares with him and told him off, but there’s no way in hell I’m winning a stare-down with a god. Then, his voice gets calm, measured, in just the right way to put me at further unease. “Deal with it?”

Time to switch tacks.

“Yes. Deal with it. How long has it been since we scored an Emerald, huh? Let’s say we’re right, that we were first. That means that since then, the Foxes and Dogs have tricked Ra’keth as well, and they didn’t do it the way Thornton tried it. You know our story, how we did it. Was it really some simple spur-of-the-moment thing, or did your son actually, you know, put some work into it? Shouldn’t we do the same thing?

“Fate has our back, sure, but that goes out the window with sorcerers, since Fate doesn’t apply to them. We can’t count on ‘better lucky than good’ anymore. We have to be lucky and good if we want to win the Feud. We need to filch tricks from the other clans so we can change up our approach. The sorcerers won’t know what hit them.”

I glance behind us, catch a shadow moving through the sky in our direction. “If you’re pissed at me, fine. But at least drop me off at the diner so I can keep us with the sorcerer we know.” It takes a lot of effort, but I suppress most of the tension in my voice. “Please, just drive.”

Wordlessly, he releases the brake and pulls away from the curb.

“Thank you.”

“I don’t disagree with what you say, but there are rules to be followed and natures that must be adhered to. What did I tell you, grandson?”

Without even reading the context, the answer leaps into my mind, my Bard’s tongue pushing out the words. “That I am sunkmanitu, ma’ii, cleasaí, wanderer, trickster, and a hundred other names, always travelling, never away from home. That I am Coyote. That is the life I was given, so don’t fight it.”

“And here you are, fighting it. You have broken one of our laws, one of our only laws. You turned on your brother, you turned on us, you turned on me.” I don’t need to look at him to know he’s staring daggers at me.

“I’m guessing there’s no apology for that.”

He shakes his head as we pull up in front of the diner, the snowfall gaining in intensity. I open the door, the sounds from outside are no longer muffled and not unlike wrenching steel. As one barrage of roars fades, the sky grows more turbulent.

“Goodbye, grandson.”

I look back inside the car. “By goodbye, you mean, you’ll see me later and we’ll discuss my punishment and then—”

He doesn’t even look at me. “Goodbye.”

The door slams shut, almost catching my fingers as the Skyline tears off, hardly affected by the snow-covered streets. I watch until long after it’s faded into the storm. I feel weak, limp, sick.

I’m vaguely aware that someone’s nudging my shoulder, tugging me toward the curb. “Cracker? Cracker, you’re standing in the middle of the street, man.”

Bank takes a second to examine me, focusing on my eyes. “Shit, what happened to you? Your eyes are…blue.”

I’m about to ask him what he’s talking about when there’s another crash above, much closer, much louder, the air temperature plummeting as I motion for him to follow me inside. “It doesn’t matter right now. I drew James here, that’s all that matters. What are you doing here? Is Ozzie done?”

“After you hung up on me, I got worried, figured you’d come back if you made it. The Dwarf? Hell if I know, he’s been on the roof. Don’t know how the weather’s been affecting him.” I start toward the stairs, but one of his arms stops me. “Cracker, what’s going on? What are we really doing? Why didn’t we just lure the dragon here in the first place?”

“Because we can’t give him time to think about it, he needs to believe that I’m terrified and on the run and went to the only place I think I’m safe.” I halfheartedly chuckle. “And I needed it to be convincing. Wasn’t that hard, as it turns out. I’ll go upstairs, keep the stone handy and wait for him to come through the skylight.”

“The skylight?” He blinks. “Maybe I was hearing the short guy wrong, but isn’t that thing going to blow up and destroy most of the neighborhood?”

“Unless it gets fixed or discharges the energy, yeah.”

Bank sighs in relief. “So he’s fixing it.”

I shake my head as I resume my journey toward the stairs. “No, he’s not. You might want to get home, go see your girl, in case this all goes south.”

“Cracker, is that thing going to…” He doesn’t finish, he knows how that sentence ends, and he knows what my answer will be.

“I’ll call you. Later, Bank.” I leave him out in the diner.

I pass the kitchen, where Dave is huddled by the grill since the temperature’s dropped. It’s a good thing. I don’t need him involved. This has the potential to end badly. But if there’s one thing I know in this situation, it’s James.

Talk to a guy long enough, go through enough shit with him, be there for enough significant moments in his life, and there are stories he will tell you, things he will confide that he wouldn’t tell a stranger. He’ll tell you about the first time he saw the bruises, really saw them, and knew he had to leave. He’ll tell you about living under someone’s control, helpless, hopeless, and then finding real freedom, and how he’d rather die than live through that again.

This isn’t covered in the sidekick handbook. You don’t expect this when you sign on. It’s just supposed to be about cracking wise and maybe getting kidnapped and a whole lot of unresolved sexual tension. A Coyote doesn’t expect to be anyone’s confidante, not anyone we’re not working an angle on.

I find Ozzie emerging from the stairwell to the roof, snow in his hair and beard, and he rubs his hands together but otherwise doesn’t appear all that cold. “Is it time?”

I nod, holding up the diamond. “Looks like.”

He chews his lip. “Aren’t you going to get up there? This is supposed to be a last resort.”

“We’re at the last resort.” I point at the skylight, flickers of magic running along the frame. “Will it work?”

He nods solemnly. “I’ve tweaked it as much as I can. It won’t all go, but the storm’s playing havoc with the enchantments. It might be even stronger now. There has to be another way.”

“You aren’t making this decision, all right? You’re off the hook. Worry about Dave when this is all over. He’ll be a wreck, and he’ll owe over a hundred grand.” I tic my head toward the stairway leading back down to the diner. “You should go.”

The Dwarf folds his arms, standing his ground, and I exhale hard.

“Ozzie, no offense, but you’ve known him two days. I’ve known him three years. If anyone should do this, it should be me.”

“You’re talking about maybe killing him.” He points emphatically at the skylight. “You do know how much energy is going to discharge if he tries to go through that portal when he’s a dragon?”

“I’m counting on it. I personally watched him take five bolts of lightning in one sitting, then get up and run down the street. He can take this, he’s the Lightning Rod.”

Ozzie’s lips press together in a thin line as he searches for an answer. “You really believe that?”

“I have to.” I shrug, breaking eye contact. “He’s the hero, you know? I have to believe he’ll win the day, that he’ll beat the Usurper, because otherwise the world’s a whole lot darker than I want it to be.” I step toward him. “I’ve already told James the plan, and he thinks he can do it. Why else would the dragon be headed this way when he could just fly off and wreak havoc? James is keeping him here, in the City.”

Ozzie sighs, looks at his feet. “Never thought I’d say this to a Coyote, but I’m going to trust you. If you and James have this worked out, well, I don’t know much about sorcerers or tricksters, but I do know he’s your friend, and you wouldn’t do this if you didn’t believe it’d work.” He glances at the skylight. “Stone, I never do this much on faith. Measure twice, cut once, you know? This feels like a million-to-one shot.”

“That’s how I know it’s going to work. They tell you it’s a sure thing? You’ll lose every time. Fifty-fifty? Just save your money.” A Coyote smile crosses my face. “But one in a million? That’s a lock, Ozzie. Impossible shit happens every second of every day, everywhere. So why not here? Why not now? Why not the exact second that we need?”

He’s still wavering, and I’ve found there’s a good way to deal with potential naysayers. “Listen, before any of this goes down, I need you to get downstairs and find something for me, okay?”

Grateful for the chance to do something that might ensure victory, he nods readily. “Yeah, what do you need me to do?”

“Ozzie?” I look at him with all deadly seriousness as the dragon screams just overhead. “Find me a deck of cards.”


Chapter Thirty-Two

James

I was thrown off a building once, wasn’t as terrifying as I thought it would be. Mostly I was annoyed because my attorney took time out to mock me and the guy who tossed me over the side got a Lord of the Rings reference all wrong. Maybe it was a self-defense mechanism to distract me from the sixteen-hundred-foot plunge to the street.

It was that fall where I learned how to turn myself into a dragon by changing my name from that of a human to that of a dragon. (Granted, it wasn’t an actual Name. Thanks to Spencer, it’s now Slartiwhatever.) Got a (literal) crash course in flying and, until tonight, I haven’t done it since. Everything about being in this form feels off, like I’m wearing someone else’s clothes and nothing fits quite right.

But now, soaring over the City, banking, turning, navigating almost on pure instinct, I have to admit it’d be pretty damned exhilarating if I wasn’t fighting for my life.

I’m grateful that I’m no longer trapped in my mind, and instead trapped in my body. My muscles and limbs flex without my command, every gout of white fire intensifying the storm. It’d be nice if the City could go more than eighteen months without a freak blizzard. But controlling the weather has always been a go-to for wizards, at least in the game and the books I read.

At least I can see what’s going on—that’s progress. I just have to figure out what to do. It isn’t easy to tell where I am, not until I see the building with a big skylight in a neighborhood where skylights don’t make financial sense. We’ve arrived.

Shit.

The plan is insane. I have to hand it to the Coyote. It’s so stupid that the Usurper would dismiss it as pure desperation. I imagine he wouldn’t have altruistic intentions toward his fellow man—this is a Ra’keth of old we’re talking about. Killing myself to kill him looks like a better idea as the seconds pass by.

The body rears back a moment, the wings beating as we hover in the air, crane our neck downward and belch-blast a frozen flame at the front of the diner, a wall of ice barricading the entrance. Another blast follows, hitting the alley. The Usurper’s blocking them in, and the temperature must be dropping fast, which won’t be good for Dave.

“It won’t be long now, James.” It’s disturbing to hear a dragon chuckle darkly, even more so when it’s my own voice. “I wanted this, for the last thing you see to be my ascension to the throne.”

No, that can’t be accurate. I fought my way to this point; he didn’t let me. This is just more lies, more feeble attempts at deception, to make me believe he has control. There has to be something I can do.

The body perches on the building across the street from the diner, a tenement full of people who probably wonder what the hell landed on the roof. They’ll come up to investigate and likely get killed by the snow dragon they’ll see as God knows what.

The tail swipes hard at the roof access, damaging the door, preventing anyone from getting up here now.

Just…like I wanted.

And the Usurper is unaware of the action, apparently, as he’s lining up for another breath upon the diner, looking to encase it in ice.

What do I do, what do I do. I made the tail move but I don’t know how. Maybe I can control the body subconsciously? Maybe something that’ll override the breath. But what keeps someone from breathing where they want…to…

I scan through my memories, remembering one of the few tricks my brother played on me, when he sprinkled a special kind of powder on one of my stuffed animals and my parents were convinced I must be allergic. I summon up the memory and…

“AH…CHOOOOOOOOO!”

I’d like to remember it sounding like that in the future, instead of as it does, like a dump truck falling from the sky and landing on a cymbal factory. Regardless, it’s a success. The ice breath is knocked off target, down to the street, as I always sneeze at my feet.

What follows is a word in Sigil that I don’t understand but certainly doesn’t sound appropriate for polite company. Inwardly, I have to snicker.

What’s the matter, not as easy as you thought it was going to be?

“You’re not a challenge yet.” The body leaps upward from the building, wings beating as we take to the air, beginning to circle the diner. “They have no escape.” The voice bellows down to the roof, the force of it causing the skylight to shimmer. “Give me what is mine, and I will spare this building, Davinicus. I rather enjoy this form, I’ll see to it your kind returns to their former stature in my new world.”

They were servants. You really believe they’d go back to that?

“Lesser beings know their place, Miles, even you are fully aware of that. You knew your place once. The Frozen River was an excellent teacher for someone like you.”

Wrong fucking thing to say.

My anger surges to the surface, carried on memories of Heath, and my ultimate response to them: I call on the memory of killing the Frozen River.

The power flows from the image, the remembrance of the blade sliding between his ribs, into his heart, holding him as his life drained away in a pool of blood that I sang up the new world from and…

And…

And I can’t feel anything anymore. What little control I had over the body, it’s gone. The eyes still function as windows to the world, but I can’t hear anything. When the body fires another barrage of frozen breath on the diner, there’s nothing I can do but watch as the roof is coated in ice.

What I feel is vague satisfaction, but it’s not mine, it’s the Usurper’s, the knowledge I’m being pulled into him again, vanishing into his being, usurped of my own body and mind and soul. Another breath, another layer of ice…

“Ice.”

My voice broke through, because of that word. I know there’s something about ice.

…that was but a syllable.

Someone I loved said that. Someone who made me feel safe, empowered. I immerse myself in the memory, my mind sluggishly pushing through the images that remain, a hazy vision of a taller man with auburn hair.

You are James Black of the Argent City. The Lightning Rod.

He told me that I could stand against the world and no matter how many times I am struck…

I will never fall.

“Ice can be a wonderful teaching tool.” I assert control over the body, making a dragon grin a Cheshire smile. “Would you care for a lesson?”

I beat my wings, soaring higher and higher. “White dragons have exceptional long-term memories, did you know that? They remember everything, every slight, every taunt of superiority.” I sweep my head back and forth, gazing at the freezing weather. I’ll admit that it’s comfortable, reassuring, a small part of me knowing the City would be so much easier to live in if it were frozen solid.

I need to change back before that sort of thinking becomes normal. For all the bluster he’s claiming, magic is draining when you don’t have a source of energy. I would guess he’s just as weak as I am right now, chained to using nothing more than flight, ice breath and two claw attacks per round.

But his perception of dragons is limited by his experience. If Spencer quizzing him on the difference between football and (ugh) soccer reveals anything, it’s that while the Usurper may be able to see all of my memories, it doesn’t mean he knows what they all mean, nor does it mean he understands the context of them. To the Usurper, dragons are nothing more than servants of the Ra’keth.

To me, dragons are scaly badasses who aren’t to be trifled with. In the game, dragons are not slaves, and hardly limited to simple physical attacks. In the game, dragons are often proficient at something else.

Dragons can work magic.

And white dragons, powerful ones at least, can control the weather.

And the energy to fuel it? If there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that there’s plenty of power in storms.

Words flow from my mouth and become familiar as they emerge. Draconic, a language I’ve heard from Dave plenty of times, usually accompanied by a look skyward. The storm seems to rumble in counterpoint, gathering its strength, concentrating in the area around me. The air grows more frigid, my blood chilling, but my body craves more.

I learned during a storm that calling lightning isn’t just slinging bolts of electricity at people or pumping power into magic circles to bring el-trains to life. Calling lightning can also summon electricity, command it, draw on it.

The Usurper may enjoy this body, but he doesn’t understand what it can do, not all of it. He doesn’t have the context. He didn’t spend his high school years cooped up, reading fantasy novels and pretending to be a noble sorcerer or charming rogue who faces down the ultimate challenge. The Usurper commanded dragons, he didn’t respect them.

He can’t give this body what it wants.

But I can.

“Ice!”

The storm responds, an algid stream of energy seeping into me, the feeling indescribable as anything other than bliss. I hold on to it, letting it bolster my will, my limbs feeling less clumsy, my wings beating more naturally with every second.

“Stop!” The voice—not mine—feels so odd coming from my mouth. The Usurper, trying to take control. I concentrate, visualizing him in my mind, walling him into a prison of…

“Ice!”

The storm is weaker now, already dissipating, the wintry air giving way to the coming summer morning, the cold remaining with me.

The Usurper rages against the mental barriers, evoking a satisfied grin on my snout. Far below is a building with ice about its walls. I’m supposed to be down there for some reason. Why, again? Something about a diamond…

Yes, a diamond. A relic of a forgotten world, at that. An excellent start for my hoard! Though I’ll need a lair and I’ll need to evict this bothersome presence from my mind. I am hardly a servant, I am…

What’s my name, again?

Odd, why would I suddenly be angry about failing an…intelligence check? Of course I know what my name is, it’s Slartibartfast, though I’m curious what my parents were thinking when they gave it to me, it doesn’t sound draconic at all. More like…

Ugh, this is making my head hurt, from both the Usurper rattling his cage and these strange memories. James Black. Is that the name of my human form? Yes, that sounds right, and I remember quite a bit about magic too, maybe I masquerade as a sorcerer when I’m…

When I’m…

James Black. Right.

“Okay, that was a little embarrassing.” One of the big dangers of polymorphing? There’s always a chance, the longer you’re changed, you’ll forget you were human. I’ve spent a few hours like this, enough to get used to it. I don’t feel like a hatchling flying for the first time. I’m not breathing ice like I’m throwing a tantrum.

The important thing is that I’m back in control, the Usurper is at the moment under wraps, and I have plenty of energy, which will make Spencer’s plan a lot easier to live through. There’s no sense putting it off any longer.

I peer downward, the skylight in view, beat my wings a few times, and point my nose into a dive.

This is crazy, this is crazy…

The target grows closer, wind slipping around my body in a comforting way, my muscles tensed to spread my wings and pull out of the dive in an instant. I fight the urge, the very instincts that make this possible. Just because I resumed my identity doesn’t mean that it wouldn’t be easy to slide back into being… Damn it, Spencer, why did you have to name this form?

I will away the growing dread, knowing what’s going to happen when I go through that skylight in this form, the pain that’s going to come, the energy that’s going to discharge straight through me. God only knows what’s going to be left behind if I survive.

Squinting down at the skylight as it approaches, a tiny light catches my attention. It’s held aloft by a human, or at least what looks like a human. I can’t smell him through enchanted glass, and his eyes are fierce, determined. What he’s holding looks almost like a…

Diamond. A big shiny magic diamond, perfect to start my hoard—

No! I’m not a dragon, I’m…

Shit, I’m a sorcerer, right? But the power I feel, there are so many names. Cale, Heath, James… Damn it, which one am I? There are a lot of memories between James and Heath, so I’m likely one of them, but I have such clear memories of learning ice magic as Cale, so wouldn’t that be more accurate? Or maybe I’m a dragon named Slartibartfast…

No, that’s not right. God damn it! Whoever the hell I am, I am never polymorphing myself again.

The moment’s confusion is enough to weaken my concentration, the walls holding the Usurper vanishing as I struggle to reassert myself, and he surges to the foreground, my control over the body fading as I sense him preparing to bathe the room beneath the skylight in ice.

“The day is mine, Lightning Rod.” He sucks in breath as we reach the portal.

That’s who I am. I always stand…

I wrench the voice away from him. “That’s right, I’m the Lightning Rod.”

…and never fall.

We breach the skylight.

And you’re not.

Everything slows down as the frame and glass waver, the feeling not unlike a lot of static electricity, and for a moment I wonder, “That’s it?”

Then the energy discharges.

It’s not like a lightning strike at all.

Flames race along the ghostly metal, azure and silver and red and white, turbulent resonances clashing and colliding, but all agreeing on a single focal point for their rage: me. Just as I phase through the portal, the flames phase through me, ignoring the tough milky scales that encase my body, and surge straight through my being.

Pain, only pain, that’s all I feel. Every piece of me, even my brain feels trapped in the conflagration. My eyes, though clenched shut, burn in their sockets, the heat driving away any sense or desire to be a snow dragon ever again. I only hear a high-pitched whine, which is joined by another, then another, building in dissonance until there’s a thundering explosion, followed by a shattering sound, but I can’t hear a thing after that.

I want to scream in agony, but my breath catches in my throat, every nerve in my body has razor blades doing pirouettes on it, it seems. I’m hardly aware of the Usurper, all I know is that he picked the wrong time to break out of his cage, suffering just as I am, and the grim satisfaction of knowing that is the only balm my mind will afford me.

The inferno that envelops me intensifies, my wings turning to ash, scales melting like snow in the summer sun, mass shedding away as I suck in breath.

The world fades and shimmers, the flames still bright about me, but giving no pain, only light. I’m aware of my arms, my legs, my distinct lack of wings and tail. I’m human again, dressed in the same clothes I wore at Victory when I took the Usurper in. In my hand is a long scissor blade. My Sigil.

“No…”

I look to the source of the voice, finding a man with sickly gray skin, his features marred and constantly changing, his face like barely kneaded dough. His hair is stringy, oily and sparse, dripping a greenish ichor into the burning void. No, not a void.

“What have you done?” His eyes take shape, filled with anger. “We can’t be here!”

I held my breath, we’re in Tartarus. The land of the dead. Luckily, I’ve been here a few times.

I don’t hesitate. I lunge at him, my hand thrust forward with Sigil as the point of attack. We collide, the blade punching into his chest as we hit…the surface? I don’t understand why we’re suspended in midair, but we don’t fall, still cradled by the phantom fire.

His eyes are disbelieving as he looks down on the blade, my fist clenched around the handle. “No…not after so long…”

I meet his eyes with a one-sided smirk as I summon my will and shape the words in Sigil. “The king is dead.” I twist the blade and leave it in his chest. “Long live the king.”

I draw in breath with a croak. I leave the Usurper there, in Tartarus, impaled on Sigil.

As the world returns, the binding Spencer laid on me gives way. My body, my human body, is backlit by an explosion of magical energy and shattered glass and Fae-wrought steel. The last thing I see before everything goes black is a man with a deck of cards.


Chapter Thirty-Three

Spencer

“Oh shit!”

It seems an appropriate response to watching an explosion caused by a white dragon crashing through a skylight which results in a rain of fire and broken glass, not to mention the dragon suddenly vanishing, replaced by a human who falls from thirty feet like a rag doll.

There’s enough time to duck for cover, or to shove Ozzie out of the way, or scream in terror and shit myself. Like a good Coyote, I go with option D. No, not “all of the above”. I’m not that good at multitasking and I like these pants.

Instead, I’m thankful that my hunch was right about needing the cards, and luckily the Dwarf was able to find a deck downstairs while I got to watch a dragon have an identity crisis before attempting suicide. I wouldn’t even know how to begin that story.

I scale the card, the Ten of Spades, as hard as I can upward. “Kaze!” The burst of wind tosses James back up through the opening, giving me a second to get to the central feature of the loft—the hot tub Dave sleeps in. Already James is falling again, and I snatch another card from the deck. I know that Father Coyote’s forsaken me, but I have to believe that Fate is still on my side.

I throw another card at the sorcerer. “Kaze!”

Once again the sudden gale catches him and lifts him skyward, but not as far. It must have been a low card, but it buys enough time to draw the Ace of Hearts and drop it in the tub. “Mizu!”

The tub fills just as James reaches it, the resulting splash soaking me fully, giving me the opportunity to blink a few times and spit out some water. “Yeah.” I shake the excess water from my hair. “That went well.”

Ozzie stares at me in pure disbelief, and considering that I’m not a sorcerer, I decide to not feel insulted. He struggles to reach over the lip of the tub and pull James out enough that his head isn’t submerged. James’s face is pale. The Dwarf glances at me, his voice controlled but worried. “Help me get him on the floor.”

I do so, picking up the sorcerer’s legs and straining to ease him downward. Now that I think about it, being tossed about in the air likely wasn’t the healthiest thing for him. But I have to believe it was better than him hitting the hardwood floor or the lip of the tub at the wrong angle and snapping his neck and ending up paralyzed or…

“He’s not breathing.” Ozzie sets his jaw, presses his fingers against James’s neck. After a few seconds, the Dwarf’s breathing grows more urgent. “No pulse.” He leans over, opening James’s mouth and inspecting, telling no one in particular “airway’s clear” before looking at me. “Call 911, tell them to send an ambulance and that I’m doing chest compressions. Now.”

I nod, grateful there’s something normal I can do. I mean, James isn’t supposed to be dead. He’s supposed to groan and bitch and whine and say some witty one-liner, and in the next five minutes get up and be perfectly fine. He’s the hero, damn it, that’s the way it’s supposed to work. I fumble with my cell, but there’s no signal. All the excess magic in the air likely having fried my burner. I’ll laugh at the irony later.

There’s a phone in the corner of the loft, but it’s dead as well. “Shit shit shit… Ozzie, I’m not getting a signal. Fuck, fuck!” I rush back. “C’mon, James, wake up. You can’t die.”

Ozzie’s hands press repeatedly into James’s chest, a steady rhythm, and he’s humming as he does it, it sounds like…

“Wait, you’re doing this to ‘Another One Bites the Dust’? Do you have any idea what kind of softball you’re throwing at Fate right now?” I want to smack him, because this is wrong and damn it, damn it, damn it, James, you’re not supposed to die!

“It’s a hundred beats per minute, which is the recommended rhythm for chest compressions. It’s this or ‘Stayin’ Alive’, and I was never into the Bee Gees.” He keeps the rhythm steady, his face calm, determined. “Took some EMT classes in college. Maybe there’re some spells or enchantments in that diamond that’ll fix this, but I need to stick with what I know.”

I chew my lip and watch. “But…this’ll work. This always works on TV so it’ll work.”

Ozzie gives me a somber look. “Actually, the success rate’s closer to forty-five percent.” He doesn’t stop, though, he keeps going, he doesn’t give up. “But I’m going to make sure he’s in that forty-five percent.”

 

James

“Gotta admit, kid, I didn’t see it going this way.”

Strangely, I’m not in any pain. It doesn’t occur to me that that’s likely a bad sign until I sit up and see a time-frozen statue of Spencer kneeling next to me, and Ozzie bending over me, his hands compressing my sternum, which shouldn’t be possible, considering I’m sitting up and…

And that’s my body down there.

I become aware of a man standing over me, dressed in black on black on black, pale skin, stylishly short ebon hair and dark eyes. Hades.

I thought there would be more anger, sorrow, I don’t know, something as the realization hits me. “I didn’t make it, did I?”

“And here I thought you’d leap at the chance to point out that for once I don’t know everything.” He lights a cigarette, taking a long drag before looking at the assemblage. “Funny, you know. Usually when the Ra’keth dies people aren’t trying to prevent it.”

“What happened to the Usurper?” I shrug. “Might as well ask, right?”

Hades nods, not making a move to help me up. I stay where I am, half-in and half-out of my body. The god of the underworld flicks some ash into the void. “Where he belongs, in Tartarus. Been looking for him for quite some time, you know.”

“I thought he escaped.”

He nods simply. “He did. About six worlds ago. And now he’s mine. They all think they can run, but I’ll have every one of them eventually. It’s why they made me.”

“But how did he get out? I mean…” I think back on what the Usurper said. “It wasn’t really because of me, was it?”

That earns an indulgent look from the god, which sets me at ease before he says, “Yes, James. Everything that happens in the past, present and future, even the actions of the Fateless, is because of your involvement.” He snorts derisively. “Sorcerers. Even the humble ones are so solipsistic.” Hades takes a pull on his cigarette. “Him coming after you, though? That’s what you wanted.”

Understandably it takes me a few seconds to process that. “Why in God’s name would I want something like that?”

“Why else would you say it? I thought it was odd that you’d challenge every Ra’keth still out there—”

“I didn’t do that!”

With that, he produces a legal pad from inside his coat. “I mentioned that the problems during the last changing of the throne were due to there being three Ra’keth in one city. You said…” He puts on a pair of black horn-rimmed glasses and inspects the writing on the pad, and his voice sounds exactly like mine when he reads from it. “Fine. There can only be one then.” His voice shifts back to normal as he shows the pad to me. “Is that not your signature?”

“Yes, one Ra’keth to a city. Was the Usurper from around here?”

Hades chuckles. “Of course not. Until the Recluse, there had never been a Ra’keth on these shores. The Usurper was a fool in a previous Ra’keth’s court in Atlantis, hence that terrible accent. It used to be even thicker. To think you people all used to sound like that. No end of entertainment, I’ll tell you. And if you’ll pay attention to the document you signed, you specified one Ra’keth. Singular. Unique. No one else can be Ra’keth but you. That is the decree of the Lightning Rod.

“Don’t get me wrong, kid, I think it’s an inspired choice. So many of your kind spent the better part of their lives finding ways to avoid their inevitable deaths, and since we’re talking about sorcerers, quite a few of them succeeded. So many of them are out there in some way, shape, or form, the majority aren’t even technically human anymore, but they’re still Ra’keth, and now, they’ll be gunning for you. By Styx, the only reason the Usurper found you first is because you literally told him to have a chat with you about the whole thing.”

If I weren’t dead, I’d feel sick. Hades notices this and offers me a cigarette, which I instinctively wave off. “C’mon, kid, what’s it going to do, kill you? No strings, me to you, attorney to client. Gratis.”

What the hell. I take it and lean forward, but he doesn’t light it. Grumbling, I hold my hand in front of me. “Fire.”

Nothing.

“You’re dead, kid. No more magic.”

“Do I have to be? I still have hours left on my sentence, I’m guessing.” I look up at him. “Why am I so calm? I’m dead. I should be pissed off about that.”

“Yeah, you’d be surprised how much worrying is a problem largely suffered by the living.”

“So…who takes the throne?”

Hades shrugs. “One of the few things I’m not privy to. Still up in the air, I suppose. Between you and me, I’d prefer you back in the land of the living, both because you owe me quite a few hours, and while I can’t see the future, I’m guessing the world won’t be in better shape with your successor.” He takes another drag on his cigarette. “I think it’s telling you haven’t asked me about him.”

“My successor?”

He shakes his head. “Cale.”

I meet his eyes. “It doesn’t mean I’m over him. It’s only been two days since he stood me up.”

He folds his arms. “Moved on.”

“Fuck you.”

“No, thank you. He moved on, James. Served his sentence. You keep forgetting time moves more quickly in my realm. Hence you and I having this lovely conversation while a Dwarf tries to resuscitate you using the catchy beats of Queen.” He snickers derisively. “Cale served his time in the Asphodel Fields, so he’s been released.”

“But…but you and I had a deal that I’d get to see him.”

“And you did. You’d rather I kept him there past his time so you could see him for an hour every…several decades for him? I thought you loved the guy.” His steely gray eyes focus on me. “You got five visits, five hours. Do you have any idea what that’s worth? What someone would have to do to demand that many chances to say goodbye to their loved one in person? Why, they’d likely have to do me a personal favor. Don’t blame me for wasting your opportunities.”

My lower lip trembles, but my emotions are still muffled. “Why didn’t you tell me? Where’d he go, if he’s released?”

“First question, attorney-client privilege. His sentence was not your worry. I figured you’d eventually want someone with a pulse, instead of carrying a torch. When that didn’t happen… Sorcerers.” He rolls his eyes. “So stubborn.”

“The second question, he served his time, and he wasn’t assigned to Tartarus initially, so he gets another shot. Clean slate. No Keth blood in him this time.”

I blink. “He’s alive?”

“Four weeks old, about, but yes. Lovely little girl, has his eyes, the non-Marked ones, that is. Won’t remember anything from the previous life, not ever, so don’t even think about contacting her.”

“Why didn’t he tell me about any of this?”

“Working in the Asphodel Fields means very little in the way of counting the hours, kid. I doubt he knew his time was coming up. Besides, I figured you’d say goodbye, move on. Obsessing over dead loved ones is how sorcerers start dabbling in death magic, and I hate sorcerers who do that. It’s bad enough that you’re still hopping into my realm uninvited whenever you please, though you did it this time to drop off a wayward client so I’ll let it slide.”

I exhale, look around at the phantoms of Ozzie and Spence, both worried. “So…where am I going? I mean, can you give me a hint? Am I doing data entry for the next few centuries?”

The god kneels down next to me and puts the legal pad back inside his jacket, and his hand returns with a lighter. “You have a smoke while I mull it over, okay?” He touches the ghostly flame to the end of the cigarette.

I shrug, defeated, and take a pull, immediately expulsing the smoke in an explosion of hacking coughs. I can feel a gentle tugging in my chest as I convulse, trying to expel what’s left of it, the dark of Tartarus slowly giving way to light.

“Oh, it looks like I gave you the wrong one. What with you still sitting in your body and the Dwarf doing CPR, all that coughing will probably be enough to start your heart back up and snatch you from my clutches.” He snaps his fingers with a deadpan expression. “Damn.”


Chapter Thirty-Four

Spencer

“God damn it, James, wake up.” I take his hand, still warm, and I cling to whatever positive meaning that might have. I’m not prepared for alternatives. You don’t go through what I have tonight, claim victory from the forest of defeat, and end up losing someone. My life’s not supposed to go like that, James’s life isn’t supposed to go like that. He’s supposed to be a beacon of hope, a benevolent ruler who doesn’t need to be reminded that he’s human.

He’s supposed to…

Wait.

Did he just squeeze my hand?

“Ozzie, I think…” I don’t dare say it, not yet. I don’t want to jinx it.

The Dwarf pulls his hands away from James’s chest, presses his fingers against the sorcerer’s throat. The world fades away, the seconds eternal before a relieved smile crosses his face, the Dwarf blinking a few times, his eyes brimming before he nods silently. “Give him some space. He still needs to get to a hospital, so get downstairs and see if any of the phones are working. If they aren’t, then find someplace where they are.”

“But he’s okay? He’s going to make it?”

Ozzie doesn’t look at me as he speaks. “I don’t want to say anything. The important thing is his heart is beating, and he’s breathing.”

“Spence?” The Ra’keth’s eyes open, finding me. “Can I have my stone back?”

I’m about to hand it to him, but I hesitate. Wait. Nothing says that this is actually James. I can’t ask him about football or soccer again, and I don’t know many other differences between Anglo and American culture. “Prove it’s you first.”

“Spence?” He sounds awful, more of a croak than speaking. “I just came back from the dead, would you mind?”

I chew my lower lip. “Doesn’t really set my mind at ease.”

“How do I prove it, then?”

“Uh…”

Ozzie cuts me off. “What kind of treasure would you find in the lair of a blue dragon?”

James blinks at the Dwarf. “You can’t ask me that, you didn’t say if we were dealing with first edition or three-five or what. They all have completely different treasure tables. Plus, you didn’t say which age category.”

Ozzie takes the stone from my hand and puts it around the sorcerer’s neck. “It’s him.” He glances at me. “Out here in the real world the answer would be nothing, since blue dragons largely keep their money in tech stocks.” He mutters under his breath. “Why on earth did I just tell that to a Coyote…”

Once the diamond’s back with James, his breathing gets less shallow, some of the color returning to his face. I take his hand again and squeeze. “Gave us a hell of a scare there.”

He looks up at me, blearily. “Hospital still sounds like a good idea, Spence.” I nod and get up, but he doesn’t let go. “Wait, before you go, there’s a lot of…him. Memories, people he took. It’s all fading fast, but I get the feeling you wanted to know this.”

The Lightning Rod proceeds to tell me a long string of letters and numbers, which is confusing for a moment until it finally dawns on me what they are. “Right. Right. Thank you.” I fight off a giggle as I let go of him and run for the stairs heading down to the diner. I don’t even pay attention to Dave, grabbing the phone out in the diner proper and thankfully finding a dial tone waiting for me. To my credit, I call for an ambulance first, and since Dave watches through the pass-through, he gets that James managed to pull out the win.

Bank gets the next call.

“Take it we won? Or do we need to get out of—”

“Shut up a second and write this down while it’s still all in my head.”

He starts to give me attitude about how he’s not my damned secretary until he recognizes the nature of the numbers and letters I’m telling him. Once I finish, it takes him a few seconds to respond, but his voice is quivering in anticipation. “All right, give me a couple minutes to verify these. I’m in my car doing this on a smartphone.”

I hear him set down the cell phone, and I lean back against the counter and cover the receiver with my hand. “Ambulance is on its way, Dave. Ozzie’s with him. James is breathing, he’s talking, he seems like himself.”

The dragon sags, closing his eyes before looking toward the ceiling and muttering something in draconic, but it sounds like a prayer of thanks. “So that crazy idea of yours worked.”

“Just as much James as me. I got to thinking about all the names that the Ra’keth are given, about how they all just…fit, you know? The Recluse, he hid away from the world, the gods, everything. The Usurper, same thing, he took control of minds, bodies, memories… The Lightning Rod, well, he attracts all kinds of trouble, yeah, but he keeps it from hurting anyone else, and it never takes him down.” I shrug with a slight grin. “Plus he’s, y’know, grounded. I knew he’d survive, I knew he’d make it. I just…knew.”

I rub my face, the approaching dawn outside reminding me how long I’ve gone without sleep. “Sorry about your skylight though. Good thing Ozzie’s fixing it already, right?”

The dragon stares at me, his words measured, deliberate, masking intensity. “What about the skylight?”

“Well, it’s trashed, you know? Whole thing came down after James passed through it.”

Dave trembles, which I never thought I’d see a dragon do, but it’s not a reaction I expected. I mean, the look on his face is the same one you see on TV when a guy has a shotgun pointed at his head and he’s not in the main cast, not when someone hears about a big home-repair project coming up. I nudge him gently. “Dave?”

“Completely trashed? Completely?” He grabs my shoulders, the grip more than a little uncomfortable, seeing as he has claws. “There’s nothing left of the original?” When I nod meekly he staggers away, rubbing his snout, muttering in draconic, and again, while I don’t understand it, I know paralyzing dread when I hear it.

“Dave, what’s going on, I mean, Ozzie’s fixing it already, right? Probably will be easier with him starting from scratch.”

“Do you have any idea how much it’ll cost to replace it?”

“So…just get a regular skylight then, not the super-enchanted one. That’ll be cheaper.”

He snorts a cloud of smoke. “That skylight wasn’t just a convenient entrance for dragons, Coyote. It collected ambient energy and powered the furnace, the grill, provided the electricity for the diner, the loft. Without it I’ll have to pay for all that, and I barely break even here as it is, giving insurance to people who work for tips. This is going to ruin me, Trickster.”

Bank comes back on the line. “Holy shit, Cracker, they’re all good. Eight million…eight million dollars.” He practically cackles now. “Shit, what I could do with a split of that…”

“Remember where the bulk of it’s going, Bank.” I hold a finger up to Dave to have him postpone his nervous breakdown.

“Already got a few underfunded organizations that are going to wake up to good news. Let me work the percentages and totals, I’ll get you your cut. You got an account number for me, by the way?”

“Just a second.” I cover the receiver with my hand and pat Dave’s shoulder. “C’mon, Dave, it won’t be that bad. How much could it possibly cost anyway?”

The dragon looks at me as Bank comes back on the line, and they both say in unison, “Two hundred fifteen thousand dollars.”

The hand covering the receiver drops in shock. “Two hundred fifteen thousand dollars?”

“Yep,” both of them say at the same time.

“God damn it.”

The exact amount I’m getting is the exact amount needed. Moral decision thrust in my face. I get a flash apartment on Tolon Avenue for a couple of years and run big cons for big money, really get my life started, and live with the guilt.

Or, I can let a dragon keep running a greasy spoon in a neighborhood that’s outgrowing it. A diner that will keep him alive and continue to provide health-care coverage for employees who wouldn’t have a shot in hell at it otherwise. And one of them has a kid I watch My Little Pony with on the rare occasion I’m asked to babysit.

It’s better this way. This is the choice a hero would make. This is the choice that Mom would want me to go with. It’d make her proud of me. Plus, James would never forgive me if I chose otherwise, and he’s been through enough lately.

Still sucks, though.

I tilt my head skyward. “Fuck you too, Fate.” I grumble, kick the counter several times, slam my fist into it, even make some inarticulate sound for a second or three. I pick the phone back up. “Someone’s going to give you a number, Bank.”

I hand the receiver to the dragon, fighting back a glare. “I get free meals for the rest of my life, I crash here whenever I want, and the second a relative of yours walks in here that you’re not all that fond of, you call me immediately and get me fifteen minutes of face time. We simpatico?”

The dragon blinks a few times and takes the phone, muttering a string of numbers that I do my best to forget. After he hands me back the phone, I check it, and Bank’s hung up. Dave glances at me, still in vague shock. “He…uh…he says he’ll call you later. Did you just… Am I getting…?”

“Yeah. It’ll be paid in full, all that. Remember the deal.” I lean heavily against the counter. “Moment of weakness, trust me.”

“Spencer, this is…” He looks up, then at me. “You’ve put yourself on the line, you nearly died helping James and now you’re helping me.” He snorts another puff of smoke. “Never thought I’d say this about a Coyote, but…you’re a good man.”

I chance a smile. “I wouldn’t go that far. Just helping you out because otherwise James ends up on the street and I don’t have a place he can crash. Hardly want him living in a storage locker, he deserves better. He deserves…”

“What?”

I chew my lower lip, because I was going to say that he deserves…

Me.

With everything raining down on him, he needs someone who’ll have his back, keep him grounded, get him out of that loft every now and then, someone who’ll make him happy.

And I want to be the guy who does that.

Doesn’t mean I love him, just means that I want something more than a sidekick-hero thing. A deeper friendship maybe, I don’t know what it’s called. I want to be there for him, you know?

And he wouldn’t be too bad for me, either. God knows I could use someone who can see through my bullshit and call me on it when I’m drifting too far afield. Even if he sees me as some uneducated moron who wants to hump everything in sight, it’s because he doesn’t know me yet, and I want him to. It hurt, seeing that vision of myself, and I have to wonder how many people see me like that.

May be time for a long look in the mirror, right? The fact that I’ll see blue eyes instead of golden should be plenty of evidence that I’m becoming someone else, the kind of guy who’ll give a middle finger to the Feud to do the right thing, the kind of guy who wouldn’t keep Mom worrying, the kind of guy who’s good for more than a fun date and a one-night stand.

And I have James to thank for all this. I should be pissed, you know? My life, objectively speaking, is a lot worse off than it was a few days ago. I’m broke—still broke—homeless, have a shot at a job that doesn’t pay anything, I’ve been forsaken by my clan and Kitsune have declared open season on me. Everything seriously got a lot darker for me, so why am I smiling?

Because I know that upstairs is a guy that won’t fix everything for me, but will have my back while I try to do it myself.

Holy shit.

I can’t fucking stop smiling.

Because of James.

I need to tell him about this.

Keeping that smile, I exit the diner proper and move through the narrow hallway to the stairs, going two at a time. If this were TV, a rock ballad would be building in the background, making its way to the crescendo where I crest the stairs, go to his side, kneel, tell him how I feel in one breath and…

And…

When I reach the top, James is sitting up somewhat, his back supported by the arm of a Dwarf, their eyes closed as they kiss.

Right, James is with Ozzie.

After a few seconds they pull apart, their eyes gazing into the other’s. Ozzie’s smiling. James is too.

“The…” I clear my throat to get their attention. “The ambulance is on the way. Uh, Dave’s probably going to want to talk to you, Ozzie, about the skylight.”

He nods and gently picks up James, sets him on the futon, the sorcerer chuckling. “I am feeling a lot better, Oz. Upside to being a sorcerer, we come back from death’s door awfully quick if another Keth’s not in the immediate vicinity.”

Ozzie taps James’s nose. “You’re still going to the hospital.” He glances back at me. “Keep an eye on him for me?”

I nod, Ozzie heads downstairs, and I go to the sorcerer’s side.

“Hell of a day, huh?” I don’t really know what else to start with.

“Thank you.” He takes my hand with both of his, squeezing it. “Seriously, it’s because of you all of this turned out better than it could have. I knew I could count on you, Spencer.”

God, don’t say things like that.

He peers at me a second. “What happened to your eyes?”

“Oh, that. That’s Coyote stuff. Nothing you need to worry about.”

“Oh.” He shrugs, weakly. “Well, they’re a nice color, at least. Didn’t do anything to your hair though.”

“Yeah, there’s something I need to talk to you about. James, I think I might be in—”

“Can you believe Ozzie?” He grins a bit wider just saying his name. “Knows me two days and he was there, solid, and…” He takes a breath. “You were right, you know? I was holding on to Cale a little too tightly, I did need to move on. If it weren’t for you, I probably would’ve pushed Ozzie away and God knows what might’ve happened.” He laughs, and it lights up his face. It is a good laugh. “Christ, I can’t stop smiling. I’m half-dead, I fell through a skylight, I’m going to get screwed over by my own decree and I can’t stop smiling.” He squeezes my hand again. “Thank you, Spence, God, thank you.”

He beams, and, as I should expect after cutting me off with all that, he says innocently, “Sorry, you were about to say something?”

I force a Coyote smile. “Forget it. Compared to that, it’s not important.”


Epilogue

Spencer

One week later

If you want my honest opinion, the only thing more boring than Dungeons & Dragons is having to listen to people play it. Even when you have a Dwarf and an actual sorcerer playing and an honest-to-God dragon running the whole thing, it’s still a snoozer communicated in arcane virginal terminology, occasionally interrupted by rolling dice that you can’t even bet on. Why anyone would waste their life on this just boggles the mind.

“I swear to God, if I have to listen to the Lord of the Rings soundtrack one more goddamned time…”

James gives me a look. “You know, you could probably run a decent Bard. At the very least you’d have grounds to pick the music.”

I glance at him, take one of the beers that Ozzie brought over. Imported and German, and therefore likely better than anything domestic. “Playing what I actually am? That’s pretty pathetic.” I lean back in my seat. “This sucks, seriously. If I walk outside there’s a Dog in every car and a Fox on every corner, and since my falling out with the clan I can’t even cloak up to go past them.” I look at James. “Don’t suppose you can help me out with that? I’ve got an interview at Victory tomorrow.”

He shrugs, studying his character sheet, which is heavily taped together. “Shouldn’t be a problem. This is a real job?”

“Internship, but yeah. Some guy’s pulling a couple strings for me. I impressed him, I guess.” I grumble, cracking the beer and taking a swig as I cast my eyes downward. “I just need a break from this, is all.”

James looks around the table. “Food break?”

The dragon nods, getting up from behind the table. “Am I firing up the grill or you conjuring?”

“Real food would be better.” Ozzie stretches in his chair and kisses James on the cheek. “I’m making a drink run, since Spence is likely going to go through half my beer. You want anything?”

He nods in reply. “Coffee, maybe a brownie?”

The Dwarf nods, and they kiss again, but I look away.

“Hey.” James taps my hand. “I know things are rough right now, but…it’s going to get better. I’ve got a good feeling about this, you’ll be okay.”

I sigh, shrug. “Thanks for the confidence.” I look up, the giant tarp covering the skylight dominating my view. “At least that’s getting fixed, and I can crash here while I get back on my feet.”

“Yeah, about that…”

Shit. Déjà vu. “What?”

He’s hugging me tightly now. “Ozzie told me where the funding came from. That you would do that, it’s… I’m glad you’re around, Spencer.” He pulls away, looking into my eyes, smiling. “I have to say that my life is better than it could be, now that you’re in it.”

 

James

“So…you’re not kicking me out?”

I arch a brow. “Why would I do that?” I take Spencer’s beer bottle and take a sip, making a face. “Never understood the attraction to this stuff. Have to keep an eye on Ozzie. He’s only had one tonight, right?”

The Coyote deadpans, “A Dwarf who can’t hold his liquor?”

“I know. Actually, I need your advice.”

He blinks at me. “About his drinking?”

I shake my head. “God, this is awkward but, uh, since I got out of the hospital and we’ve been gaming every night, Ozzie and I haven’t had our, um…third date?”

He looks away. “Dwarf or not, he’s a guy, James. Just say you want to fuck, and he won’t care what happened before it. Hell, if you two want to take off and do it now, I wouldn’t care, just as long as it’s not here and I don’t have to hear any details tomorrow morning.”

“Spence, I’m not looking to screw him, I want to do this right, you know? You made it pretty clear you have more relationship experience than I do, so I figured—”

“Well, you figured wrong, I’m not the guy you want to go to on this.” He sighs, looking down. “That came out wrong, I’m sorry. What I’m trying to say is that the guy I was with three years, it was more friends with benefits than anything else. If you want it to be special, you need to be yourself, be honest. Say something like…” Spencer looks at me. “Like…I care about you, and you’re special to me, and being with you, intimate with you, it won’t solve all the problems in my life, it won’t make everything better, it’ll just be…better with you.”

I take that in and nod before smiling at him. “Damn, that must’ve gotten you all kinds of action, huh?”

He titters, looking down again. “Yeah. Had to beat them back with a stick.” Spencer reaches over and squeezes my hand. “Just be honest with him, James. Tell him he makes you happy, and it’ll all go from there.”

I squeeze his hand back. “Thanks again, Spence.”

He rubs his face. “Okay, that’s settled. I still have no idea what I’m going to do though.”

“About the Feud?”

He grumbles loudly. “No, damn it. I have no idea what I’m doing or what I’m capable of and no one here has any practical advice other than ‘hit it ’til it stops’.”

I laugh at that. “Well, you’re the one who rolled a barbarian.” I get up and lean over him, check his character sheet. “Don’t worry about it, Spence, whatever the game throws at us, we’ll figure it out together.”
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Broken Mirrors, Book 2

If I could offer one piece of advice now, as I fall past the eighty-fourth floor of Victory Tower, with the sky above me the swirling eye of a crimson hurricane, the blade of a goddess stuck in my thigh, and a man I used to love preparing to end the world, it would be this: Magic is not the answer to your problems.

Sorcerers have always been feared in the City, their origins as unknown as the nature and extent of their power. When James Black, a young man fleeing an abusive lover, becomes a sorcerer, his old life is erased from existence, and his new life is indebted to powerful entities. 

Escaping the man who abused him was supposed to be the end, but the very magic that freed him has put him on a collision course with the gods and the Sorcerer King himself.

And only one of them can survive.

Warning: This is a work of urban fantasy featuring a gay male protagonist, with a romantic subplot and focus on magic, dragons, tricksters, sorcerers, and survival of domestic abuse. Please adjust expectations accordingly.

 

Enjoy the following excerpt for Lightning Rod:

“This is a terrible fake ID.” He holds up the picture to my face. “Let me guess, you went bar-hopping even though you’re underage, got in a fight, and they tossed you in the drink. Am I close?”

We can go with that, it’s better than the truth. “How’d you know—”

He flashes a million-dollar smile. “I know everything.” He leans in closer. “Especially that you’re lying.” He stands up and takes out a smartphone, tapping at the screen. “You see, Fate only delivers two kinds of people to me who are ready to die. Usurpers and sorcerers.”

I start pushing myself along the railing toward the bow, trying to put some distance between me and him. “I’m not ready to die.”

“No one ever is.” He looks up from his phone. “Besides, you’re supposed to be dead when I get there. And you’re certainly not supposed to come to me.” He easily closes the distance between us. “And the funny thing is, you’re on my list, but you’re not.” A smile, but it’s somehow not reassuring. “James Black, who doesn’t exist, is on my list. Miles Canmore, who just vomited on my deck, isn’t. And yet, here you are, Miles. Or, well, I suppose James now. Big night for you.”

I blink, press my thumb to my wrist, causing him to chuckle.

“Relax, you’re alive as far as I can tell, and telling is one of my fortes.” He pulls over a deck chair and takes a seat, peering at me. “But now I find myself in a unique position. Most would just kill you outright, save themselves the future trouble.”

“I don’t understand. Who are you?”

“I’d rather ask you that question, honestly, but seeing as you made yourself my guest for the evening…” He slips his hand into his jacket, produces a business card, and hands it to me. It’s high quality, but I can’t tell much else about it. The text says a name at first, David something, but the letters waver and fade, and then show five letters.

Hades.

My heart climbs up my throat. “You’re…”

“A god. Not your god, a god, but I’d like to think I’m just as organized.”

“But that’s not possible.”

He flashes that smile again. “Of course it is, I have an excellent support staff.” Hades raises a hand. “I know what you meant. Since I answered your question, you’ll answer one of mine. Would you count what I’ve done for you as a favor?”

I look at him confusedly. “I don’t understand.”

“Pulling you out of the river, would you consider that a favor owed to me?”

“I…I guess so?” I pull the blanket around me tighter. “Are you going to kill me?”

“I don’t kill people. I don’t often spare them either. Regardless, if you owe me a favor, it would be in my best interests to keep you alive so you can pay me back. I hate debts owed to me. Nothing more offensive than an unbalanced ledger.” He offers his hand, helping me to my feet as he gets up. “I suppose I should be taking you somewhere.”

“Can I go home?”

He laughs. “Allow me to reiterate. You’re forgotten. There’s no home for you to go to. I would suggest you keep to your adopted alias.”

“But how can… What about a…”

He places his hands on my shoulders. “I’m not expecting you to understand any of this, much less accept it, but little can be done to change the facts. I don’t even know how to explain how things work when one of you comes along. For now, they will see you to be as you claimed: James Black.”

“Who’s they?”

“The humans, James, who else?” Hades steps back and taps at his phone, making a call. “Kerry? Bring the car around, I need to drop someone off, and call the Impecunious, let him know I’m on my way.” He glances over me again. “Should I tell him to have coffee ready?”

This is where I break down. This is where the night finally snaps the final straw. A few hours ago I was thinking about leaving Heath. Now people are dead, Heath is dead, I nearly drowned, I’m forgotten, whatever that means, and the god of the underworld is claiming I owe him a favor. And apparently he’s taking me out for coffee.

I just sob.

“Huh.” He turns off his phone. “And here I was convinced you’d rage and rave.” He whistles softly. “Mr. Cerberus, take our guest down to the car, get him a fresh blanket.”

The large man returns and glowers down at me.

His skin is pitch-black, head bald, eyes a dull red, teeth white and sharp. His other two heads—one on either side—look just the same.

“What is this?”

“Sniveling trash.”

“He Ra’keth?” The third head spits the last word at me.

Hades chuckles. “If he were, you’d be dead. Behave. If I can be patient, so will you.” All three heads grumble as I’m scooped up with ease, its powerful arms holding me in place as I tremble in shock.

“Stop staring.”

“It’s rude.”

The center head grins widely. “I hear Keth blood tastes of nectar.”

I’m carried down the gangplank toward a small parking lot where a limo awaits. The interior is all in black leather, bordered with bench seats and interrupted on the right by a minibar. I’m shoved inside by the three-headed man, who grumbles under his breath, throwing a dry blanket at me seconds later.

Hades, or at least the man who claims to be him, joins me after that, sitting in the backseat. He and I are alone.

“Can you tell me if Heath—”

“Sorry, I can’t share information about others.” The limo goes into motion, and he gestures to the rack of bottles. “Think you’ve earned a drink. Don’t worry, it’s all from the land of the living.” He rolls his eyes as he leans over and pours himself a tall glass of whiskey. “That one thing was invented for one story, and I’m stuck with it because Seph and I have marital issues.” He waves his hand. “Neither here nor there, though.”

“What can you tell me?”

“You got me on my night off, so less than normal but more than usual.” He takes a sip of his whiskey.

“Why are you helping me, if you are who you say you are?”

He flashes another high-beam smile. “Simple, you owe me. Someday I’ll call in your debt. We have, as it’s called, a verbal contract. Much cleaner than hacking up our arms and swapping blood, wouldn’t you say?”

“Where are we going?” I look out the windows and see that we’re heading east, toward Beckettsville. “Hell?”

“Hell isn’t my jurisdiction. We’re going to 69th and K. Need to have someone keep an eye on you for a little while.” I tense, and he sighs. “It’s more for your protection than anything else. I’d prefer no one knew where you were. Then again, it’s not like you can contact anyone.”

“What if I just—”

He holds up a hand to stop me. “You are forgotten. Your family won’t know you. Not my fault, that rule was put in place by the Recluse. You don’t like it, you can take it up with him.”

“Who?” Having a drink is sounding like a better idea by the moment.

“You’ll find out eventually, your kind always does.”

“My kind?”

“You’re an Anu’keth.” He smiles. “It means…”

The words escape my mouth before I’m even aware I’m saying them. “Usurper to the Throne.”


What he’s been taught to fear could be his destiny…and his only hope.
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Adam Yuga, a rising young star in the imperialist Terran Protectorate, is on the verge of a massive promotion…until a routine physical exam reveals something less than perfection. Genetic flaws are taboo, and Adam soon discovers there’s a thin line between rising star and starving outcast.

Stripped of wealth and position, stricken with a mysterious, worsening illness, Adam resorts to stealing credits to survive. Moments from capture by the Protectorate, help arrives in the form of Lochlan, a brash, cocksure Bideshi fighter.

Now the Bideshi, a people long shunned by the Protectorate, are the only ones who will offer him shelter. As Adam learns the truth about the mysterious, nomadic people he was taught to fear, Lochlan offers him not just shelter—but a temptation Adam can only resist for so long.

Struggling to adapt to his new life, Adam discovers his illness hides a terrible secret, one that the Protectorate will stop at nothing to conceal. Time is growing short, and he must find the strength to close a centuries-old rift, accept a new identity—and hold on to a love that could cost him everything.

Warning: This title contains brief scenes of explicit violence and mild but potentially triggering homophobia.

 

Enjoy the following excerpt for Line and Orbit:

Adam fell onto the floor, cracking his head on the sloping bulkhead and crying out. He looked around, trying to remember where he was. It wasn’t his ship. It was too messy, too old and above all, too lived-in. He ached everywhere and the lights of the Orchid were still pounding behind his eyes.

“Aha, you’re not dead,” said a blurry shape across the room. It moved toward him. Adam watched it warily; there was something about its lanky lines and wild hair that was unpleasantly familiar. Then he remembered. His ship and the station, receding into the distance. Anger boiled up in his gut. He glared.

“You must not be used to sleeping in a hammock.” The man dropped into a crouch in front of Adam. Adam hadn’t taken the time to look closely at him before, but now he put two and two together. The hair. The rough clothing, worn and mended repeatedly. The banded tattoos that circled his arms and snaked up under his sleeves. The skin tone and bone structure, the delicate tilt of the dark eyes. Elusive. Hard to pin down.

“You’re Bideshi,” said Adam. It wasn’t a question.

The man rocked back on his heels and laughed. “You’re just now figuring that out? I picked myself a sharp one, I can tell.” He put out a hand, and like the laugh, there was mockery in it. “Lochlan d’Bideshi, at your service. There’s other names in there, but I know you poor duraks get confused by more than two or three at a time so we’ll keep it simple.”

Adam looked down at the proffered hand. He didn’t take it. The Bideshi. Weavers of dark magic, believers of dark madness. Bandits and thieves. That’s you, that last one. Adam brushed the thought angrily away. He was sick, but he still had his breeding, his birthright. He wasn’t going to shake hands with a mongrel.

After a moment Lochlan dropped his hand with a faint look of disgust. “Fine, mitr, be that way.” He straightened up and set about untwisting the hammock. “At least tell me what I put my ass on the line for back there. What the hell did you do to get them so riled up?”

Adam felt obstinance rising. “Why should I tell you?”

“Because you owe me, raya. Who got you away? You think you did that on your own? You couldn’t even fucking walk, and I didn’t have to get your sorry ass out of there. Still not sure why I did.”

Adam dropped his gaze and stared at his hands. They were starting to shake again. He had been falling. He remembered that, too. Falling and about to be grabbed, as good as lost until the man had caught him. “I didn’t ask you to do anything.”

“Well, I did.” Lochlan leaned over with one hand on the hammock. “Deal with it.”

Adam grimaced, and something in him wrenched and gave way. The man might kill him for what he carried, but he wasn’t sure he cared anymore.

“I stole credits,” he said, turning his hands over each other. “I stole…a lot of credits.” He hadn’t really noticed how much, at first. It was more than he’d meant to. He’d meant to take a little dip out of the pot. He’d helped himself to a heaping spoonful.

Lochlan let out a low whistle and dropped back down beside him. “Okay, then. Now we’re talking. Why would you go and do a silly thing like that, mitr raya?”

Adam glared again. “Don’t call me that. That’s a bad word to you people, right? Look, I stole it because I was fucking starving, and they’re the reason for it.” He clenched his hands into fists and closed his eyes against a wave of dizziness, feeling the easy smoothness of the slipstream. He knew it was impossible to feel that—one couldn’t feel the quantum ebb and flow around the skin of the ship—but when you were desperate there were certain things you could make yourself believe.

“They owed me,” he said faintly. “They were supposed to fix me…”

“Adam.” He felt hands on him, holding him up with surprising gentleness. “Hey, Adam. Don’t go to sleep on me, asshole. Thought you were looking seedy back there, what the fuck is wrong with you?”

“Don’t know,” he whispered. The slipstream was swallowing him up, pulling him down into its well of light. “Been happening. For weeks. Can’t keep it steady…”

“Khara,” he heard, and then Lochlan was laying him back on a mercifully soft pile of clothes, passing a hand over his forehead, and he couldn’t help but think of his mother, the one time when he’d been sick as a boy. She hadn’t told anyone and his father had lied about a trip to see family—even a single instance of fever could make someone’s life hell at school, the teasing of the other children and the suspicious looks of the instructors. But she’d brought him tea and crackers and she’d sat with him when the fever had made him uncomfortable, and passed her cool fingers over his brow just like this.

“We need to get you to Ashwina,” Lochlan said, though Adam scarcely heard. “They can help you there, if they decide you’re worth it.” It occurred to Adam to ask Lochlan why he should care like this, and it occurred to him to protest, because everyone knew that the Bideshi ships were dens of obscene rituals, orgies of careless genetic mixing, filthy and savage.

But he thought back to the way he had crawled out of his own rickety ship and into the station, the way he had crawled into the Protectorate office—obsequious and cringing. He thought about those things, and filthy and savage didn’t seem like such a step down. He reached up with a shaking hand and took hold of the hem of Lochlan’s shirt, and with the last coherence available to him before the slipstream swallowed him completely, he whispered, “Help me.”
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Freelance Magic, Book 1

Eight years ago, wizard Ashley Brandon thought his mentor was above the temptation to misuse magic. He was wrong, and the aftermath left him scarred. And determined to never again let anyone close.

When he’s assigned to a task force protecting an ancient relic, he butts heads with the infuriating, charismatic Frederick “Charles” Greer. The man is completely unreasonable. And so is Ashley’s gut response to his outrageous flirting.

Greer was only supposed to temporarily consult on the task force, but his admittedly unorthodox views on team building put him at odds with Brandon, one of the most attractive, frustrating men he’s ever met. The mission’s success requires complete cooperation, so Greer makes the first move to ease the tension.

An apology leads to bickering, which unexpectedly leads them to the bedroom. But as that tension shifts into something more fierce, a brush with the relic’s power turns everything upside down. Leaving the mission—and Brandon’s heart—in even greater jeopardy.

Warning: Contents may contain sartorial choices both exceptional and asinine, deception, thievery, magic, naughty language, and one hell of a MacGuffin.

 

Enjoy the following excerpt for Half Blind:

Caught up in his plans, he didn’t notice the other man behind him until a hot breath whispered across his ear. “This looks promising.”

Brandon spun, his thumb pressed up against his ring. Greer loosely caught his wrist and lowered their arms, smiling. “You seem on edge, Agent Brandon.”

Brandon glowered at him. “Let me go, Mr. Greer. I’m trying to work.”

His voice bounced around the high ceilings, loud in the silence around them. The lab space had cleared out about half an hour earlier for the staff’s collective lunch hour, leaving the two of them woefully alone. He’d done his utmost to avoid Greer for most of the day, still annoyed at the flood of emails and trying to puzzle out exactly what the man had been trying to accomplish. Unfortunately, Greer had gotten remarkably good at avoiding the surveillance cameras dotting the museum. Brandon had a sneaking suspicion he was trying to prove a point to Winters.

Brandon’s glower obviously failed to intimidate Greer. Pity. He’d have to practice it more.

The other man finally dropped his hand. “That’s getting to be a bit of a sad refrain. I don’t think I’ve heard you say much else at all.”

“It could be because I am actually trying to make headway on this project. Your interruptions aren’t appreciated.”

“You’re being rather harsh, darling.”

Brandon’s lips pursed. “I thought I’d made my feelings on ‘darling’ clear to you.”

“Yes, but you weren’t overly fond of ‘duchess’ either, and you haven’t given me anything else to work with.”

“I’d appreciate it if you would address me as ‘Agent Brandon’.”

“You might appreciate it, but I’m not sure you’d enjoy it. Deep down, I think you enjoy me prodding at your boundaries. Otherwise, you would’ve enabled your email filters and blocked my address.”

Brandon’s mouth opened and closed several times, a quick succession of angry retorts and snippy denials stumbling over each other on their way out of his mouth.

Smiling to himself, as if amused by Brandon’s inability to figure out his attack plan for verbal evisceration, Greer looked back at the designs. He leaned in closer, the heat from his body soaking through his tacky yellow polo and through the back of Brandon’s jacket.

“You’re going to be looping in the surrounding rooms as well?” Greer’s fingertip traced Brandon’s first few lines. “Have you considered including the staff areas?”

Brandon tore his eyes away from Greer’s profile and turned his attention back to his drafts. “Will it be necessary? Presumably if there is a break-in, they’ll go through the public areas to get in. Strangers in the staff area would draw too much attention.” As they’d all learned over the past few days. Brandon could barely take more than two steps without drawing scrutiny.

“Truly brilliant thieves aren’t deterred by scrutiny. They enjoy it. It gives them a thrill.”

“Then wouldn’t they stick to the public areas instead?”

“They’d also want to limit the number of witnesses.” Greer’s finger tapped an outline of one of the doors leading to the smoker’s area behind the building. “This. We need to have eyes right here.”

“Why?”

“It’s winter. It’s freezing. You’re on your way out to grab a quick smoke because your boss has been breathing down your neck all day…”

Even as he spoke, the heat of his breath tickled the nape of Brandon’s neck, sending goose bumps charging down his spine. The hair at the back of his neck stood on end, and Brandon only prevented himself from shivering through pure force of will.

“…on your way out of the building, you see a coworker on his way in. Being the absolute gentleman you are, you hold the door for him, fixated on your need for a nicotine rush. Because of your stiflingly awful day you don’t really do more than nod and automatically offer civility to someone you don’t get a good look at. Next thing you know, the Eye of Odin’s been snatched from its place by someone no one remembers entering the building. Including you.”

Greer’s cheek was a bare inch from his, light brown stubble tracing its way down his cheek and chin. He smelled of cheap hotel room soap, faintly underlain with tobacco and sweat. His eyes remained fixed on the draft, thoroughly consumed by the preliminary drawings. His shoulder pressed up against Brandon’s back, a solid presence resting against his spine. Flitting anxiety welled in Brandon’s stomach. Greer was close. Too close. But for all the racking nervousness, Brandon didn’t want to pull away.

Brandon swallowed. “I see your point.” Thankfully, his tone came off as bland and unaffected.

“Good. Otherwise, darling, it looks fantastic.” Greer pulled away.

The sudden absence set Brandon’s nerves even more on edge. Who did Greer think he was? You couldn’t…cuddle up to someone and then expect them to be able to focus! What kind of standards did CSIT have, anyway, to be hiring someone as absolutely unsuited for a job as a project manager in such a high-stakes situation…

“I like this look on you, Brandon.”

Brandon frowned. “What look?”

“I’m picking up on a generous amount of self-righteous fury with a dash of uncertainty, and I do believe there’s some subtle sexual attraction bubbling under the surface.”

Brandon’s jaw snapped shut, rage squeezing his throat closed and preventing him from answering. “If you think I am in any way attracted to  you—”

“Sexually attracted, darling.”

He wasn’t getting into this. “Get out, Mr. Greer. I’ll have these finished for you by tomorrow morning.”

“Tut, Agent Brandon. No need to get angry. I know I’m perfectly irresistible. There’s no shame in your concession to the inevitable.”

“Out.”

Greer smirked. Brandon hated his smirk more than he had ever hated anything in his entire life, including the unmitigated disaster of the second Transformers movie.

“If you insist.” He made a show of turning and walking for the door across the room. “You can consider this an icebreaker, if you prefer. I thought you were looking a bit glum.”

“I’m—”

Brandon stopped. He was not going to succumb to the man’s childish harassment tactics. Greer was trying to get a rise out of him. If Brandon gave in and responded, it would escalate into something wholly unproductive and ridiculous.

What exactly was the man doing here, anyway? He was impinging on his preciously allotted time. He had to have his own tasks. Dealing with Emerson’s style of leadership was difficult enough… Greer was unreadable and obviously possessed of more than a few mental disorders.

“I’m working at home for the rest of the day!” Brandon finally shouted.

Greer paused at the door and looked back at him. His flair for the dramatic was starting to get annoying. “As you like, love. Please send me along your progress.”

“I’m not going to send you anything if it results in more electronic harassment.”

The smirk widened. “I’d be worried if I wasn’t convinced you consider all of my emails to be harassing.”

Greer left before Brandon could reply. He stared at the closed door for a moment, lips pursed in annoyance. The man was insufferable.
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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.
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