
        
            
                
            
        

    Always have an ace up your sleeve.
Broken Mirrors, Book 1
 If con games were taught in high school, Spencer Crain would be on the honor roll. As it is, he’ll be riding the edge of failure to graduation next month. Then Spence gets the news that his long-gone father is not only dead, but was a Coyote, one of three clans of tricksters in the City.
 With a near-catatonic mother on his hands, Spence couldn’t care less about the Coyotes’ ongoing feud with the Phouka and the Kitsune—until it lands on his doorstep. Suddenly he’s thrown headfirst into a dangerous world he knows next-to-nothing about. His only guide is Rourke, dashing King of the Phouka, plus a growing pack of half-siblings, a god, and Fate herself.
 As Spence embarks on a journey to learn the Coyote’s creed, the truth about his heritage, and how to handle his growing attraction to Rourke, he wonders when his life turned from TV sitcom to real-life danger zone. And what price must he pay to survive the next roll of the dice…
 Warning: Contains PG-13 rated violence, R-rated language and X-rated hotel scenes. Meta-humor, pop-culture humor, utter disregard for the 4th wall abound. 
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Dedication
 For Angie, who I can’t talk to when she’s emotional like this. 


Chapter One

Cold Open 
 “Deal the cards, count to ten while you’re doing it. When you reach ten, stop.” I watch her hands move, arthritis slowing her pace, but the cards slide along the surface of the desk well enough, forming a ramshackle pile. Her lips move, and at ten she looks at me expectantly. I take out my wallet from my pocket and put it on top of the pile.
 “Would you pick up my wallet and look inside, please?” She arches a brow, but opens it up, finding it empty save my student ID and a slip of paper. Taking the hint, she unfolds the note and reads it aloud. I had my mom write it, as my penmanship has been described as an “atrocious chicken scratch”.

“You will stop dealing on the Ace of Clubs.” She smirks gently at me. “Moment of truth, Mr. Crain.” With a winning smile, I flip over the top card, revealing the ace.
 “You’re not going to tell me how you did that, are you?”
 My smile widens into a grin. “Sorry, that’s the first rule. Never reveal your secrets. Well, I could be

convinced if you let me out of detention a few minutes early.”
 “This isn’t detention, Mr. Crain. You’re here because you skipped detention for three weeks. And you
 have ten unexcused absences. You have over two months’ worth of assignments to make up if you want to 
 graduate.”
 I take out my cards and shuffle them again.
 “You better not let him deal, miss, lest you find yourself owing more than you can afford.” I look up at the door, smiling already in spite of myself, as I see an older man leaning against the
 doorframe. He’s in his early fifties, just under six feet, well-tanned with white-streaked coal-black hair tied
 in a simple braid, a well-groomed ebon beard that’s held off traces of gray. He’s wearing snug blue jeans
 and a black Harley Davidson shirt that emphasizes his cut musculature. An easy smile crosses his face, and
 my tutor is already under his spell.
 “Uncle Rourke!” My grin is about as big as it can be, and then my smile fades quickly. “Oh God,
 what’s wrong?”
 I call him Uncle Rourke, but his actual name is Robert Rourke, and he owns a used-car lot. (“Have 
 bad credit? No credit? No problem! Just come in for a test drive and Bob’s your uncle!”) He’s not even my
 uncle, just a friend of my father who’s been around since I was born, but he doesn’t have a problem with 
 the title. I go to see him at least once a week to pick up new card tricks.
 Uncle Rourke has only come to see me five times in my life, and four out of those five times did not
 end well. The second time was to tell me my father had walked out. The third time was last year, to tell me
 my mother had gone to the hospital (the special hospital) for trying to hurt herself, and that I’d be staying 
 with him until she got better. The fifth time was on my birthday a couple months ago. He gave me a deck
 of cards. That was pretty much it, but considering the previous precedent, I was happy with it. Previous precedent… Huh. And here my English teacher thinks I’m an idiot underachiever. Shows
 what she knows. Idiot, my ass.
 Still though, Uncle Rourke hasn’t spoken yet. This can’t be good.
 He enters the room, takes Miss Scott’s hand and kisses it gently, making her blush. I’ll admit I’m
 relieved he’s macking on my tutor, because if something dire is truly going on he’d open with telling me. “I’m afraid I need Spence to come with me, there’s some family business that needs to be attended
 to.” He leans in close, a playful gleam in his eye. “You wouldn’t mind, of course?” For anyone else, that
 would come across as smarmy, but Uncle Rourke is smooth enough to pull off “So, come here often?” He
 even did once on a bet.
 Though the Irish brogue likely goes a long way in selling it.
 Regardless, Miss Scott is helpless against him, and she manages a jumble of words that sound similar
 to “I don’t see why not.”
 I pocket my cards, letting Uncle Rourke lead me out the door. He doesn’t say a word as we follow the
 stairs down to the lobby, which is empty at the moment. He pulls me into a tight embrace, and now I’m
 worried. As he pulls back, he tousles my hair, working his charming smile.
 “C’mon, Uncle Rourke, is it good news or bad news?”
 He nods once and steps backward, hooking his thumbs in his pockets. “Both, though I wouldn’t take a
 bet on which you’ll say is the good or the bad.”
 My throat tightens. “Is Mom okay?”
 “She’s fine, I checked in on her while I was looking for you. She still hates me, I’ll have you know.” “She doesn’t hate you, she just sees through that act of yours.” I manage a smile of my own, halfrelieved, and Uncle Rourke nods in reply, a little too knowingly.
 “I’m afraid she’s been seeing through your act as well, Spence.”
 “Huh?” Despite all my troublemaking escapades (See, Mrs. Handel? I do have a vocabulary!) I don’t
 put on an act around my mom. She knows everything I get into, though she doesn’t approve of it. (My fair 
 share of groundings and curfews has shown that.) “What are you here to tell me, Uncle Rourke?”
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 “Your father—” “The asshole who walked out on me and Mom, and played dead for ten years to avoid any responsibility.” Yeah, it’s an issue. Wouldn’t you be pissed?
 “He died this morning.”
 I fold my arms and turn away from him. “Good.” I fight off the heat behind my eyes, the clench of my throat, the flood of memories of good times, and then the rare weekend visits, and then the afternoons of waiting by the phone that never rang and staring at a door he never knocked on. “The only thing that would ruin this would be having to give the eulogy.”
 There’s a silence, and I turn to look at him. He’s standing there, wordless, but I can read his face well enough. I let the moment stew, wait for him to say it’s something else, like he was actually murdered and the killer’s after me, or that I have a long-lost brother who will now compete with me for the inheritance by any means necessary, or…
 Or anything but this.
 “Rourke, I was joking.”
 “It was his last request.”
 “Then he can spend his time in hell with one more disappointment.”
 Rourke puts an arm around me, leading me toward the door. “You look like you could use a drink.”
 I don’t push him away. “I’m only eighteen.”
 He opens the door where his black Lexus is waiting about fifty feet away. “You’re old enough in my country, and your father just died. Besides, we need to toughen up that liver for the wake tomorrow night.”
 I look up at him. “Dad wasn’t Irish. Or Catholic. How did he… You know.”
 “I don’t have many details. I’ll try to explain everything, but that will require a few drinks. Luckily I’ve been saving a bottle for when this day would come.”
 I get into his car and buckle up, look at him incredulously as he gets into the driver’s seat. “You’ve been saving a bottle of liquor for the day Dad—”
 “No!” He shakes his head quickly. “I should have, but no. I once could respect the man, but we had a falling out, which is why I’m not invited to the wake. I suppose the best way to put it is that I’ve been…misleading you about something for a few years now.”
 I don’t stop staring. “Oh God, you’re not my real father, are you?”
 He starts laughing at that and takes a moment to wipe a tear from his eye as he starts the car. “Certainly not, I’m not the fathering kind. Tried it once and it brought me nothing but trouble. Besides, if you were the fruit of my loins, you’d have talked yourself out of your troubles instead of running to me. You’d be better looking too.” He reaches over to tousle my hair again.
 “Ugh!” I smooth my hair back out. “I hate when you do that. For God’s sake, Uncle Rourke, I’ve had sex, smoked a couple times, I’m apparently going to get drunk, will you stop messing up my hair?” I give him a fake glare of indignation. “It’s not like I’m ten.”
 He nods once solemnly. “Indeed you’re not. It’s something I’ve had to get used to. I’m not accustomed to the people I care for growing up so quickly.”
 I shrug in reply. “I blame all the hormones in the school lunches, honestly.”
 A few moments pass, the drive continuing on. I expect that he’s waiting for me to say something.
 “So what, Dad a criminal? I already knew that.”
 “Your father was a lot of things, Spencer, but it’s what he wasn’t that makes the tale.”
 I arch a brow in confusion. “What wasn’t he?”
 Uncle Rourke sighs softly. “Human.”




Chapter Two

Our Monsters Are Different
“Okay, Dad was a prick for walking out on Mom and I, but even I have to give him human.” I look out at the passing storefronts, office buildings, assorted pedestrians. The City keeps on moving. Doesn’t care what kind of day you’re having. “Did you tell Mom, by the way?”

“I had to tell her through the door, but yes.” He reaches over to turn on the radio, some talk show filling the empty spaces in our conversation.
 “I can’t believe he wants me to do the eulogy. You told me he said, and I quote, ‘I couldn’t give less of a shit. I’ll probably sue Trojans.’” I bite my lip and let myself snicker.
 “You think that’s funny?” His head cocks toward me, a surprised but wry grin on his face.
 “Hey, you gotta laugh, right? What the hell else is there?” I lean back in my seat. “Are you really going to get me drunk?”
 “I said you’re having a drink, not that I’m getting you drunk.” He takes a left turn, and we cross into Grunstadt, where all of the ethnic neighborhoods are. It’s pretty well divided, with Irish, German, Caribbean and Japanese neighborhoods being the major players, plenty of little concentrations of other cultures here and there. We pull into a parking garage under a rather impressive apartment building in the “Irish” section, which is about as Irish as the crowds claim to be on St. Patrick’s Day. The rent went up, folks got respectable, and now the charm of Dublin can be experienced in a sanitized fashion. Uncle Rourke mentioned once that it was all to keep up with the Nipponese, whoever they are.
 We get out of the car and head to the elevator, taking it to the eighth floor. I’ve been here before, the longest period being that aforementioned time Mom was in the hospital, but I was only there to sleep on his couch. Uncle Rourke’s apartment is definitely a bachelor’s home. Only one bedroom, mismatched furniture of varying ages and states of repair kept largely for comfort’s sake rather than style. All of the walls are lined with bookshelves, crammed with paperbacks and hardcovers and a lot of books that I’m not allowed to touch.
 I take off my shoes by the door and head over to the couch.
 “Do you think there’s any way I can get out of this?” No answer. I turn around, looking across the living room, but no one’s there. “Uncle Rourke?” I check the kitchen, but it’s empty as well, a couple of brandy glasses on the counter with ice in them. Must’ve gone to the bathroom.
 I head back to the living room but stop, as my path is blocked by a large black-haired wolfhound who sits patiently in front of me. “When did he get a dog?” I step away, checking the door to make sure a neighbor’s pet didn’t slip in. When I return my attention to the hound I jump, because Uncle Rourke is standing there, reaching over to the counter for the two glasses.
 “Did you say something, Spence?”
 I blink once, lean left to look behind him, finding nothing there but the border separating the linoleum and carpet. “What happened to the dog?”
 He arches a brow. “What dog are you speaking of?”
 I point to the empty space behind him. “The dog that was right there. It was a big one, all black fur.” I point a little more, well, pointedly. “It was right there.”
 Uncle Rourke cocks his head. “You sure you’re not seeing things?” He nudges me over and opens a cupboard above the sink, reaching in and pulling out a dusty brown bottle. He uncorks it with ease and pours a generous amount into both glasses, and re-stoppers the bottle. Full glasses in hand, he proceeds to the living room, motioning for me to follow. “I don’t own a dog, you’re certain you saw it?”
 I give him a rather cross look. “Yes.” Taking a seat on the couch, I focus on the glass in front of me. When I look over to admonish him, the hound is there again, its tongue lolling out of its mouth, and it sniffs at me a few seconds. “Uncle Rourke!”
 The beast barks loudly at me, and I lean back on the couch. It pushes its muzzle toward my face, and I close my eyes, turning my head away. I hear laughing soon after and see him there on the couch, right where the dog was. He takes a swig of his drink and winks at me. “Figure it out yet, my boy?”
 My jaw drops as I start to work it out in my head. “No. Fucking. Way.”
 He wags a finger at me. “Language, Spencer, language.”
 “That’s not possible. I mean you…and the dog… There could be… There has to be a reasonable… I mean…” I peer at him. “You’re not the dog, right?”
 “Woof.” He nudges my glass toward me. “Much like your father, I’m not human either, though I’m not one of his kind.”
 “So…what are you?” Okay, I’ll play along. I’m willing to accept the theory that my father dying has sent me reeling into a psychotic episode. It could be hereditary.
 He stands up straight. “Riordan Redmond Riley Robert O’Rourke, Her Royal Majesty’s Recordkeeper…” He leans in close. “And roguishly handsome Phouk as well, so I hear.” He gives a courtly bow. “At your service, young master.”
 I gape a moment. “Huh?”
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He grumbles, dejected. “You don’t know what a Phouka is? Of course you don’t. Whyever would you? It’s not like they teach you people anything anymore. I doubt you’d know a dragon if you saw one. I’m one of the Fair Folk, of the shapeshifters clan, and you’ve seen one of my forms, namely the hound. I could’ve become the stallion, but I don’t want to muss up my furniture, you understand.” He nudges the glass toward me once more.

I should be panicking, but for some reason what he’s saying is making sense and it  should not make sense. “No. You’re making it up.”
 “A Fae can’t lie. I’m quite skilled at leading people to their own conclusions, but here I speak the truth. I am not human, not completely, that is. A speck of human blood runs in my veins, but that’s neither here nor there where you’re concerned. You’re certainly more human than I.”
 Why am I not running for the door? I should get the hell out of here. Like now. No wonder Mom hates him if this is the kind of stuff he believes, but…
 “Well, I am human, Uncle Rourke.”
 He looks down, his words sounding strange, definitely not English, but my ears understand them. “And so your tricks will fool the hearts of men and gods and even the great Ra’keth, but your grandest will be those that snare yourself alone.” Uncle Rourke shrugs. “An old Phouka saying, in Lorus, in case you were wondering. We all fool ourselves, Spencer, make ourselves forget, but it never takes, never lasts. Your father wasn’t human.” He puts his hand on my shoulder. “So you aren’t entirely human either. But I don’t expect you to believe me. That’s why I offered you the drink, make it less traumatic for you for when you go to your father’s wake and see him for what he truly was.”
 I glance at the innocent-looking glass. “What was he supposed to be, something like you? Phouka, was it?”
 He laughs in reply. “Your father could never cut it as a Phouk. He was too involved in…” He forces a smile. “There are three races of tricksters in the City, Spencer. There are the Phouka, the Coyotes and the Kitsune. Your father was a Coyote. And I’m certain you’re wondering why none of this surprises you as much as it should.”
 I can only nod.
 “Maybe you’ve had suspicions, seen someone on the train you knew wasn’t quite right, knew to walk through one neighborhood more quickly than another.” He tilts his head at me. “Perhaps you’ve noticed that things seem to happen around you? The small shop where you buy snacks in the morning, the one with the nice older woman. She sees good business, doesn’t she?”
 “Yeah, because a bunch of winning lotto tickets were sold there.” I blink. “Wait, that’s because of me?”
 “I could cite a dozen other examples, Spencer. Think of everyone’s life as a story. Your people, their purpose is to move those stories forward.”
 He looks at his feet. “I understand this is overwhelming, Spencer. For all of your father’s blood, you are a child of man as well.”
 My mind tracks through my memories of my life, trying to find things to refute it all, but I’m coming up empty. So I sit on the arm of the couch, my back to him. I don’t know what else to do.
 “It’s not as if your life is over. You’re not being shipped off to some boot camp. I assume you’ll have some responsibilities someday, but for now the only one is saying a few words for your father. Nothing more.”
 I turn to look at him, my face a little wet, and I can see it hurts him to see me like this. “That’s all I have to do?”
 Uncle Rourke’s face becomes hard and resolute. “I told them I would not see you part of the Feud. They were relatively easy to convince. They have doubts about you, considering your mother.”
 My turn to take the stern face. “What about her? That she’s not well?”
 “No. That she is human. Despite being tricksters, Coyotes are very serious when it comes to the Feud, and they wouldn’t have one they believe to be weak-blooded playing their game.”
 “Fuck them.”
 He chances a wry grin. “Well, that would be rather incestuous, my boy.”




Chapter Three

Glamour Failure 
 “Mom?” The apartment is dark, never a good sign, so I feel along the wall to flip the lights on. We live in a place that’s a step above a studio. There’s one bedroom, Mom’s, and one bathroom. The rest holds the kitchen, the living room and my bedroom, which is a futon tucked into a corner by the TV. Mom is seated in front of the screen, staring blankly ahead.

With a sigh, I take her hand to help her up and lead her into the bathroom. She’s not dead weight, she’s more sleepwalking. If I get her into the bathroom, she’ll handle things. I leave the door open and turn my back to give her privacy. After a few minutes pass, I take her back out to the futon and go to the kitchen, opening the fridge and finding a few slices of bologna left from yesterday, as well as half a loaf of bread. I make the sandwich, which she eats slowly, methodically, her eyes remaining glassy, ever looking forward.

“Mom?” I kneel in front of her. Waving a hand in front of her face or snapping my fingers at her doesn’t work, I learned that early. I admit I was holding out hope that hearing of Dad’s death would snap her out of everything, but I guess it’s true what they say about the wishes and the horses and the beggars. I don’t remember how the saying goes exactly, but it’s one of the few things I remember about Dad besides a near-encyclopedic knowledge of blonde jokes. “School was okay today, Mom. I met my tutor, she seems nice enough. Showed her a couple of card tricks.”

Still no response. I take out my cards and start shuffling slowly, breathing even. “Want to see one, Mom?” I fan them in front of her. “C’mon, pick a card, any card.” Nothing. “I’ll even tell you how it works afterward. Promise.”

I hold the cards there for over a minute, in front of her deadened gaze, but there’s nothing. I put the cards down and take the empty plate from her lap. I keep talking while I wash the dish. I hear that’s what you’re supposed to do, keep talking because they can still hear you. I run through some jokes, keeping them clean. You gotta laugh, right?

When it’s late enough, I help her up from the couch, lead her to her bedroom and seat her on the mattress. Still off wherever she is, she goes through her routine of getting ready for sleep in a haze. I tuck her in and kiss her forehead gently. “I love you, Mom.” I turn off the light and head into the bathroom to wash my face.

I’m a little proud of myself. It’s getting easier. I’m not crying through it anymore, not panicking. Just focusing on small and easy things, like checking lights and locks or cutting the crusts off sandwiches or practicing the perfect discard cull. I scrub my face and grab a handtowel to dab off the excess water, and then trip backwards against the wall before grabbing the sink with white knuckles and letting my gaze bore into my reflection.

Those aren’t my eyes.
 They’re a brilliant gold, my irises a bit larger than they should be, my pupils too big, the whites too white. I blink, rub my face, splash cold water, check the other side of the mirror, all the things you see people do on TV when confronted with an unfamiliar reflection, and much like TV it does nothing. I look up, down, the alien eyes following the same movements. My hair is finer, the mottled mix of colors less like a bad dye job, the browns and blonds and grays and blacks blending with each other well enough to appear natural. My ears even have an ever-so-slight point to them.
 “Wake up wake up wake up wake up…” Nothing. No panicked shout or cold sweat greets me.

Your father wasn’t human.
 Uncle Rourke would know something about this.
 After I exit the bathroom quickly, I return to Mom’s bedroom to check on her, and find her asleep. Satisfied, I go to the front door and open it and nearly bump into—
 “Uncle Rourke?” I sound worse than I expect to.
 He reads my face, and concern furrows his brow. “Is someone here, boy?” His words are hushed. I shake my head quickly, and his voice returns to normal, but still carrying worry. “Your mother…?”
 My hands tremble as I reach toward my face, my fingers dragging under my strange new eyes. He nods in recognition. “You see yourself now, don’t you, Spencer?” His arms fold around me, keeping me in his embrace. “It will be all right. In the meantime, though, you’ve got me.” He leans back, smiling warmly. “For whatever you think that’s worth.”
 “What are you doing here?”
 “I could spin a tale of fortune and destiny that would require many rounds before it reached the shores of credibility, but the truth is I knew I should stay close.” He peers into the apartment, seeing the mass of shadows cast by the light from the hall. “Perhaps we should have that drink, yes?” After digging in his pocket, he produces a cell phone and proceeds to send a text while muttering, “Bless those humans and their unending obsession with technology.” He looks at me after sending. “Getting someone to keep an eye on the building. Worry not, she’s a good sort. Strong silent type.”
 I have no idea what to say. “Huh?”
 “It will make sense, Spence, just give it time.”
 I close the door behind me, lock up, double-check it and follow him down the stairs. Once outside, Uncle Rourke turns around and looks toward the roof with a satisfied smile. He bows elegantly. “Your promptness will be remarked upon, my lady!” I receive a nudge in the ribs, and he gestures for me to bow as well.
 I have no idea what the hell’s going on, but I do it, and he points up at the roof, where I see something that my building isn’t supposed to have—a gargoyle. A big intimidating gargoyle holding a spear. “We don’t have one of those, Uncle Rourke.”
 “For tonight, my boy, and your mother couldn’t be safer if she had Her Majesty’s Guard standing watch.” He proceeds down to his car, which by some miracle of Doris Day parking is in front of the building. “I suppose it’s better for you to see it all, so we’ll take our drinks under the bridge.”
 I get in the passenger side after he unlocks the door, and buckle up. “We’re drinking under a bridge? Are we going to roll some bums?”
 He laughs lightly, but doesn’t respond as he gets in and starts the car. Twenty blocks later I catch on to the joke.
 The bar that we pull up to is in the nebulous area between Beckettsville and the Benedict, a squat onefloor affair with neon beer signs in the windows and trash on the sidewalk and a door with nothing more than a porthole window. A jukebox plays within, some Boston, I think, loud and fuzzy. Other cars of varying pedigrees are parked in the lot. The sign hanging over the door has chipped paint, but the name is still legible, UNDER THE BRIDGE. Thing is, the only bridges in the City are out in Allora and Destry Bay, so I don’t quite get the name.
 That is, not until we go inside and I see the bartender.
 He’s tall, and I mean tall, looking to be seven feet, his musculature ripped, his Led Zeppelin T-shirt and black jeans rather tight on him. But this isn’t the unusual thing about him. The guy has two small horns, filed to points, sticking out of his forehead. But even that isn’t the strange thing. The short sword he has strapped to his belt? Nope. The very big revolver on the opposite side of the sword? Uh-uh. The eyes that look like pieces of coal? Not that either.
 His skin is bluish, and not like he’s cold, it’s actually a lighter shade of blue.
 What. The. Fuck.
 The tall blue male catches my stare and points a finger at me, his voice deep and rumbling. “What the hell is that?” His gaze falls on Uncle Rourke. “What are you bringing into my bar, Phouk?”
 Uncle Rourke bows gracefully. “A friend, Bjorn, and nothing more.” He steps toward the bar and beckons me toward, uh, Bjorn, and I gingerly follow. “He’ll bring no ill into your sanctuary. We’re merely here for a drink to toast the exploits of his father. You understand, of course.” Rourke reaches back and nudges me closer. “Spence, this is Bjorn, and a finer troll you’ll never meet.”
 My brain trips over the word troll, and my hand extends toward the intimidating male out of conditioned reflex. “Nice to meet you.” He takes my hand and shakes it firmly, and surprisingly my bones make it out intact.
 “So what is he, Phouk?” The troll’s eyes get a sudden light. “Or am I being made to guess?”
 Rourke grins and motions to me. “Please, I welcome the opportunity to relieve you of your finest vintage.”
 The troll leans down to appraise me. “And should I guess correctly?” His eyes focus on Rourke. “Perhaps a tale for Her Majesty?”
 Rourke laughs, but nods in assent. “Yes, of course. Guess his nature exactly in one try, and I swear on my name I will spin a tale so grand of your kin that Her Majesty will grant you all a holiday.”
 The troll grins. “Done.” He then sets his hand on my face, his touch light but the massiveness of his grasp is a mite off-putting. “Half-blooded, definitely. You can see it in the skin. Too human. This is a being that doesn’t quite know what it is yet.” He glances at Rourke. “I believe the Battle of Knocker’s Ford will be an excellent history to regale Her Majesty with, Phouk.”
 “It would indeed, though you have not given his exact nature, my dear troll.” Rourke looks calm, assured, and nibbles on a few pretzels while I remain somewhat terrified of the giant holding my face.
 “I would wager your mother is human, right, boy? I see little reason to drink to a human father’s deeds in this tavern.”
 I only manage a nervous sound in the affirmative.
 “Worry not. Were I plotting to crush your bones to make my bread, I would have done so already.” His fingers run through my hair, his eyes meeting mine. “A bit of the dog in this one, clever eyes. Up to no good, no doubt.” The troll smiles wide, showing sharpish teeth in his large maw. One of his hands leaves my face, and suddenly very large fingers feel up my groin. My eyes go wide, and before I can react, they leave, and his hand claps my shoulder. “And there’s a bit of the horse in him as well! Phouk, it appears your seed finally found purchase in common soil, eh?”
 Rourke looks shocked. Then blank. Then disgusted. “Bjorn, I swear on every one of my names and my position in the court that that is one of the most revolting insinuations I’ve ever heard. No, he is most assuredly not my son, nor do we even share blood.” He shudders visibly. “His father was a Coyote.” He leads me over to a table, but not before looking back at Bjorn and saying, “We’ll be taking that bottle over here.”
 I, understandably, am a little too in shock at everything to be offended. Or to talk, as you can plainly see. I’m still dealing with the whole “trolls exist” thing, and that said troll groped me while musing on my parentage. I’m sure I have a deer-in-headlights expression as I examine the rest of the tavern.
 It looks like the dive bars you see on TV, complete with multiple scuffed tables and chairs that have probably been broken several times, hardwood floors, heads of various beasts mounted on the walls along with additional neon signs. The rest of the clientele all appear human enough, save the varying skin tones that you don’t find among humans, as well as horns, elongated ears, the occasional extra set of limbs.
 “Uncle Rourke?” I’m still staring at the throng.
 “Hmm?”
 I feel a hand on my shoulder, and I practically jump out of my chair and find the hand belongs to Bjorn. The troll chuckles gregariously, sets a wooden barrel the size of a two-liter bottle on the table, and fills two tall glasses with a dark red liquid before glancing at Rourke. “Should have figured he wouldn’t be Fae, Phouk. You seemed too damned sure of yourself. He just start seeing tonight?”
 “Indeed, my kind troll. But I thank you for being a good sport about it all.” Rourke raises his glass to him. “To your health and kin, may your blade be swift and your battles soaked in glory.” He takes a sip and gives Bjorn a surprised look. “I don’t believe I’ve had this in some time. A moment…”
 Okay. Screw this. I now officially drink. I pick up my glass and take a sip. The taste is strong, nothing I can describe. It evokes memories, like walking out the school doors on the first day of summer… No, that’s not it.
 “Now don’t tell me, Bjorn. There’s quite a kick, so no human hand made this.” Rourke takes another sip, swishing it around his mouth. “I swear I’ve…”
 Another sip flows down my throat, followed by another. I swear I can taste the memory of last July, when Kristin, the lacrosse captain’s girlfriend found me running a shell game in Tolon Park and told me I looked like the perfect guy to make a mistake with…
 “The last time I had wine like this, Bjorn, was when I…” He grins up at the troll. “Arcadian Reserve, you continue to find new ways to impress me. How did you procure wine made by satyr—” Rourke then stares at me. “Oh gods, no.”
 I finish the glass, and my body feels light, afire, but in a good way. A really, really good way. All the blood leaves my brain and starts flowing south. The voices around me are buzzing, but I can’t tell you who’s who. What I can tell you is that both of those voices are really working for me right now.
 “Bjorn, you, you gave—”
 “You wanted my best vintage, that was the wager.”
 “Spencer. You’ve been drinking satyr’s wine. It’s going to have quite an effect on your—”
 I grab the closest face to me and press my lips to theirs, all of my passion going into the kiss, my tongue worming between their lips to explore their mouth.
 “Well, Phouk, I can see why you were so adamant that he wasn’t your son.”
 Everything seems warm, perfect and eternal before a pair of hands pushes me away roughly. I promptly stick my head over the edge of the table and vomit.
 “Ugh. And you are definitely cleaning that up, Phouk. I certainly don’t know anything about Coyotes, but it seems they cannot hold their liquor.”




Chapter Four

Not Staying For Breakfast
I tend to prepare for the unexpected by using television tropes as guidelines. So I know if a girl says “we need to talk” I should start apologizing, if I ever win the lottery I should keep the winning ticket away from the trash, and if I ever have siblings who decide to toss a football around the backyard, I should immediately take all steps to protect my nose.

When it comes to waking up in an unfamiliar bed with a hell of a headache, though, TV doesn’t really give you encouraging suggestions.
 The room is dark, only vague shapes discernible. The bed is full-sized, and only occupied by me at the moment, but that’s only putting off the reveal, I suppose, of whose bed this is. There’s a nightstand to my left, with a lamp, but I keep my hand away from the switch. The pounding in my head is giving me the distinct impression that light equals bad right now.
 I slip my hands under the covers and become quite aware of the fact that I’m naked, as well as other things that a guy can expect in the morning. The last thing I remember is going to a bar with…
 “You awake in there, Spence?” The voice is muffled through the door, but I’m very aware of where I am now. The door opens, dim light eking into the room at a merciful pace. Rourke is mostly a silhouette, a small mug in his hand that he brings in toward me. I can see that he’s wearing a large towel around his waist, a dark run of hair emerging from beneath his waistline and spreading over his chest. “I was waiting for you to wake up. Pardon my undress, Spencer, but I need to get into the shower before I head down to the lot.”
 I think I squeak in reply.
 He places the mug on the nightstand. “Coffee. I don’t doubt you need it.” My eyes lock on his chest. My God, even in the low light, I can see his abs under that hair. I lean away from him, and he quirks a brow. “I slept on the couch. I may have all manner of less-than-desirable qualities, but I don’t take advantage of the drunk. That’s for Coyotes and satyrs.” He shrugs. “No offense meant, of course.”
 “Wh-wha…”
 “Your clothes are in the laundry. You made quite a mess of them.”
 I look at him crossly while I sit up, the covers still protecting my modesty. I pull my leg back so I won’t pitch a tent. “I suppose my underwear was dirty too?”
 Rourke’s face takes on shock. “Ye gods, do you really think me capable of that? I’ll have you know if it weren’t for me you’d have been split in half by a very lonely troll a few hours ago. I brought you into my home unmolested and gave you use of my bed all for the sake of saving your mother some worry, and you imply I’m some wanton letch— Spencer, will you stop staring at my chest?” He lifts my chin. “I’m making a real effort to be indignant and insulted here, and the least you could do is appear to show self-reproach.”
 “So nothing happened?”
 “As I said, I slept on the couch.” He steps around the bed to open the door to the bathroom, the sink and toilet visible from my vantage.
 “Yeah, you slept on the couch. What about before?” Weird, I wouldn’t have thought about that a few days ago.
 “Clever to ask, but I’m innocent in the matter. I brought you home and put you to bed in my room so you wouldn’t wander out into the hallway in the middle of the night while looking for the toilet. I checked on you periodically until I finally caught a couple hours rest myself. Your virtue, such as it is, remains intact.”
 Okay, but that still begs the question. “What happened last night?”
 He leans against the bathroom doorframe. “Things changed.”
 Oh shit. C’mon brain, work. We went to a bar. I remember… “There was a guy with blue skin.”
 “A troll. Nothing happened with him, outside of having to clean his boots. I’d wager you’re wondering why you’re not panicking over having seen him along with all manner of other things.” He watches me nod several times. “As I said yesterday, part of you has slept under a comfortable blanket of lies that you’re only beginning to push off. I wanted you to see the world as it is before tonight, before your father’s wake, because—”
 “I kissed you.” I stare dead ahead as the wisp of memory comes back into focus. I can still feel the echo of his lips against mine.
 “Well, that’s not why I wanted you to see, but—”
 “You’re not denying it?” Please, please, please deny it. Or…don’t.
 “I’m Fae, lying is something we aren’t capable of. Yes, you kissed me. You were rather drunk from one glass of satyr’s wine, which should more than forgive the action.” He sighs. “I believe I will take my shower now. You can borrow some of my clothes if you’d like, while you wait for your own to be cleaned.” Rourke motions to a dresser to my left.
 “You’re heading down to the lot?”
 He nods.
 I look over to the clock on the nightstand, there being enough light to show the hands. “At four thirty in the morning? Why do you need to go down there this early?”
 “Didn’t I just tell you Fae can’t lie?” He manages an amused chuckle. “Why do you think the owner of the lot would head down early?”
 I look at him expectantly. He didn’t answer the question. “Rourke, why are you leaving so early?”
 “So it’s just Rourke now, I see?” He turns away and steps into the bathroom.
 “Rourke!” I get out of bed, gathering the sheets around me in the same fashion as his towel. “Why are you leaving so early? Just answer the question, that’s three times I’ve asked—”
 “To avoid a mistake.” He doesn’t turn to face me. “I’m at odds with myself this morning, Spencer. There are things I wish to do… I am not your uncle, and you are a man now, but given our previous relationship I find myself in an awkward position. Satyr’s wine, Spencer, it frees one from inhibition, yes, but one never does anything they didn’t already want to do.” He motions to his towel. “And as you guessed, its influence hasn’t fully left me yet.”
 Rourke shakes his head in resignation. “A couple of months ago, you came down to the lot to learn a trick, and sometime during that afternoon you stopped being the child I’d taken a hand in looking after and I realized that you were a man. Grown up. I began to see you differently, but I kept it hidden. The friendship we’ve cultivated is precious to me. But when you kissed me last night, it…” He looks over his shoulder at me. “And you’ve been staring at me since I came in. You’ve begun looking at me the way a man views someone he desires. It would appear I’m not your Uncle Rourke anymore.”
 I swallow hard.
 “Rourke, I…”
 He turns to face me. “Your father’s wake is tonight, and it would be good for you to head home to attend to your mother. That is the best course of action.” He smiles, but it seems more natural now. “I’ll have you know that I possess quite a reputation, so seeing me take the high road despite satyr’s wine is a rarity that occurs but once in a lifetime.”
 I know he’s right. I should turn away, let him close the door on me, borrow some clothes and head home. I need to check on Mom and make her breakfast when I get back. Food’s low, so I’ll have to stop and pick up basics, either lift them or pull a wallet on the train or run a quick grift. After that I can come to grips with the whole monsters-are-real-and-I’m-one-of-them thing while I try to invent nice things to say about Dad before this evening. I can’t say which will be harder.
 But there’s a part of me that can’t commit to anything other than staying in this moment, the possibility still there and infinite. I don’t know what’s happened between last night and now, but as I stand here, the bedsheets still wrapped loosely around my waist, he looks different to me, and not because I know if I look away for a second he could turn into a dog.
 I mentioned I lost my virginity to a girl cheating on her boyfriend. I don’t regret that. Sure, I got used, but it was fun and she was hot and apparently I didn’t do too bad. Thing was, if her boyfriend came to me looking to cheat, I would’ve gone off with him too. I’ve never really felt something was wrong with me. If anything, Woody Allen’s right—I immediately doubled my chances of a date on Saturday night. I haven’t actually been with a guy yet but I figure that’s something you do in college.
 “Spencer,” he says, taking the pause to breathe. “I’d like to believe I can be a virtu—”
 I kiss him. His lips are hot, slightly parted, and in seconds his tongue pushes against my own, strong arms folding around me, holding me tight, his beard rubbing my chin, nicking my lips, his chest hair tickling my skin. After a few seconds more he pulls back. “All right, perhaps not virtuous but at least of strong moral fiber.”
 He kisses me, and I shove him against the doorframe, a soft moan working through our wrestling tongues, but I couldn’t tell you if it’s his or mine. My mouth is raw as our heads bob and sway and press, hands exploring my sides while my fingers trail through the hair on his waist. “I suppose my moral fiber is a bit limp.” He winks slyly. “Though I promise that’s the only example of limpness you’ll find with me. You must admit my fortitude in the face of temptation, though.”
 I lean back and give him a look that borders on indulgent.
 “Rourke, you walked in here wearing only a towel. I don’t think you can play innocent.”
 The Phouka grins. “I was going to come in without it, but I resisted. Not to mention your prick’s not a foot from my hands and I haven’t so much as grazed it.” With some trepidation, he disengages from me, backing into the bathroom. “But you should go. Tomorrow, once your father’s wake is done, if you still find yourself wanting for an old Phouk, I would be happy to see you again.”
 “Just see me? Is that all?” I manage a grin, and he shakes his head chortling.
 “As much as this will pain you to hear it, Spencer, you are in fact your father’s son.” He closes the door as a very unsettling thought slips into my head. “Though your father never put a move on me, thank all the gods of lust and desire!”
 I sigh in relief a bit loudly for my liking and set to getting dressed. It feels weird going through his clothes. He’s not too much taller than me, so in the end it only completes the slightly baggy look I prefer. I choose basics, blue jeans, white T-shirt, socks and underwear. Rourke apparently prefers roomy boxers.
 “I take it you’re not giving me a ride?” I wince, chuckling. “You know what I mean! Am I taking the UTA home? And if yes, can I take a little to put on my pass?” There’s no answer, and I knock gently on the bathroom door. “Everything okay in there?”
 “Just take it out of my wallet.” His voice is strained, like he’s breathing harder. “It’s…ye gods…should be on the table out there!” I catch a moan at the end of it.
 “Dare I ask what you’re doing in there?”
 “I’ll have you know you’re not the only one who drank that damned wine last night. Normally it’d lead to a perfectly lovely evening with a comely lass or a frisky lad, but I unfortunately had to attend to a drunk Coyote, so now I’m left with the options of a shower cold enough to make my balls hop up my throat or rub myself raw as rug burn. I’ve chosen the latter so would you kindly afford me my privacy and take your arse out of the range of temptation?”
 I can take a hint.
 It’s just past six when I get home after stopping at a 7-11, and Mom is already out in front of the TV. I feel better, as she’s probably a few hours from coming out of her spell now. It doesn’t change the care and feeding though, so I go with scrambled eggs, make toast with the last two slices of bread. I butter both slices, light for hers and heavy for mine. I give her breakfast and flip on the TV, cartoons coming on as befits the day, and she eats in her slow methodical fashion, the mumbling only ceasing when she swallows.
 “Dad’s wake is tonight, Mom, so I’ll probably be out late. Want me to spit on him for you?” I try a grin, but there’s no response. “He wants me to do his eulogy, can you believe that? What an asshole.” Gritting my teeth slightly, I stare at my feet in self-reproach. “Sorry, bad language, I know. I’m going to see if I can get Mrs. Cleary to check on you tonight, okay?”
 Minutes pass, we eat in silence. When she’s done, I take care of the dishes, wash them, help her into the bathroom. It’s all simple, just a series of steps that’ll lead to another series that gets you through the day until it’s time for bed and prepping it all to start again.
 I’m haunted by the memory of Rourke leaning against the doorframe, wearing only a towel, which leads into the kiss, and the heat between us and the promise of tomorrow and the need to be calm and rational and responsible which only leads back to Rourke leaning against that doorframe.
 In the bathroom sometime after noon, I take in my new reflection. I practice my smiles, frowns, looks of shock. I try openings to my father’s eulogy, playing the part of the anguished child and the bitter heir. I even try a roast where I make veiled insinuations and suggest he had an unhealthy obsession with livestock. It’s strange, seeing that face pull it all together, knowing it’s mine. Coyotes and Phouka and trolls and gods and gargoyles, and it’s all outside my door. The real world is so much more complicated than the “real world” I’m taught to fear in high school.
 I decide to go simply to spit in his face or, if he was cremated, “accidentally” knock over the urn.
 Mrs. Cleary proves easy to convince. There’s a movie she wants to watch and I scammed a cable hookup. I don’t mention the wake, considering I don’t need her talking about Dad when Mom’s so close to being out.
 I do a card trick for Mom, where I flip over six cards while only touching one. And she smiles. I mean, most people wouldn’t see it, but it was there for a second.
 Rourke shows up just after sundown to pick me up for the wake. I’m wearing a suit, the same blackon-black affair I wore to the prom, but I figure it should work. Rourke is dressed semiformally, a black silk shirt tucked into his jeans along with a jacket, his hair and beard well-groomed. I kiss Mom goodbye and head down to let Mrs. Cleary know I’m on my way out. Quizzically, she glances between Rourke and I, as it probably looks like we’re going to a funeral or on a date.
 Rourke introduces himself, his words dripping with honey even though she looks older than he does. I get the elevator while he chats her up, leaving her blushing when the car arrives. I give him a look as he joins me inside.
 “What was that all about? She’s what, in her sixties?”
 He laughs. “There was a time when that woman had attributes that would make your blood race.” He squeezes my shoulder. “Have you considered words for the wake, Spence?”
 I shrug. “I was thinking along the lines of ‘Wherever he is, may he stub his toes daily so that when I make it to heaven I’ll recognize him from his limp.’ Then I would do interpretative dance, maybe a musical number. Do you know where I can get my hands on a feather boa?” I smirk at him. “What, not going to tell me I should give him his proper respect and do something weepy?”
 Rourke stifles a laugh. “It’s a Coyote’s wake, my boy. Just try not to walk out with a black eye.”




Chapter Five

The Fun in Funeral
Movies tell a person that wakes are either quiet, solemn affairs that happen at funeral homes where everyone’s hugging and making barbed asides, or raucous affairs at bars where everyone is drinking, crying, laughing and getting ready to start a fight. Given Rourke’s warning, my money’s on the latter.

We’re in front of an old warehouse in South Beckettsville, near the border of the Benedict, just on the right side of the slum line. There are cars on both sides of the streets of various makes and classes, a couple of high-end imports. I whistle at the Ferrari parked in front of us.

Rourke scoffs. “Too much flash for my taste, a mark would remember a car like that. Probably a young pup with more balls than sense.”
 “You think no one’s going to remember a Lexus, Rourke?”
 He smirks. “I sell cars, my boy, I’m expected to drive flash. Besides, all of my swindling is legal.” Rourke unlocks the doors and motions to the entrance. “Might as well head in.”
 “You’re not coming?”
 He shakes his head.
 “Damn it. You sure? I don’t really know what to do here.”
 “It’s a Coyote wake, Spence, a Phouk would be as welcome as a Fox. As for what to expect in there, they can get a bit rowdy when one of their own dies, especially if the Feud was involved. You’re giving the eulogy, that’s all I know.”
 I look toward the building. “What’s this Feud you keep talking about, anyway?”
 “Best if you learn from your own folk, Spencer. In my tale of the Feud none of the players come out looking well. Now stop stalling.” He runs his fingers along my cheek. “Seriously, head in before I kiss you and your evening becomes more complicated.”
 A few seconds go by, and I summon up the strength to unbuckle my seat belt, open the door and get out. When I close the door he takes off without so much as a goodbye. I do my best to not feel rejected.
 Not knowing what else to do, I use the “Shave and a Haircut” knock on the door. When it opens I’m treated to a sight I didn’t expect. I saw a troll last night, I’ve “seen” Rourke turn himself into a dog, so I’m slightly prepared, but still…
 Rourke and Bjorn look human. The man that opens the door has a definitely-not-human head. There’s a snout, fur, canine eyes, sharp teeth, big ears, wet-looking nose… He looks human enough, considering he’s wearing clothes, though his hands are closer to paws and his feet are bare. I say “he” because the lack of breasts hopefully means he’s a guy. I don’t know how gender works with Coyotes, honestly.
 “I uh…I’m here for the wake.” All the confidence is gone from my voice.
 He growls softly, and white foam starts to dribble out from between his teeth. My eyes go wide, and I step back.
 The Coyote then spits a mouthful of foam onto the sidewalk near my feet and starts laughing in near hysterics, hugging his sides. “That was…that was…I can’t believe…” He makes a show of wiping his eyes and then holds up a small opened packet of Alka-Seltzer. I just fell for a prank that’s pulled in junior high.
 What the hell, I join in. He got me, I’m man enough to admit it. Though now I understand how people leave these things with black eyes.
 “So are we going to shake hands, or should I be watching for a joy buzzer? Maybe smell your flower?” Dubious and unimpressed, a tone saved for my teachers, which is partially how I ended up on academic warning. “This is Justin Crain’s wake, right?”
 The Coyote loses any manner of joviality. “Right, right. You’re the speaker.” He extends his hand. “Henry Hewitt.” I take the hand and shake it, and he uses the momentary grip to yank me inside and close the door.
 The interior is lit by a couple rows of fluorescent lights, the space unfurnished save a long table with takeout food, a few pizzas, trays of cold cuts but no rolls. A few beer kegs are about, all of them tapped. There are other Coyotes strewn about the room in tiny pockets of two to three, maybe ten of them total. There aren’t any chairs, no music playing, no decorations or pictures of Dad. This is either a wake or the lamest frat party ever.
 I turn to Henry, but he’s talking with another Coyote, both glancing in my direction and chuckling to themselves. And here I thought I could finish high school without having to experience any more of it.
 I ignore them and check out the buffet, because I’m still at that age where pizza is the perfect food. Except when it’s cold and store-made. Ugh.
 I start toward the door, because there’s no body to spit on or urn to knock over. Half an hour spent practicing my “Oops!” look for nothing.
 Henry calls after me. “So that’s it? You’re not going to even say a few words about your dad?”
 I stop and take a deep breath. I should be overjoyed, you know, that I have a whole ’nother family that I didn’t know about. But this shows me why he left—I wasn’t like him, so he wanted nothing to do with me. Do I have a few words? Oh yes, I do.
 “Hey, everyone!” I cup my hands around my mouth. “Hey! I’d like to say a few words here.” A second later all are eyes on me, but I’ve never shied away from public speaking. No time for stage fright when you’re running a game. I pick up a half-filled cup of beer and raise it high. The words come quick and flow unchecked. “To Justin Crain, may your stories be forgotten as lies and your prowess be remembered as laughable.” More words pour out, aching to be said. I’d have to bite my tongue to stop. “May you always be thought nearly wise as a dog, and almost as clever as a fox.” I smile slightly, remember what I promised to say. “And may you always stub your toe so I’ll recognize you by your limp.” I bow elegantly, mostly copying Rourke, and make my way to the door.
 I get about four steps before a hand yanks me back. Henry Hewitt seems a tad miffed. “Who the hell taught you to curse? And what makes you think you can curse my father?”
 Great, I have a half-brother. Dad got around. Big surprise. I wonder how many of the other Coyotes here are his kids?
 “I have no idea what you’re talking about, but I believe I’m permitted to curse my father all I want.” I glance at his hand, which is still on my arm. “You’ll want to be moving that.”
 I’ve been in three and a half fights. I’ve lost three, and won half. It’s all about attitude, puffing yourself up bigger than you are, like trying to scare off a wild animal. This guy has numbers, but at the moment no one has his back. I don’t glare, don’t growl, I just look at him, stony, like when someone suggests my Three Card Monte might not be on the level.
 Honestly, though? I’m scared shitless I’m about to get the black eye I was warned about. I’m not a big fan of pain, seeing as it tends to hurt. Still, he’s agitated that I cursed Dad. Why not run with it?
 “Let go of my arm, Henry Hewitt, or I might just come up with a toast for you.” I keep my words even, flat, without the slightest touch of menace.
 A few tense seconds pass, and then his arm slips around my neck and pulls me down. I feel a knuckle rubbing furiously at my scalp while Henry laughs loudly. A noogie. He’s giving me a noogie? I manage to wrestle myself free, but he pulls me into a guy hug, slapping my back several times, smiling big. “Yep, you’re a Crain boy, all right.”
 What the fuck just happened?
 He tugs me toward the “buffet table”. “C’mon, I’ll buy you a beer.” He picks up one of the full cups near the open keg and passes it to me. After taking one for himself, he looks at me expectantly.
 I sniff the beer, but since I don’t really know what good or bad beer is supposed to smell like, it’s mostly for show. It’s not too bad, but it doesn’t compare to that wine I had the other night… And there’s the image of Rourke leaning against the doorframe again. “So can I go now? I mean, if I’m the speaker my job’s done. I spoke. There were words. They were about him.”
 “You cursed him.”
 I shrug. “Eh, semantics.” I take another sip of the beer, consider it practice for college.
 “You have no idea what the Speaker does, do you?” I sense the capital letter there. Henry smirks. “Well, of course, seeing as you’re half—”
 “Halfway to coming up with some choice words to say about you, Henry.” I wave the cup at him. “I’ve got a drink and I know how to use it.” A few seconds pass. “Fine. I’ll bite. What’s a Speaker do?”
 “The Speaker is the child who is chosen to carry out the final rites over the ashes of his father, so that he can return to Father Coyote.” God, that sounded rehearsed. This must happen a lot. He motions to the back of the warehouse. “Which you would normally do right over there.”
 “Normally, huh?” I sigh and set down the beer. “I’m sensing a caveat coming on.”
 He looks at me oddly.
 I fight the urge to facepalm. “A catch.”
 And to think this guy is my half-brother, though I get the feeling if he’d been part of my life any earlier I’d probably be in jail instead of last-chance-tutoring.
 “Yeah, there’s a caveat. Dad’s ashes ain’t here. Foxes took ’em.” He grins widely. “And guess whose job it is to get them back?”
 I shrug. “Sure as hell ain’t mine. I don’t know who the foxes are, and if you didn’t get the drift from the toast, I wasn’t all that fond of Dad. You’re a fan of the bastard, you get ’em back.”
 He takes another sip of his beer, and several Coyotes start to gather around him, all looking at me. Henry snickers darkly. “That’s the Speaker’s job. And you are the Speaker, you admitted it. We were going to give you a little help, a point in the right direction…” Two sets of arms grab me from behind, dragging me toward the door. I struggle, but these guys are strong. “But since you decided to curse my father at his own wake…”
 The door opens behind me, and I’m airborne for half a second, my back slamming into the cracked sidewalk. I raise my head at the still-open door, seeing Henry. I’m ready to give him a famous hand gesture, but his smile is a too unsettling.
 “You’ve been told what to do, Spencer, I suggest you do it. The Feud keeps us from shedding Fox and Dog blood, but nothing about our own, nothing about the humans.” His smile shows teeth. “How is your mother doing, by the way?” The door slams shut, and I get up quickly, kicking at it, banging on it, shouting until my throat goes raw, my feet stinging and my knuckles bloody.
 Pain sets in after that, my feet and hands throb. I should call home, call the police, get Mom someplace safe. I’ve only been gone for maybe an hour with the travel time added in. Mrs. Cleary should still be there…
 But what do I say? People are coming to possibly kill my mother, get her out? Mom’s already known in the building for not being all there, it wouldn’t surprise me if they believe the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree. Call the police? Tell them what?
 I run six blocks before I find a pay phone that isn’t stripped or busted and doesn’t spit my quarters back at me. After four rings I get a machine telling me in an Irish brogue that it’s a machine and that if I don’t know what to do I don’t have the sense the gods gave a cauliflower.
 “Please be screening, please be screening, please be—”
 “I’m here, Spence, I’m here.” There’s a soft chuckle on the line. “Had enough of them already? I’ll be down in a—”
 “No, you have to get my mom someplace safe, right now.”
 “Spencer.” Rourke’s voice is understandably a mix of confusion and concern. “Your mother won’t even open the door for me, I doubt she’d come along for me or any of mine. What’s happened?”
 I don’t know what to say, so I go with the truth. I tell him everything. A long pause comes over the line.
 “They were making it up, right, Rourke?” Tears slip down my cheek and I curse myself for it. I need to be strong now. “That nothing can keep them from killing their own or killing humans?”
 Another pause. “It’s…unspeakable, but no, the Feud doesn’t keep them from it. And what they’re making you do, it’s despicable, but…” I hear him sigh. “I don’t see any other way. There is something I can do for you, though.”
 I lean my head against the pay phone, feeling a little relief. “What?”
 “Firstly, I’m going to call one of my employees at the lot and have her check in on your mother. She’s human, and she’ll appreciate the overtime. This way you can concentrate on retrieving your father’s ashes.” A few seconds pass. “There are things I can do afterward, but they will require a price from you.”
 I nod, even though he can’t see it. “Can you come pick me up?” I give him the intersection.
 “I’m out the door.” The phone clicks.
 I sit down on the pavement after pushing away some trash and catch my reflection in the shards of a rearview mirror. I smile weakly at it.
 “Cheer up, man, it won’t be that bad.” I don’t look all that convinced. “Hey, did you hear the one about the blonde coyote? Got caught in a trap, chewed off three legs and was still stuck.” And I smile a little wider, let out a pained chuckle.
 ’Cause you gotta laugh, right?




Chapter Six

Mills & Boon Prose
By the time Rourke shows up, I’ve gone through every blonde joke I know. Dad taught me some, the rest were from the internet. Some people collect stamps, you know?
 Rourke’s in his Lexus, and considering I’m on a street corner in a rather bad neighborhood, I’m sure I’m giving anyone who’s watching the wrong idea when I lean in through the passenger window of the car.
 “Is this a big joke, Rourke? ’Cause I’ll try not to be mad if it is. I mean, you’re the one who convinced me to do this, you drove me here, and all of it was because I was too distracted by your chest hair. You understand I might think you were in on this.”
 He puts the car in park and gets out, and sits on the hood, not facing me. “I had no part of this, other than delivering the news about his death and his last wishes. I didn’t want one of them to blindside you. You’d either not believe them, or outright refuse, and it would turn violent. Even I had trouble believing the one who told me, the smarmy bastard.”
 “So why won’t you look at me?” I move to the front of the car so I see him in profile. “Doesn’t really foster faith in what you’re saying, other than Fae supposedly can’t lie.”
 “We can’t.” He practically growls the last word.
 “Maybe, but the only reason I know this is because you told me. How do I know you’re telling me the truth, Rourke?” I chew my lip. “I really need someone I can depend on right now.” I take his hand. He looks down at it, and then at me. I remember back to the bar for a moment. What was it he said? “Swear you’re telling the truth. Swear it on…” He quirks a brow, but I continue. “Swear it on every one of your names, and your position in the court.”
 “I doubt you know my position in the court.” He chuckles.
 I roll my eyes. “You’re Her Royal Majesty’s Recordkeeper. You introduced yourself to me, remember?”
 He swears softly. “Curse my flair for the damned dramatic. Fine, fine, I swear on my names and my title of Riordan that I speak the truth. I had no part in the conspiracy to threaten your mother, nor to entrap you in a scheme to trick the Foxes.” Rourke smiles and taps my nose with his free hand. “Bjorn was right about you. Clever eyes, and up to no good.” He motions grandly to the car. “Let us away from this place. We’ll need a dark place for the dark business we’ll be plotting.”
 Satisfied, at least for now, I get in the car and buckle up. “Still being dramatic, Rourke.” I smile despite myself. “So you’re not taking me home?”
 He gets behind the wheel a second later. “I’m afraid not, they’d only see it as an attempt to get her somewhere safe, and they’ll act. I don’t know how they’d act, but I’m certain that it wouldn’t go well for you. You’ll be pleased that my employee arrived, Mrs. Cleary let her in, and your mother is fine. I received the call just before I got here.” He pats my shoulder and puts the Lexus in drive. “Don’t worry, if there’s one thing we tricksters are good at, it’s getting ourselves out of trouble.” Rourke gives me his easy smile, and I feel a little better.
 “Clever eyes, huh?” I rest my head against the window as he pulls away from the curb. “That supposed to be a compliment?”
 “Spencer, among my kind, your kind, even their kind, to be considered clever is to be well regarded. How would you feel about a hotel room?”
 I blink at him as he watches the road. “Are you kidding me? Everything that’s going on and you want to get in my pants?”
 Rourke grumbles. “I was more thinking it would be a quiet place to hole up for a day or two while you figure out a plan to retrieve the ashes.”
 “What happened to a dark place for dark business?”
 He shrugs once. “We’ll turn the lights off when we talk. Would that be adequate? Besides, my apartment will likely be watched. I don’t doubt they expected you’d approach me for help. Normally I would simply call in a favor from the Duchess—”
 “I still can’t believe you say stuff like that with a straight face.”
 He chances a glower before returning his eyes to the road. “Spencer, you have looked as you do all of your life. Imagine how humorous it was whenever you claimed mythical creatures didn’t exist while you were in the same room with them. Now, as I was saying, normally Her Grace would graciously afford me lodging at the Regent, but since you’re plotting actions that will further the Feud, I cannot render any assistance. You, however, should have no problem getting a room on your own there.”
 “Are we talking about the same place? The one in Allora? On Park Street?” The one that costs a few bills a night and has the little fridges with the fifty-dollar cookies. “Rourke, I can run a decent short con…”
 “That you can, my boy, especially with your cards.”
 “But I doubt I can hustle a room at the Regent without, well, hustling.”
 “I’m certain you’ll think of something.” And he does sound sure of that.
 Nothing jumps out. Most of my short cons only yield double digits, and I doubt I could set up a Three Card Monte in downtown Allora without being arrested inside of ninety seconds.
 By the time he pulls into the garage for the Regent, I’m scraping the barrel. Whoring into a room is not an option (I could never face Mom again), but I don’t really see any other way. Technically, if I had the cash I could get a room as I’m eighteen and they’re bound by law to not refuse me service as long as I can foot the bill, but seeing as I don’t have that kind of money on me and… And…
 My God his eyes are amazing.
 “Spencer?” He cocks his head, confusion in his gaze, and I lean closer. “This is hardly a good time to—”
 I unbuckle my seat belt and straddle his lap, facing him, my hands stroking along his sides, gripping his ass, rubbing over his groin where I feel definite movement while I kiss him hard. He doesn’t push me away. From his grunts and moans, I’m guessing he’s enjoying it. After nearly a minute I break away from him, my breathing a bit heavy, my forehead resting against his. “Sorry, I…I don’t know why I keep doing that, it’s just that you’re…” I kiss him again. “I really shouldn’t be doing this, not with everything that’s happening and…” I chance a grin. “How long is that wine supposed to last, anyway?”
 Rourke has a slightly dreamy look in his eyes as his lips brush mine. “Get out of the car, please. My restraint is nearly at its end and you need to secure a room. Now go on. Please.”
 I get out of the car, stuff my hands in my pockets and start toward the lobby elevator before taking a long, lingering look at him. He gestures for me to keep going. As luck would have it, the elevator is right there, and I board, taking one hand out of my pocket to push the lobby button.
 And a second after the doors close and the car goes into motion, I take my other hand out, which holds an expensive leather wallet, and press the button for every one of the hotel’s twenty-three floors, ensuring that it’ll be at least a few minutes before it returns to the garage. Granted, he’ll eventually use the stairs once he realizes that I just made off with his wallet along with his…
 Holy shit, with his almost twenty Benjamins.
 I know he’ll find me, I haven’t taken the time to work on an alias or three, and a place like this requires ID even if you’re paying in cash. I do have a fake ID, but it’s good enough to get me into a few dive bars, not the Regent Hotel.
 And if he didn’t want me to pull his cash, he shouldn’t have picked the most expensive hotel in the City. Plus, I don’t know how I managed to lift it anyway. First I was kissing him and ready to tear his clothes off right there in the car, and the next moment I knew it was time to make a hasty retreat. Pulling wallets is usually my weak area.
 Maybe Rourke is right. Maybe some part of me is finally waking up and making itself known.
 The woman at check-in is human, though in the office beyond the desk I see a very good-looking man with green skin and pointed ears. I request a single, nonsmoking, dry minibar, and all that’s available and ready is a suite with a view of Tolon Park which will be fifteen hundred.
 The look on her face when I lay out the hundreds in a nice even line is almost worth the fact that Rourke is probably going to kill me. The second I have my keycard in my hands I walk briskly to the bank of elevators with a bellhop in tow. As the bellhop pushes the button for the twentieth floor, a well-dressed and extremely agitated man strides across the lobby after me. I can’t help it.
 I wave to Rourke just as the doors close.
 The elevator is ritzy, with soft colors, rich woods, a filigreed button panel, and a throwback brass halfdial to indicate the floor rather than the customary digital display or bank of lights. When the bell dings the twentieth, the bellhop goes ahead of me, a well-practiced customer-service smile on his face as he motions to his left with a white-gloved hand.
 “Twenty-seventeen is right this way, sir.”
 The expensive green carpets and verdant accents on the wall make me wonder if I’ve wandered into the Emerald City. He shows me how to open the door, and I let him, since he’s obviously working for a tip. The door beeps softly, a gentle green light appearing on the lock.
 Holy shit.
 The suite is, well…
 When I hear the word suite, I just assume big bedroom, seeing as Mom tends to watch a lot of HGTV and that’s the only place I hear the word used with any frequency. Instead I walk into an apartment that is far nicer and a fair bit bigger than mine. The bellhop gives a tour, but I really only register words here and there. Kitchen, balcony, Jacuzzi, California king (whatever the hell that means). The TV is huge, with a big couch, there’s a dining table and I can see Tolon Park from most of the windows. Seriously. Damn.
 The bellhop says something, probably fishing for a tip. I manage to pull one of the hundreds from the wallet and hand it to him absentmindedly. The door closes behind him before I realize I just tipped somebody three weeks’ grocery money. Best to put the rest in my pocket before I spend it on tiny bottles of soda.
 “Quite impressive, isn’t it?”
 I freeze, not wanting to look behind me. Managing a wince and a self-reproachful look, I turn to find Rourke, slightly sweaty, his arms folded, foot tapping. Meekly, I hold the wallet in front of him, and he snatches it from my hand.
 “You stole from me, Spencer.”
 I think he’s pissed.
 “Uh, you told me to find a way into a room, right?” I chuckle nervously and try a playful shrug.
 “You stole from me. Do you have any idea who I am, boy?” He takes a step closer, and I step back. Undeterred, he continues to back me off while he’s speaking. “I am Redmond O Fucking Rourke. Riordan to the Summerswords. King of the Gods-damned Phouka and you dare to steal from me.”
 My back hits a wall, and he places his hand on my chest, keeping me still, his eyes smoldering. “Rourke, I…”
 “No! I have given you no leave to speak.” He leans in close. “Have you any idea what leeway I am granted when dealing with thieves? Have you the faintest notion of the scale of your punishment?”
 I whimper. I’m man enough to admit that.
 “Or perhaps you believe that since I have known you since you were a boy I’ll grant leniency? No. You have demonstrated that you are no longer a child, but a man. So you will be punished as a man should—to the fullest extent. One who swindles the King of the Phouka must be made an example of. Do you know what I am going to do to you?” I feel his hand press more firmly against my chest. Rourke’s lips brush my ear. “I am going to fuck you until your cock runs dry.”
 His hand releases my chest and gently nudges me to my right, through the doorway that leads to the bedroom. I’m still in a bit of shock, and Rourke pushes me toward the aforementioned California king, a rather large affair with deep green bedding. His eyes smolder, but I have a better idea what kind of smoldering it is now.
 “Uh, what? What are we doing?” I think I babble some more words to the same general effect before he kisses me roughly, his weight pitching forward and sending us both onto the bed which doesn’t creak. I manage to wriggle back enough to break the kiss, even though I’m starting to question the point in delaying this. “What about—” I feel his finger on my lips.
 “Neither of us are in any state to plot, Spencer.” He kisses me again for a few seconds. “I think it would be best for our assorted tensions if we were to couple as soon as possible, don’t you agree? You clearly need to empty your head and get fresh perspective, and I…” He eyes me hungrily. “Having one put over on me it…” He takes my hand and places it on the crotch of his pants, which have a very insistent tent, as well as a damp spot. Rourke lewdly gropes me, making me aware of my own fervent erection. “So as you can clearly feel, we need to fuck.”
 In case it isn’t obvious, I’m a guy, and I’m at that age where I’m pretty much a walking gland. I don’t think anyone would be surprised that that is the most reasonable argument I have ever heard in my life.
 I roll us onto our sides, just grunts coming from me as my hands roam his back. His tongue is precise in its attack, slipping in a full frontal assault on my mouth, my eyes drifting closed as I ride it out until he breaks the kiss, his voice breathy. “Fuck me, Spencer. Would you do that?” He rolls onto his back, looking up at me.
 “Okay…” I catch my breath, gazing at him, his shirt still buttoned save the top one. “So what do I do?”
 He snickers, but it’s good natured. “I do adore your sense of humor.” He watches me a moment. “You do know what to do, yes? You have been with a man before.”
 I shake my head.
 “You… Are you a vir—”
 “I’ve been with girls, yeah. But uh…” I tap his pecs through his shirt, run a finger along his bulging groin. “Obvious differences, you know?”
 He smirks. “Well, simply put, Coyote, I’m askin’ you to put your dick up my—”
 “I have seen porn before, Rourke.” I trail my fingers to the fly of his jeans, unbuttoning them, and his hand immediately stops mine.
 “What’re you doing?”
 I blink. “Uh…taking your pants off?”
 He stares at me in disbelief. “Do I look like some three-quid whore, boy? You don’t just… just…stick it in!” He shakes his head dismissively. “If you’re this considerate of your lovers, it’s no wonder you’re single.”
 I’m about to get huffy and stomp off, but he still holds my hand and brings it up to his shirt. “Show that you’re just as intrigued by me as the warm tight places. Unbutton my shirt. You spent this morning staring at my chest, now take your time and show me why it held you so enrapt.”
 I work his shirt open, baring his chest, just as thickly haired, almost furred, as I’ve been seeing it in my head all day. My fingers find their way into the dark trails, making small swirls, trace the ridges of his abs, which he playfully flexes as I inspect them. I work my way upward, over his pecs, the dark nipples in the hair, my fingers running soft circles around the nubs. He shudders, which I take as a good sign.
 “Um…do guys really suck on these?” I use my fingertips to wiggle his nubs, and he mmms blissfully, eyes half-closed.
 “Indeed they do. Go on and try, see how you like it. But first…” He roughly grips my shirt and tears it open, buttons spilling onto the bed, some flying off. “I’ll buy you a new one, just wanted to even the score.” His hands run lightly over my chest, then my sides, making me almost laugh, but the ticklishness hits a different chord instead. “Now go on and take a nibble, just not too hard, and I’ll show you what you’re doing to me after.”
 Right now I couldn’t give a damn about my shirt. I sink my lips toward his chest, deciding on his left in my descent. My fingers smooth away his chest hair, baring the deep brown circle of skin and the nub that makes my tongue run along my teeth. Gingerly, I kiss it, and then bunch my lips around the nub, sucking on it like a miniature straw, which merits a satisfied groan from Rourke. I chance a flick of my tongue against it, brush it with my teeth. His hand starts stroking my hair.
 “Very good. Very good. But the other one’s getting jealous, Spence, you’d better attend to it. Leave your fingers on the left, pinch it a bit while you’re working on the right.”
 I do as he says, and he wriggles slightly as I work him over, more positive signs. I kiss my way up to his neck, sucking hard on his nape, tonguing the skin in my grasp while I flick his engorged nipples with my fingertips. He pushes my head away a second later, and I see a soft red mark on his neck that’ll be a bit more obvious tomorrow. Good to know that hickeys transcend gen—
 Oh God, he’s kissing my chest. It feels weird, but good. I don’t want to push him away, every brush of his tongue, every gentle hum sending tingles through my body. He pulls away breathing heavily. “How about we let the boys get acquainted, yes?”
 Rourke doesn’t wait for me to answer, his hands already working my belt buckle while I return to his crotch, pulling the zipper down just as he does the same for me. He pushes me off the bed, and I stand, the Phouk quickly following suit, shoving his jeans down while I let my slacks fall to the floor. He hooks his fingers behind the waistband of my underwear while I start pulling down his boxers, and suddenly I feel a cool rush of air against my groin.
 “I can see why Bjorn thought you my son, now.” His eyes are locked on my erection, and I look at him quizzically.
 “Huh?” I see… Wow. It does kind of look like mine size-wise, though his is strangely wrapped in darkly tanned skin, stretched tight over his erect penis. “Are you already wearing something?”
 “Hm?” He looks down and chuckles. “You’ve never seen a foreskin before?” He places my hand on his organ, the skin hot, my fingers gripping it out of habit of gripping my own. I stroke him gently, watching the foreskin move. “Better pull it back first, Spence.” He loosens my grip and pulls the hood down the shaft as he sighs in relief, a dark reddish-brown organ emerging that glistens at the tip.
 Rourke shrugs out of his shirt and pulls me back onto the bed to rest on his naked body, my length against his, the coarse hair of his groin and chest tickling me. I resume kissing him while his hands explore me, his fingers playing over my balls, gripping me to give me a few experimental strokes. His dick presses to mine, our shafts hugged together by his hands that rub them in a slickening embrace.
 “See? They like each other already. And should they both get a bit rowdy, I doubt they’ll do more than spit at each other.” He kisses me eagerly. “I think it’s time for you to stick it in, Spence.”
 “Not feeling like a three-quid whore anymore, I take it?”
 He returns with his easy smile. “More like three hundred. Now start licking your fingers and get them up there. One at first, I’ll tell you when to put in the second.” He pushes me back and motions for me to stand up in front of the bed. I do so, and he raises his legs, putting his feet on my shoulders. I bear the weight, mostly because he’s in a position I’ve seen in porn before. And now I’m very, very nervous.
 “Don’t worry, I’m quite fastidious about keeping clean in there, never know when I might end up on my back, you know.” He winks at me and taps his ass with his right hand, his left lazily stroking his dick. I work my right hand to the cleft of his ass, the puckered ring of flesh visible, and I move my index finger slowly around the border of it. It is smooth, almost has the same feel of rubber, but not really. I push my fingertip against the center of the ring, which clenches for a moment, and then relaxes, letting me in.
 It’s tight inside, warm, feeling not really wet and not really dry, much like sliding a finger into a clenched fist. I wriggle it around, pushing deeper, wondering what’s farther in, when I hear Rourke suddenly say, “Two, put in the second, the second, put in the second.” I look to his face, and he’s grinning a bit wider. “Damned beginner’s luck. Move up to two fingers. Hell, make it three, just do exactly what you were doing.”
 So I pull my finger back slowly, not wanting to hurt him, as I don’t really know how this works outside of the internet, and bunch my index, middle and ring fingers together tightly. I spit on them a few times, and start pushing in, his pucker tight at first, but again, relaxing readily. I move past the second knuckles, wriggling my fingers about in the tight grasp of his body, his fist pumping his shaft with more determination. I continue on, letting my fingers spread as far as they can before I hear him grunt in a way that makes me back off. I keep it going for several minutes, my free hand stroking his thigh.
 “Am I doing this right?” My eyes keep darting over his body, seeing the sheen of sweat that’s appeared on his skin, matting his chest hair slightly. A scent starts to emanate from him that makes me feel warmer.
 He shakes his head. “No, you’re terrible at this. You’re going to make me come long before you get your dick in me at this rate.” His hand brushes mine as I rub his instep. “In other words you’re doing fine, just get that cock slick and get it the fuck in me.” He then spits in his hand a few times and leans forward, reaching between his legs and rubbing his spit-soaked fingers over my shaft, making me gasp.
 Tenderly, I pull my fingers from his body and grip myself, kissing my tip against his loosened pucker. I bite my lip and push forward, a grunt issuing from him. “Slower! Slower!” His eyes are wide. “I’m not a satyr and you’re a thick one. Take your time. Let me get used to you while my arse remembers how to take a cock.”
 I wince, but I reduce the weight of my inward advance. Slowly, God, agonizingly slowly, I feel myself sink in, my dick feeling like I’m sliding on a condom three sizes too small. When I look at Rourke, his face is set in deep concentration, his masturbation slow and controlled.
 “Push in when I tell you.” He exhales hard and nods quickly. I push and get in an inch, maybe two. God, he’s so tight, so tight, so tight… “Again.” Another inch. “Again.” A couple more, but then I feel some resistance fade and suddenly my waist is pressed flush to his ass.
 We remain like that for an unknown length of time, my body swimming in repeated messages of warm and tight and good from my groin. “Are you okay, Rourke?”
 “Fan-bloody-tastic.” He removes his hand from his shaft, which twitches, a small puddle of precome matting his chest hair more. “Now, you’re a young one, so you’re going to want to pound my arse like a damned jackhammer. There will be a time for that, but not in the beginning.” He grins slightly. “Spencer, I’d appreciate it if you’d listen.”
 “I’m listening. Pound your ass from the beginning. Got it.” I smirk, but he gives me a look, and I feel him clench hard around me, making me gasp. Ow.
 “Do I have your attention now?” I nod, and he continues. “Go slow, back and forth, out almost to the head and then back in. Every time you hilt, that’s one thrust. Every ten thrusts, you speed up a little.” I start to pull out slowly, not all the way to the head but close enough, and I push back in, wriggling my legs to get a better position. I push a little hard at the end to hilt, and his breath sputters. “Ye gods… Could you do that again? Hit that exact same spot like that?”
 I arch a brow, but repeat, jab the rest of my dick inside at the same angle. Another gasp from him, with a grunt this time.
 “Sweet gods of lust and desire be praised. Fuckin’ beginner’s luck…” He laughs breathlessly, a lusty smile crossing his lips, and he motions for me to do it again. “Same spot, same spot every time if you can manage.”
 I hit the same angle, counting ten thrusts out loud, picking up my pace, his laughing melding with moans and passion and grunted repetitions of my name and some words in Gaelic that I don’t understand.
 I don’t manage words, just sounds I’ve never made before, my body feeling aflame and covered in pins and needles and pleasure, oh God so much of it. My hands grip his waist, my fingers digging into his skin, our moans and cries of bliss swirling together in harmony. I want to tell him that I’m going to come, that no one’s ever made me feel this good, that I could drink in his scent for the rest of my life, that he’s the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen, that if all guys feel like this I’ll probably stick with them, and again, that I’m going to come.
 It all comes out as a garbled mess of shouts and moans of wildly varying pitch that thankfully he seems to get the gist of. “That’s it. Come. Come in me, Spencer. Oh gods, flood me, gradhan!”
 I don’t catch the last word, but my body’s all too eager to follow the command, and with a long warbling cry that sounds a bit like a howl, I erupt inside him, my body seizing a few seconds before slumping forward. I see his hand lazily squeezing and stroking his dick, a large pool of whitish-yellow dribbling along his abs.
 And we laugh. Oh God, do we laugh. Even as we both dribble out the last of our seed, we laugh. I feel all of my tension, all of my stress carried out of me, leaving only peace, only focus.




Chapter Seven

Mayfly December Romance
I awaken to lips brushing against my cheek, my ear, teeth gently nipping at the lobe. Groggily, I grunt, my eyes finding their way open as other sensations make themselves known. Hair tickles the skin of my back, something hard and warm presses against the cleft of my ass, an arm under my pillow and another arm folded about my chest, fingers that aren’t mine gently stroking along my sternum.

“Is that you, Rourke?” God, I feel sore, but not in the places most would expect.
 “Expecting someone else?” His breath is warm and moist against my ear, his tongue caressing the edge. “You’ll understand if I want to linger. This may be new to you now, but in your coming years you’ll grow to curse me for this.”
 I squirm in his embrace to face him, his face a bit rougher with stubble that only accents his ruggedness, at least in my eyes. We kiss off and on for about a minute before I remember to ask him, “Curse you for what? I mean, was it bad?”
 Another kiss, this one mixed with a smile. “No, no, but you’ve shared a bed now, and it is something that is very hard to forget. It has been some time for me, since I awoke with my gradhan safely wrapped in my arms.”
 “Your what? You called me that last night too, when you wanted me to…uh…” I blush. I’m naked, and I’m still nervous about mentioning in the brutal light of morning that the self-proclaimed King of the Phouka commanded me to, well…
 The kiss is longer this time, deeper, with closed eyes and tilted heads and wrestling tongues and breaths caught in our chests. “My apologies. I should have mentioned that your kind tend to be easily distracted when it comes to pleasures of the flesh. I on the other hand am simply an incorrigibly lecherous old Phouk. I suppose when you do go to find the Foxes it is best that the Feud prevents me from following, lest we—” His hand’s then on my erection, and he looks down at it, taking a breath. “It is very difficult to not have a nip of your private reserve, Spence.”
 He sinks toward my groin, and it takes all of my willpower to gently nudge him back up. I’ve never done that before and it does sound like a really good time, but his mention of the Foxes reminds me about the ashes, about Mom being threatened. I need to focus, no matter how badly I want to just lie in this bed fucking Rourke until we’re thrown out of the Regent. Probably at gunpoint.
 “Tell me about the Foxes? I should probably know something, right? I mean, if I’m going to be ripping them off and all, or trying to at least.” My hands trail through his chest hair as I speak to him, hovering just above his waist. God, am I always going to be this horny?
 His breath shortens, and his hand takes mine, bringing it (rather reluctantly) back toward his pecs. “Perhaps we should shower and dress first, while both of us can still understand the urgency of your situation. I fear we’ll descend into lust again and it’ll be days before we emerge.” Rourke kisses me long, hard, his body grinding against mine, hands sliding down to grip my ass, and I’m about to slip into the deep and resign myself to it when he pushes back, hurries to the bathroom and closes the door behind him. The click of the lock sounds soon afterward.
 I spend the next couple minutes starting off the morning right by myself. I won’t go into details, this is embarrassing enough as it is.
 I find my clothes at the foot of the bed and pull them on, my pants feeling tight. My stomach growls as I make my way out of the bedroom, and I decide to put my attention on that rather than the knowledge that right now Rourke is naked and wet and… God, how many times did I go last night?
 “Damn it, your clothes are already on.” Rourke is wearing his clothes from yesterday, his hair wet and combed back, beads of water still glistening in his beard.
 “Probably a good thing, otherwise we’ll end up doing it again.”
 He sniffs rather exaggeratedly. “Indeed. And now anyone with a good nose will be able to tell you’ve been rutting with a Phouk. Scent’s in your clothes by now.”
 I arch a brow and sniff under my arm and—
 Holy fuck, I can smell it. I don’t quite know what I’m smelling, but I know there’s definitely sex involved. A lot of sex. I stumble forward, grinning stupidly, and Rourke catches me, deftly dodging my kisses and gropes as he hauls me back into the bedroom, which I’m certainly not going to complain about. Shortly after I’m in the shower with freezing-cold water raining down on me.
 “Now cool off in there while I order us some breakfast. Feel free to have a wank or three, I know I did, but no coming out of this bathroom until you’re in control of yourself.”
 Considering that I’m fairly certain my balls have receded up into my brain, it’s not all that difficult to put my attention onto things like taking off my now-drenched clothes and turning on the hot water.
 Seriously, if this is what being a Coyote is going to be like, I need to know how I can opt out of the family.
 I dry off, and since this is a nice hotel, there’s a terrycloth robe hanging up and waiting for me. I slip it on and dry my hair, brush my teeth with my finger and a dollop of complimentary toothpaste, and gargle with the tiny bottle of mouthwash.
 When I leave the bedroom, Rourke is sitting at the dining table near the balcony. “I ordered room service. I figure you can work it off at the lot this summer.” He shrugs with a grin. “I could think of other more enjoyable ways, but it’d ruin your reputation and more importantly imply I have to pay for it, and I won’t be having that.” He points to the chair across from him, and I have a seat, loading up my plate with eggs and fruit and expensive-looking toasts.
 “I can live with that. So tell me about the Foxes. I should probably get started as soon as I can.”
 “What can anyone say about them other than the Foxes themselves? Could I tell you stories about the Coyotes that you wouldn’t eventually find offensive or ridiculous? Could you tell me a story of the Phouka I wouldn’t dismiss as lies? We are each our own family, with our own secrets.”
 “Well, even a made-up story has to have some elements of truth if it’s going to be any good, right? Tell one you know about the Foxes and at least I’ll have something to build off.”
 He looks at me incredulously. “Are you sure you’re a Coyote? I swear that was a cogent and reasoned suggestion.” Rourke eats a fresh strawberry and takes a moment to relish the flavor. “But I’m afraid the Riordan can tell his tales for naught but kings, queens and…” He smiles.
 “What?”
 “I bind your tales to the worlds before, for kings, queens, lovers, and no one more.” It was in that weird language again, where different sounds come out of his mouth but I hear the English in my head. “Would you consider me your lover, Spencer?”
 I understandably blink.
 “You see, my young Coyote, when I call you gradhan, I’m referring to you as my beloved. Perhaps it is a bit soon to use such words, but when you have lived as many years as I have, seen worlds come and go, you begin to question the point of uncertainty about love. In the span of a moon or a year or even a day, my heart may grow fickle or remain steadfast. But in this moment, I feel no uncertainty about thinking you my beloved. My question to you is whether you consider me the same.”
 Slowly, but with a definite weight, I nod. He reaches across the table and squeezes my hand.
 “Then, my gradhan, I will share a tale with you. Long ago, when the world was the dream of a sleeping child, and the Ra’keth were few in number, there was a fox that roamed a wood far across the sea. This fox had many brothers and sisters, all of whom would marvel at his cleverness. He could cross rivers without getting wet, vanish into shadow on a cloudless day, and steal the shine from the moon.”
 “You’re kidding.”
 “In that world, Spencer, he could, but in that world those things were possible, and it is whispered that the Foxes still remember how, and I could tell how such things were accomplished if I weren’t being interrupted.” He practically growls the last words. Apparently you do not break into the Riordan’s story time. “Now, this fox was clever, and some would say, too clever for his own good. His brothers and sisters always endeavored to learn his tricks, but he refused to share. ‘If they become as clever as I am,’ he believed, ‘I will no longer be praised for my cleverness.’
 “The fox thought at first to make himself appear different. He tricked a young kit out of his tail, and kept it for himself. ‘Even if they learn my tricks,’ he said proudly, ‘I now have two tails compared to their one, and all will know that I am still the most clever.’ But it was not to be. The young kit soon stole a tail from another kit, and it spread through the fox’s family, until the brothers and sisters who had praised the fox so fervently had tricked their way into having two tails as well.
 “Incensed that his trick had been stolen, the fox realized that his brothers and sisters, eager to learn his ways, could easily steal something much more precious from him, such as running across rivers without getting wet, or vanishing into shadow on a cloudless day, or even, gods forbid, taking the shine from the moon. ‘I must hide my tricks from my brothers and sisters,’ the fox said, ‘for they are growing clever, but are still not as clever as I. I will steal the shine from the moon, and fashion a prize, and hide my tricks inside it so they can never steal them from me.’ And so he took the shine from the moon, and tricked the moon and the sun into blaming the Ra’keth for the theft. He laughed at the foolish Ra’keth, thinking himself far more clever than the Sorcerer Kings.
 “So the fox shaped his prize and told it his secrets, from how to elude the swiftest hunter to felling the strongest of demons, and even his greatest secret, the names stolen from the Sorcerer Kings. And he hid his prize deep in the dark, where only the most clever can find their way. He bragged of his cleverness to his brothers and sisters. ‘My prize will be safe from you, and I will remain the most clever!’
 “But his oldest sister was not impressed. ‘We are learning your tricks without you,’ she said smugly. ‘I have already vanished into shadow on a cloudless day and have crossed a river without getting wet. There is nothing you can do that we cannot puzzle out. We are much more clever.’ Furious, the fox said, ‘I am the most clever, for I have stolen names from the Sorcerer Kings!’ But his sister was dubious, as such an outrageous claim cannot be believed without proof. So prepared was he to call out one of the terrible names, but he realized he could not remember. He had told all of his secrets to his prize, and they were all held safe in the deepest dark, where only the most clever can find their way.
 “Panicking, the fox ran to retrieve his prize, crossing a river and emerging soaked, crossing an open field on a cloudless day while behind his brothers and sisters vanished into shadow. And when he came to the deepest dark, he could not find his way. They say the fox’s kin and blood still seek his prize, seeking the ways to take the shine from the moon and to learn the stolen names and be as the Sorcerer Kings, but until then, they must merely be clever.”
 Rourke then takes a long swallow of orange juice.
 “I swear I could see all of that happening.” I blink, looking down a moment, going over the story again in my head. “How much of that is true?”
 “All of it. And none. Are the Kitsune like the fox of legend? Yes and no. This world, after all, is not the dream of a sleeping child. In the stories I will tell of it, it will be a world that was a broken mirror, where a recluse forever danced toward a frozen river, and the Kitsune that will be in the world after this one will be the same Foxes and yet different. So many worlds lie between that world of legend and this one, but some things have remained constant for the Foxes. It will be up to you to discover which is which.” Rourke rises from his chair and moves around the table to me, and gives me a long, warm and loving kiss. “I have helped you all I can, save wishing you luck, but remember, you are a Coyote.” He gives me his easy smile. “Luck will hardly be a problem for you.”
 And then he leaves. I am truly on my own now, and that shocks me.
 But not as much as the realization that I told him I loved him back.
 And, God help me, I’d lied.




Chapter Eight

Sex, Drugs and Rock ’n’ Roll
Checking out burns through the last of the money I’d lifted from Rourke. I try not to dwell on the fact that I’d spent two months’ rent in twenty-four hours, and I’d be spending the summer working it off, should I get through this intact.

My best bet is Little Tokyo down in Grunstadt, but where the hell do I go when I get there? I need money, information, money, a lead, money, and some means of checking in on Mom without risking her life while I traipse about on my potentially lethal scavenger hunt.

Also, in case it isn’t obvious, I need money.
 So considering I’m in downtown Allora surrounded by rich idiots, I’ve got a few options. Flop: Toss myself on the hood of a moving car and offer to take a bit of cash so that a claim won’t be 
 filed and muck up the mark’s insurance. However, you have to be crazy enough to throw yourself at a moving car. I am not that crazy, so we’ll move on. Pull: Pick some pockets. The City is full of places where you’re in close quarters with a bunch of strangers. It’s easy if you know how. Be at least fifty yards away before you check your take. Still though, I never like lifting, because you never know if you’re taking the mark’s rent or something.

Grift: Considering the lack of prep time, it’d be short cons only. That I’m in Allora wrecks the chance of setting up a Three Card or a Shell, since rich people like doing the swindling, not the other way around. The higher-class bars will be full of rich, drunk, horny people—perfect marks. But there’s only one place open right now.

The Palace of Wisdom is a nightclub that’s open all day, every day, toss in the obligatory numbers if you’re in the mood. It was originally an old movie palace, the kind with only one screen and comfortable seats and popcorn with real butter. It’s right on Tolon Avenue, across from the park and only a few blocks away from the university. The lines are always long, with a couple of bouncers that…

God damn.
 I’ve seen the bouncers for the Palace before. They’re sides of beef, attractive in a bearish sort of way, but intimidating. At least, that’s how they looked when I went by last week. Today, they have hooves. And furry legs. And thick goat’s horns. And no clothing so you can see that they’ve got…
 Well, like I said. God damn.
 The two of them might be twins, both towering above me at close to seven feet, their well-tanned bodies thickly muscled, chests nearly as hairy as Rourke’s, both having short dark brown hair and matching eyes. They’re also both erect, gleaming silver rings through the heads, both organs twitching gently. I’m staring.
 “Holy God, what are you guys?” Oh shit, I said that out loud.
 It gets their attention, much to the dismay of the next person in line. The one on the left beckons me over, his face still placid. I comply because I don’t want to piss him off, considering he could split me in half with his penis.
 Though I am confident that would be a fantastic way to go…
 I have to do something about my libido that won’t involve separating me from my balls.
 When I reach them, the one on the right motions me around the end of the velvet barrier, which invites protest from the line. A glare from the left one silences them quickly. The right one uses his massive hand to pull me toward him and lift my chin upward. I shiver when his fingers run through my hair, when his thumb gently caresses the skin beneath my eyes.
 “The same question could be asked of you.” His voice is deep, strong, and it feels like my legs are melting into the pavement. “How old are you?”
 I swallow hard. I have an ID that says I’m twenty-one along with an ID tucked behind it that has my actual age. “Eigh-eighteen. Uh, sir.”
 He stares into my eyes and leans toward me. My lips quiver, my tongue reflexively licking them as I suddenly feel something kind of wet press onto the back of my left hand. Distracted, I look down and see a dark green stamp reading UNDER 21 there. When I look back at the right one, his face is looming before mine, and his lips gently brush my forehead. He gives a tic of his head toward the door of the club. Holy shit, I got into the Palace.
 The shock is enough to get me to the door, and once I’m through I don’t see the point in going back outside to have sex with the goat-man, considering three of them are stationed behind the refreshments counter that’s been repurposed as a coat check. Bass thumps from beyond the theater entrance, my foot tapping along once I walk up to the coat check and show them my stamp.
 The one in the center answers. “This isn’t the bar, that’s out on the floor. You have anything you need to check?” He’s well over six feet, like the two who flank him, though his expression is bored. His hair is medium length, brown, tied back, which only accentuates his horns. He’s shirtless, lithely built, the counter blocking my view but I’m pretty sure he’s as naked as the bouncers were. His smile has a gentle curve to it. “First time in here, right?”
 I nod, and he turns his smile into a full-on grin. “All right then. No weapons, no fighting, no draining. Keep the fucking off the floor, there are rooms set aside for that. If you can’t make it that far, just remember to clean up your mess. No charging for sex and no paying for it while you’re here. No dealing.” He studies me, a brow perked. “Okay, I give up, what the hell are you?”
 “My dad was a Coyote.”
 “And your mother?”
 “Wasn’t.” I look between the three of them. “So…what are you guys?” Besides really hot, that is.
 The three of them laugh to themselves, and the center one just shakes his head. “Sweet Pan, you must be green if you’ve never heard of satyrs. Half-Coyote, huh? You’re not here to cause trouble, are ya?” His smile is still easy and seductive, but the mood of the room just shifted, and not in my favor.
 “Are you talking about that Feud thing? No, I was walking by and the bouncers let me in. When did they stop wearing clothes?” I remember what Rourke told me—I’ve always looked like this, I’ve only just started seeing. I don’t let them answer. “They’ve always been naked out there, haven’t they? Must make winter a bitch.”
 “We give them cloaks. Pretty warm, actually.” The center one beckons me closer. “Listen, we’ve already had to toss out a few tricksters. If you’re here for a good time, we won’t stop you, but if you bring your feud to our doorstep, you’ll be taking it up with Master Vael.” I arch a brow at the name, and he chuckles. “Oh, you’ll know him when you see him.”
 “Thanks for the advice then, uh…” I extend my hand, and he takes it, shaking it once.
 “Call me Karden.” He gestures to the set of doors to my right. “Might as well head in there. This isn’t really a club where you’ll have fond memories of hanging out in the lobby.” He catches me trying to glance over the counter. “Like I said, there are rooms set aside for that.” With the same kind of tic of his head that the bouncer gave me, I’m motioned toward the doors to the club proper.
 Since this was an old movie theater, I expect the floor to be gently sloped, but instead it’s gutted out, a set of stairs leading down to a group of tables and couches and booths bordering a large dance area. The music is one of those hybrids of house and techno and electronica that I’m not cool enough to know the name of, the array of speakers on the stage pumping out the sound in waves, a lone DJ at the center of them, his headphones fitting around his horns.
 The smell of the place is strong, sweaty, smoky, sticky and heady. This early in the morning there aren’t many people, the small crowd evenly split between the floor and the bar. I make my way to the bar, figuring it as good a place as any to grift. The tender is another satyr, and I suspect this is going to be a theme as I take a seat. He’s tall, very handsome, short black hair and a few tattoos on his chest and leafgreen eyes that glance over my hand and see the stamp there. “What can I get you?”
 I shrug. “A stockbroker who’s had a five-mimosa brunch? And maybe a Coke, no ice?”
 “You looking for a sugar daddy?” A glass is set in front of me, and I take a sip as he leans toward me. “What exactly are you anyway?”
 I shrug at my glass sheepishly. “A Coyote?”
 “The hell he is.” I look down the bar and see, well, another Coyote dressed in an off-the-rack suit and nursing a beer. “Look at him, like some punk with contacts and a cheap wig. If he actually was a Coyote, he’d know that no more than one of us is supposed to be working the marks in here.” The Coyote gives me a severe glance.
 I bite my lip, tremble. “Are you going to kill me? I know I’m supposed to get the ashes back but I need money to—”
 “Whoa, whoa, whoa.” He holds up his hands while the bartender looks on with concerned interest. “Kill you? What the hell gave you that idea, kid?” His mouth parts, eyes registering shock and disgust. “I mean, we don’t like people taking our credit, but we’re not going to kill you for it.” He chuckles nervously at the bartender as a couple more satyrs come over, both much more intimidating, dressed in black leather. “Tell them there’s no problem, man.” His eyes are pleading.
 “Sorry, uh…” I turn to the assembled group. “I guess I misunderstood. Thanks for coming over, though. Makes me feel safe.”
 Suffice it to say, they aren’t impressed. While the Coyote doesn’t get dragged away, they don’t leave either. I sip my Coke and move down the bar toward the trickster. He looks agitated, but not enough to raise an issue. Still, he leans in toward me. “So who are you supposed to be?”
 “Spencer Crain.”
 His eyes go wide. “Crain spelled with an I?” He grits his teeth, staring ruefully into his mug of beer. “You are very lucky, kid, that you’re in here. I take it you know Justin Crain—”
 “The lying sack of shit who walked out on his kids? Yeah, I’m familiar.” The Coyote loses some intensity at that, and he peers at me.
 “Wait, are you the one he knocked up that human with?”
 A sound comes out of me that I’ve never made before. I growl. I actually growl.
 “I’m sorry, are you referring to my mother?” Anger is an understatement, as it’s simply a reminder those assholes threatened Mom and I’m being forced into this.
 His hands rise again in surrender. “Sorry. How about we grab a booth and chat a bit?”
 “You going to threaten me too, like the others did?” That certainly gets his attention.
 “Okay, I definitely need to hear this story.” He gestures to the bartender. “Darren? We’re going to grab a booth, that cool?” The bartender nods, and we both take our drinks to one of the vacant booths. It’s not in a dark corner or anything, and the two satyrs from security keep an eye on us, but with the thumping music in the background we’re out of earshot. Once seated, he takes another swig of his beer. “I go by Thornton, in case you were curious. Anyway, out with it, spill it, all that.”
 “How do I know you’re not just keeping an eye on me for them, making sure I don’t talk?”
 “Because the Crains are for the most part persona non grata among the family, especially Justin.”
 “Why is that?” Granted, I don’t mind people having the same low opinion of my dad that I do, but I’d like to know the reasons.
 “What we do with the Foxes and the Dogs? It’s a game. Simple one-upmanship. Tricking the marks is an art, and we’re the best at it, no matter what those uppity two-tails think, but we’re not exactly going to court violence over it. Justin? If it were up to him, the Feud would be bloody. He doesn’t trick, he pranks, and when you’re a little less green you’ll understand the difference.” He reaches into his coat, pulls out a pack of cigarettes, and lights one. “You said they threatened you?”
 I nod once. “Apparently my dad’s ashes were stolen by the Foxes—”
 “Justin’s dead?” He’s trying hard not to look pleasantly surprised.
 “Yeah, and he named me as the Speaker or something before he died.”
 He flinches at that. “So yeah, it’d be your job to get them back. Even an asshole like Justin Crain deserves that much. He’s still family, unfortunately.” He shrugs. “No offense meant.”
 “Anyway, my half-brother, I guess, he told me that there’s nothing keeping them from killing me or my mom so—”
 “Whoa, whoa, whoa.” He holds up his hand. “They told you they’d kill you?”
 “And my mom.”
 He rubs his muzzle. “I’ll have to talk to Father about this.” He smirks, a glint in his eye. “Don’t worry, I won’t mention that you fucked a Phouk.”
 “I never said I fucked a Phouk.” I’m doing everything I can right now to keep my face controlled.
 “Man, you smell like a horny Dog. As long as you got something good out of it, it’s hardly condemnable. We’re supposed to be hands-off with them, since they decided they’re above the Feud.” Thornton rolls his eyes. “Well, the Dogs are more personable. You can at least drink a beer with ’em.” He glances at his drink, hiding a grin. “So what’d you get out of him?”
 I don’t want to say anything, but the words escape my mouth before I can stop myself. “A story about how the Foxes lost the names of the Sorcerer Kings.”
 Thornton stares dead at me. “Bullshit.”
 “What, is that a big deal?”
 “Pup, if you got a Dog to inform on the Foxes to a Coyote…” He chuckles to himself. “I mean, it’s no Emerald in the Snow, but that’s damned impressive for a pup.” This of course is when a group of attractive women walk by, probably finding us both exotic and doable. And as my luck tends to go, it’s just in time to hear Thornton say, “Shit, I gotta start fucking Dogs if it can yield that kind of grift.”
 Granted, I didn’t really notice they were there until I chimed in with, “Hey, I only fucked one Dog, and I wasn’t looking to get anything out of it other than a good time.”
 After the girls leave with a horrified look on their faces, muttering about how they could let those kind of people in the Palace, Thornton and I manage to break into hysterics. ’Cause hey, you gotta laugh, right?




Chapter Nine

Optional Sexual Encounter
I’ve never received a lap-dance before. I don’t see the point to it, other than self-loathing. A hot girl or guy is sitting in your lap, dancing and moving suggestively, and you aren’t allowed to touch them. It seems like an exercise in frustration.

Thornton does not share my view on lap-dances, as he’s been switching between a pale redheaded waif of a girl in her early twenties wearing a too-small T-shirt for the university, and a man with the head of a tiger with striped fur on his arms who’s dressed like a biker. The girl’s with him now, the tiger appraising me in the meantime.

My new, well, colleague, I guess, put down his credit card (though  a  credit card is probably more accurate than his) for a private room so we could enjoy ourselves, and these two followed us from the bar.
 “You sure you don’t want the cat while I’m busy with her?” Thornton grins over at me for a halfsecond, currently entranced by a set of breasts that are tweaking their nipples at gravity. “Thought you were okay with guys, or was that just for the job with the Dog?”
 I’m leaning against the wall, not in the second chair, which I believe is the only reason I’m not well acquainted with the smell of tiger sweat yet. The room is smallish, lit dimly, a small table with empty bottles of imported beer and a glass with only ice and a mixing straw left in it, and a long mattress pad along the back wall that I can guess the purpose for. The tiger takes the hint from Thornton, steps closer to me, his hand, paw, whatever, moving along my side, claws dragging along the fabric of my shirt. Hot breath buffets against my ear before I hear his rough whisper, “You wanna fuck?”
 “Kinda forward, aren’t ya? Not even going to buy me a couple drinks first?” I’m shoved against the wall, his arms on either side of me.
 In case anyone’s curious, tiger tongues taste like hot yogurt and uncooked steak.
 After a few seconds he lets me come up for air, and I lean away from him as much as I can. “Listen, uh, Mister Tiger, the direct approach usually works pretty well with me, but I’m kind of involved—”
 “Ah, you are mated, then?” His voice is still a bit rough, but his English sounds more practiced than natural. He looks between Thornton and I, which rouses the Coyote from his cleavage-induced reverie.
 “What? No! Him? God no, we’re not together! Ugh, that’d be like fucking my brother. No matter how hot it might be in theory, in practice it’s just…” He shudders visibly.
 The tiger turns his attention back to me. “You do not find me desirable, then?”
 Judging from the claws on either side of me and the sharp teeth I felt during that kiss, I suspect this is one ego I don’t want to bruise. “Oh, you’re hot, definitely.” Once you look past the fur and claws and teeth and… “Uh…” I see the empty bottles of Heineken on the table, and bite my lip. “To be honest, there is something I wouldn’t mind doing. Never had a guy go down on me before.”
 Thornton looks at me like I’m crazy, though I don’t know if his surprise is that I’m asking a tiger for a blowjob, or that I’ve never gotten one. (I’m a big fan of coitus, okay? Why settle for the consolation prize when the bonus round is a sure thing? Granted, I didn’t know anal sex was behind curtain number three, but I’m getting off track.)
 The tiger starts descending with a grin until I grab his shoulder. “Wait, wait, I need to… I mean, look at you. I have to be sure that you’re going to be gentle. I don’t want you to get too excited and chomp it off.” Easing away from the wall, I lead him to the small table. Thornton’s girl is still grinding her hips, watching with mild interest. “How about we make a little wager, okay?”
 I lay the empty beer bottle on its side and pick up the cap, bending it into a V shape, and place it just inside the mouth of the bottle. “Here’s how it works, you blow that cap into the bottle, it’ll show me you’re gentle enough to give me a good time without killing me, okay? But I gotta be honest, I don’t think you can do it.”
 The tiger grins, and it’s an unsettling grin as I actually can see all of those teeth now. “I jump through your little hoop and my prize is fellating you?”
 I shake my head.
 “What then, will be my prize?”
 “If you can show you’re that gentle? Put the cap in the bottle? I’ll turn around and grab my ankles, just like that.” He growls low, but I get the sense from his tenting pants that it’s not an unhappy growl. “If you can’t do it though, you give me fifty bucks.” And that makes the growl unhappy. I backpedal. “And your phone number. I just want to be funded when I take you out, okay?”
 A few seconds pass. Thornton, who’s still looking at me like I’m crazy, mouths the words, “What the hell are you doing?”
 “Fine.” I turn in time to see the tiger kneel before the bottle, his chest rising as he gathers air, and blows at the bottle. The cap flies outward, clinking on the table. The tiger growls, looks at me and, defeated, reaches for his wallet.
 “No, no.” I wave it off. “Try again. Maybe you weren’t ready, maybe you feel you didn’t do it right, whatever.” I replace the cap in the bottleneck. “Go ahead.”
 And he does. Several times. He even shrinks downward near the end of it, his fur disappearing, leaving a black haired man in his late twenties. He intently blows at the cap, probably thinking it’s easier to do with lips instead of a snout, but every time the cap drops out.
 “It’s impossible, isn’t it?” His face is turned from mine, his hands clenched into fists. “You swindled me.”
 Thornton chooses this moment to leave, taking the girl with him. I don’t know if he’s getting security or leaving me to suffer the consequences. Given my experience with Coyotes, it’s probably the latter.
 “It is possible, actually. You want me to show you how?” I replace the cap in the bottleneck and remove the mixing straw from the empty glass nearby. I kneel where he had been, and blow gently through the straw, focusing the airflow on the cap and the cap alone. After a couple seconds, the cap slips into the bottle, and I pick it up, shaking it, the cap rattling about inside.
 “You never said I could use a straw.” His teeth are gritted, his eyes golden now, feline. I can see his fingernails darken.
 “I never said you couldn’t. At least you know the trick now, right? I’m sure there’s someone you could use it on.” I don’t back off, trying to keep my tone casual. “So how about that phone number, huh?”
 The tension fades from him. “I would have given it if you’d asked.”
 I shrug. “Yeah, but this makes for a better story. Plus I could really use the fifty bucks.” I chuckle nervously and extend my hand. “I’m Spence, by the way. Sorry if you feel I ripped you off.”
 After a short time, he takes my hand and shakes it. “Jean.” Pronounced zhon. He gives me his number, it’s a Destry Bay prefix, so when he gives me the fifty I suspect that he won’t be hurting for rent as a result. “Truthfully, do you really want to see me again?”
 Part of me? Absolutely not. You fleece the mark and walk away, and I gave this guy an easier time than most. Hell, I even showed him the trick! Granted, he thought me nothing more than an easy lay at first, but I feel bad about it, and I cling to that. That’s the human part of me, and I don’t want to lose that.
 “I guess that depends. If we get dinner next Friday are you going to be asking to fuck in the men’s room while we wait for the main course to arrive?” Seriously, are all supernatural creatures going to be this horny? Then again, we are at a club run by satyrs.
 He grins, showing teeth, and even though he’s still human, the look is predatory. “Only if you want me to.”
 Considering how insatiable I was around Rourke, I’m surprised that isn’t working on me as well as it should. I smile genially. “I’ll give you a call then.”
 Pleased, Jean leaves the room and I fold the crisp fifty and stuff it in my pocket. Thornton comes back in a moment later. “Since you aren’t doing that one, you mind if I get his number?”
 “His name’s Jean.” I make sure to say it right. “And I got his number. You got a car? I need a ride down to Grunstadt.”
 “C’mon, man, that college girl out there is ready. You gotta go now?”
 “Thornton, she’s half-drunk and giving you a lap-dance at eleven in the morning in May. I doubt she’s really a university girl.”
 He immediately laughs. “That’s right, I forgot, you’ve never been to college. You don’t know what finals week does to people.”
 “What, you went to college?”
 He nods proudly. “Best seven years of my life.”
 “It took you that long to graduate?”
 He tilts his head at me. “That long to what, now?” Recognition then crosses his face. “Oh, the degree. Yeah, uh… Quick tip? It’s perfectly fine to fuck your professor for a grade, just don’t fuck four of them in the same semester. They gossip at those faculty mixers.” He looks toward the door to the club and back at me. “How about this, you let slip which Dog you fucked, and I’ll give you my car.”
 I shake my head. “If I do that, everyone’s going to be coming to me to hear how the Foxes lost the names of the Sorcerer Kings.”
 “They’re called Ra’keth, by the way.” He spits harshly on the floor.
 “Okay, but you give me your word that you won’t tell anyone, especially not about the story I learned from him.” I fold my arms, put on my poker face.
 “Yeah, yeah, sure, I promise. Won’t tell nobody nothin’.” He grins, and waits expectantly. Bullshit.
 “And if you break your word to me,” I can feel a tingle in my throat, words starting to flow outward. “May your—”
 His hand immediately covers my mouth, fear on his face. “Who the hell taught you to curse?” I’m still making muffled noises, the words trying to pry open my lips. “Half-blooded and you can curse… Fate just fucked you both ways, didn’t she?”
 Whatever it was I was saying finally fades from my throat, and I go silent. He removes his hand, and I stare at him a few seconds, because it’s not often someone actually covers your mouth to keep you from speaking. “What the hell was that about?”
 “You’ve got a Bard’s tongue, damned near unheard of for us, but it’s pretty common with Dogs. Be careful what you say, all right? It’ll have a knack for coming true.”
 I shrug, as I have no idea what he’s talking about, but I need a ride down to Grunstadt. “Whatever, are you going to keep your word or not?”
 With a sigh, he looks at his feet and nods. “On my love for the Silver Lady, okay?” He grins wistfully. “Trust me, you’ll come to know that beautiful and perfect… And utter bitch.” He looks away, muttering under his breath. “Twenty-six years old and I’ve got eighty exes ’cause of that jealous chick. Father wasn’t fucking kidding.”
 I’m not in the mood to pry, but he sounds sincere enough. Something tells me this Silver Lady oath is one that Coyotes don’t break, so I file it away in my head. “All right. It was Robert Rourke.”
 Thornton’s jaw literally drops. “You fucked the Riordan? No wonder you need to keep it secret. That’s something you want to tell Father yourself. Jesus, the Riordan? You seriously got him to tell you a story?”
 “Why is that such a big deal?”
 “Wow.” He chuckles and turns away, pacing a few seconds, finding the words. “Uh, well, for starters of all the Dogs you could’ve slipped it to, you went straight for the top. I mean, he’s their king. You had sex with the only living trickster who pulled off an Emerald in the Snow.”
 “That’s the second time you’ve said that term. What’s it mean?” He looks at me like I’m a moron, and I roll my eyes. “I only just found out about all this stuff, okay?”
 “It means he tricked a Ra’keth.” Thornton, again, spits on the floor. “I don’t know what he exactly did, no one does, and if you get him to tell that story… Damn, you’d be a legend. One of us managed to trick a Ra—”
 “I do want to hear this, but I don’t think they want you spitting anymore on their floor. We’ve gotten their attention enough today.”
 “The Dogs have done it, and the Foxes claim they’ve done it.” He scoffs dismissively. “But yeah, we did it first. It’s the whole reason Fate follows us around like a puppy. Foxes would love to have our luck, but that’s the prize for Father’s children.”
 “Who is this Father you keep talking about?”
 “Father Coyote. He’s my grandfather, actually. A few of his sons are in the City, they run shit. The grandkids, like me, we’re the tricksters. You, I have no clue what he’d do with you. But you’ll probably meet him.” He motions to the door. “Wait for me out front. I have to tell the girl with the almost-exquisite breasts that I have to give my cousin a ride across town.”
 “Almost exquisite?”
 He grins leeringly. “In my life I have never seen a pair of exquisite breasts, but, oh, what I would give to see them.”
 “You were willing to give me your car, would you trade that to see a pair?”
 Thornton chortles. “Please, I drive a beat-up Civic. For truly exquisite breasts? I’d trade a Ferrari.” He leads me out of the private room, back into the throbbing pulse of the club. He leans in close to my ear. “Before we go, though, how’d you pull off that thing with the beer bottle?”
 I can only smile. “Easy. I stayed awake in physics.”




Chapter Ten

The More You Know
Traffic from Allora to Grunstadt is a bitch from six in the morning until seven p.m., so I’m not worried about making good time by car. It’d be faster taking the UTA, but other than getting off at the station between Little Tokyo and Little Kingston, I have no idea where to go, so I might as well stick with the guy who might fill in some blanks. Besides, it’s nice to meet a Coyote who isn’t a total dick.

“So you’re still in high school, huh?” I figure Thornton’s making small talk because his radio’s busted and the possibility of facing an hour drive in silence isn’t anyone’s cup of tea.
 “And I’m so far behind, they put me in tutoring. More than likely I’ll miss tomorrow because of this whole thing.”
 “Why not just forge an excuse? You know your mom’s signature, right?”
 “Yeah, but…” But that always felt like a line I shouldn’t cross, and not just because of morality. It’d be another thing to admit she can’t do for herself. I realize I’ve trailed off. “But hers is complicated, really scripty, you know? Is your mom a…”
 “A Coyote? Nah, she’s Were. Bit, but a Were.” He smirks at me. “You know that Weres exist, right?”
 I quirk a brow. “I can guess what you mean, but uh, no. You mean like werewolves, right?”
 “Yep. Mom’s a wolf, actually. She was so proud when I popped out all furry, thought she’d had a Pure, and then she finds out I’m a ’yote and it all went downhill from there.” He can see that I’m not following the lingo. “A Pure is a Were that was born that way, rather than bitten. Mom wanted to have a Pure kid, raise her standing in her pack a bit, so Dad knocked her up with me. He thought it was funny as hell.”
 I grit my teeth, as it sounds familiar. “Do all of them do that? Just get a girl pregnant and walk because they think it’s funny?”
 “Huh? My Dad didn’t walk. I mean, he wasn’t there all the time, more of a weekend Dad, but he was there.” He takes his eyes off the road to check my expression. “Right. Listen, not all us ’yotes are like your old man, okay? Some of us actually do what we’re supposed to.”
 “And what’s that?” While we wait out another red light, I convince myself that I will not, in fact, get to Grunstadt faster if I walk.
 “You ever hear about the Prime Mover, pup?” The term flicks a little switch in my head, and it’s on the tip of my tongue, but I can’t find the words, so I sort of half-nod, and Thornton grins in reply. “You wouldn’t be a proper ’yote if you didn’t get a light in your eyes at that term. The Prime Mover’s like, slow, predictable, forever stuck in his rut with his eyes on his feet the whole time.”
 “The perfect mark, you mean.”
 This only causes Thornton’s grin to get wider. “Exactly! And do you let the perfect mark walk away? I mean, like the great man said, it’s immoral to—”
 “To let a sucker keep his money.” I give him my own grin. “Canada Bill Jones, best Three Card Monte guy…ever.” I quirk a brow. “Was he…?”
 “Nah, but just ’cause he’s human don’t mean he ain’t a damned hero. Where was I?”
 “Prime Mover.”
 “Right. So us ’yotes have been yipping and yapping about what the Prime Mover is for like, ever. Some believe it’s kinda mythical, that only Father can truly con it, others that it’s humanity in general, then you got the ’yotes who think that every Coyote has his own personal Prime Mover, a human or a supe they’re destined to change the life of, you know? I’m in the middle camp, it’s easier to function. First one’s too restrictive, and the last one’s no fun. But all of humanity? You’ve got a mark for every day of the week there, pup.”
 “So that’s going to be my life? Short cons and grifting?” Sure, it’s fun as hell when you fleece a mark, but the prospect of looking in the mirror and seeing a sixty-year-old man still running games just… I don’t know how I feel about that really. “There’s more to being a Coyote, isn’t there?”
 “You’re not seeing it right. We aren’t criminals. Well, we are, but we’re the good kind! We get people to take their lives in directions they never would have, to get them to reassess their bullshit priorities. We make the world a more interesting place.”
 “But not necessarily better?”
 “Better than a boring one.”
 “By that logic, Thornton, it’s okay to go on a killing spree because a death in the family will accomplish the same thing.”
 “We’re con artists, we’re not psychopaths. You want someone to take a long look at their life and realize they need to make it go somewhere. That is our job, that’s why Father does what he does.” He reaches over and tousles my hair. “Relax, you’re enough of a ’yote that luck will pull your tricks from the fire. Just don’t rely on it. Fate loves to bite us in the ass, but I don’t need to tell you that, right?”
 “So back at the club, you were saying that fucking me would be like fucking your brother. We’re not that closely related, are we?”
 He shrugs. “Coyotes rarely engage in horizontal bed wrestling with each other. Not for more than an hour, not more than once, and not without a lot of alcohol. As far as kids go, we’re pretty much cuckoos, leaving sons and daughters in other people’s houses for them to take care of, but nowadays there’s so many single parents out there it’s better to keep an eye on your pups instead of dropping out of the blue when they hit puberty.” After a couple seconds pass, he smirks at me. “That’s not going to send you into another pouting session, is it?”
 “Shouldn’t it?”
 “We’re not like them, okay? We’ve got enough of them in us to fool them but that’s it. Don’t go thinking you’re human. You’re not.”
 I manage a glare, but it’s not convincing. “I’m half-human, at least.”
 “And still not all the way. As far as the supes are concerned, you’re a Coyote. As far as the humans are concerned? You’re a charming rogue with a quality they can’t quite put their finger on. So would you mind seeing the good in this? Listen, it’s not going to be all sunny days, there’s going to be a gang of rain too, but I promise you this, you will never claim that your life is boring, for as long as that life lasts, at least.”
 I blink at that. “Wait, what?”
 “Uh, well, we are mortal, right?” He chuckles softly. “What, you think you’re going to live forever? Might as well do what you can with the time you’ve got.”
 “I can deal with that, okay? But what about the people close to me? My mom got dragged into this shit, and her life got so interesting that she shut down. She can’t take care of herself. She could use some boring.”
 He pulls the car onto an on-ramp. The traffic’s moving a little smoother now. “Tell you what, while you’re off playing with the Foxes, I’ll check in with my dad about it, see if anything can be done. Nothing says she can’t be hurt, I’m sorry. Humans need to be tricked, and sometimes they need to be pranked to get their asses in gear, but…” He takes a breath. “If someone threatened my mom, well, I can see where you’re coming from is what I’m saying.”
 “I appreciate that.” I switch gears. “Any advice for the Foxes?”
 He grumbles. “Bunch of uppity bastards who need more than one tail so they can hide the sticks they’ve got shoved up their asses. Everything they do is so perfect and so precise.” Thornton growls, showing teeth. “Long-con specialists. Wannabe Ra’keth, if you ask me.” He rolls down the window, spits hard into traffic. “Elitist assholes, every one of them, and they have the nerve to call us a bunch of no-talent sluts and—”
 “Dude, you’re ranting. Circle back ’round, ’kay?” I pat his shoulder gently. “Newbie, remember? Start somewhere I can catch up.”
 “We don’t know that much, all right?” I can see his fingers grip the steering wheel a bit tighter. He spits out the window again. “They’re Nipponese, they work out of Little Tokyo, and they’ve got those damned scrolls. Magic. They can do little things. Not like the Ra—”
 “I know who you mean, you don’t need to spit.”
 “They work in teams, usually. Paired up.” He snorts derisively.
 “We don’t do that?”
 “Hey, your trick is your trick. If you need help to pull it off, then you didn’t do it right. Fate takes care of us when we’re working.” He grins with no small amount of pride. “Which drives the Foxes crazy.”
 “Huh?”
 “Say a Fox wants to pull a trick, which they don’t even have a real purpose for, it’s just for kicks with them the—”
 “Dude.” I exhale through my teeth. “Going off the rails again.”
 “Right, anyway, you get a pair of Foxes and they do intel, recon, all that shit for like, weeks, right? Set the mark up perfect. And then it’s showtime, the con is on, and…” He starts laughing. “And I’ve beat ’em to the punch with only five minutes of prep time and a bit of good luck.”
 “Five minutes? That’d be sloppy as hell, man.”
 He shoots me a glare. “You sound like they did! Who gives a shit? The guy was tricked cold and is now on his way to a more interesting life. What should it matter it wasn’t pretty and clean?” Another bout of grumbling from him, muttering under his breath. “Maybe some of that human blood’s from the Land of the Rising Sun.”
 “My mom’s family is largely from Scandinavia, actually.” Largely Sweden, a fair bit of Norway, with a great-great-grandparent from Finland. My last name would be Jensen if Mom hadn’t been insistent on my taking Dad’s name when I was born. Instead it’s my middle name.
 “A Coyote Viking, that’ll be fun to watch.”
 “What happens if I get caught? Are they going to kill me?”
 He shakes his head as we drive into Grunstadt. “It’s forbidden. Besides, more points for them when they can haul your ass back to us with some snide comment about how we’ll have to try harder next time. Rub it in.” He winks at me. “Your fellow Coyotes, however, they might mess ya up for making us look bad.” A pause, and then his face softens. “To think that used to be a joke. Feud’s getting too damned serious. Serious! Us!”
 A minute passes as we enter Little Tokyo. It’s kind of similar to what you see in the movies, with a lot of signs in different languages with “engrish” translations underneath and those big red gates with the curved wood on top, whatever they’re called. The passing people on the street are, understandably, largely of Asian descent.
 Among them I see tall foreboding figures with fur and horns and faces with multiple dark colors. Up ahead a small parade proceeds through the streets with one of those long dragons held up by a bunch of people only, well, there’s no people.
 “Thornton.” I gape at the dragon as the long back half of it slithers through the intersection. “Advice. Please. I don’t wanna die.”
 “That’s not a real dragon. There’s only one in the City and that one’s in Beckettsville. Besides, the Nipponese ones tend to be good luck. You got the Riordan to inform on the Foxes to ya, you know more about them than I do.” There is a hint of jealousy in his voice. I nudge over my unfinished bag of fries. He smiles weakly and takes them while he double-parks. “Thanks. Good luck, pup.”
 I extend a hand to him. “Thanks for your help Thornton.”
 He hugs me close and rests his forehead against mine. “May Fate guide you back to Father.”
 I’m a little surprised by this sudden show, but I let him continue, and quirk a brow. “So did you lift something or slip me something?”
 Thornton grins. “Why I have no idea what you’re talking about. Now get going.”
 I leave the car, stretch my legs and take a deep breath as he drives away. I probably should’ve asked where to start.
 I get a couple looks, but I suspect it’s ’cause my hair is a variety of shades not seen outside of an anime.
 I need to buy a hat.
 If this were a movie, I’d have an auditory hallucination of Rourke telling the tale to me again, at the precise moment that’ll provide the solution, and I’d walk off toward the correct location with a knowing grin on my face, possibly as “Dirty Deeds Done Dirt Cheap” starts to fade in over the ambient background.
 Nah, I’m reaching. I could never be in a movie that could get the rights to AC/DC.
 As I wander through my big-screen fantasy, it doesn’t occur to me that I’m not watching where I’m going, or that I start crossing the street. Or that a car is coming.
 I hear the screech of the brakes and turn just in time to see the grill of a delivery truck halt a few inches from my face. Well, there’s a movie experience for me. All I’m thinking right now is Don’t piss or shit your pants. Don’t make Mom right about wearing clean underwear. My body on the other hand is hyperventilating.
 After a few seconds I’m aware that someone’s screaming at me in Japanese from the direction of the truck, so, mutely and dumbly, I finish crossing the street, shaking off the shock with little success. I look toward the passenger window so that I can try to apologize, but I stop dead.
 There are two people in the truck, and their heads aren’t human. They’re similar to the coyotes, only their muzzles are thinner, their ears a bit perkier on top of their heads, no mottled mix of colors in the fur, the lines are clearly defined between white, black and darker orange. The truck crosses the intersection, before it occurs to me that I should chase it. However, the back of the truck has very clear signage, in Japanese and English.

Ten Oaths Distribution

I have no idea where that is, but that’s what the phone book’s for. Kinda fortunate that the truck happened along at that…
 And I laugh. From relief, from stress, from the sheer ridiculousness of it, and because it does, in a way make sense. I’m working a job, so Fate’s got my back.
 Maybe I really can pull this off.




Chapter Eleven

Mistaken Identity
Ten Oaths Distribution, as it turns out, is a rice distribution warehouse that sends trucks all over the City. It’s box-shaped, with a large courtyard for parking and loading. The entrance to said courtyard is a red gate like the other ones in Little Tokyo, only there’s a small shrine near this one. As if to hammer home I’m in the right place, the shrine has multiple pictures of statues, all of foxes. What, they have their own cult?

Okay, Spence, just work it through. First, if Rourke’s story has any weight, Foxes are arrogant and prone to infighting. According to Thornton, Foxes believe that Coyotes are sloppy and slutty and get by on pure luck. There’s no killing other clans, according to the rules of the Feud, so getting caught will only mean humiliation, which I really don’t care about. I’ll take embarrassment if it means Mom will be safe.

Now what do I have going for me? I check my pockets, I find my wallet with my school ID and three cards that weren’t there before. Two Jacks and the Queen of Hearts, but I doubt the Foxes will be up for a quick round of Follow the Lady.

My school ID only reminds me that I’ll miss more schoolwork tomorrow. I really need to get my shit together and graduate—
 Wait a sec.
 I stroll across the courtyard to the front door of the building, which has a small reception area that’s walled off from the warehouse. The company logo is on the wall above the receptionist’s desk. The walls are a dull but soothing taupe, various pictures hung up of employees hard at work. Behind the desk is a Fox, black-and-gray-furred, looking vaguely feminine, but I’m mostly going off the way she’s dressed, because outside of pirates I don’t know who’d wear a billowy blouse. Hell, what am I supposed to do, turn her over and check?
 She meets my eyes and gives me a once-over, clearly confused. I take out my student ID quickly and show it to her.
 “Hi, I go to Carver High School and my business teacher wanted us to take a tour of a local business and do a profile on it.” I let her look over the ID, and her fingers rub the cheap laminate with my picture, name and grade. I assume she realizes it’s too low quality to be anything but something made for a public school.
 “Perhaps we can set something up later in the week, Mister…” She glances over my ID again. There’s only the barest hint of an accent as well, so either she’s been here a while or she’s a City girl. “…Crain.” There’s no recognition, meaning Dad isn’t well known by name, or she’s just not letting on.
 Time to turn on the pathetic. “I don’t suppose you can help me out? All of the places in Beckettsville are already taken and Mr. Pasho wants different locations. He’s kinda being a dick about it.” I smile nervously. “And it’s sort of due tomorrow.”
 “I can appreciate your situation, Mr. Crain, but this isn’t a good time. Our scheduled tours are later in the week. If you’d like, I can recommend another—”
 “Are you sure? I mean, I really need to pass this class so I can graduate and…” I sniff a little, my face quivering. “I’ve already had to get an extension and Pasho’s got it out for me and my mom’s gonna kill me if I flunk another class and I’ve been all over Beckettsville and no one wants to talk to some kid with weird hair ’cause they think I’m a drug dealer casing the place and—”
 She holds up her hand, showing some teeth, head cocked off to the side. I’m then handed a Kleenex to dab my eyes. Was I crying?
 “And I’ll admit I’ve got a little bit of an ulterior motive ’cause if I can graduate I’m gonna need a job and I’m too poor for college so I was hoping I could get a labor job to help me cover tuition and I thought I could get my foot in the door if…” I sniffle again, wiping my eyes. “I’m sorry to dump all this on you, I’ve been under a lot of stress all weekend.” I hand back the damp tissue, and I wish it was all an act, but I’m actually feeling a crushing depression regarding my entrance into the real world. God, what am I going to do after high school? Am I going to graduate? I start a fresh bout of sobbing.
 “Okay, okay.” Her accent slips, and I can sense some aggravation, probably because she’s muttering what I’m sure are Japanese profanities under her breath. She hands me another tissue. “Let me see what I can do. Have a seat.”
 I wipe my eyes dry again and manage a thank-you before sitting down in a wooden chair next to a small end table with one of those meticulously pruned tiny trees and a stack of six-month-old magazines. She speaks rapid Japanese over the phone, a cool smile crossing her face near the end of the conversation, and I’m certain I’m made. That had to be the call to security to toss me out on my ass with a Better luck next time, Wile E.
 “It will just be a few minutes.” She smiles genially, but I’m not really at ease. I try not to make eye contact, instead looking at my feet, thumbing through the magazines. This would’ve gone better in a James Bond movie. That receptionist and I would either be locked in immaculately choreographed Hollywood combat or having immaculately choreographed Hollywood sex. I really need to take a level of badass.
 After the stated few minutes pass, another Fox enters the reception room, colored much like the ones I saw in the truck: the russet fur, black nose, white patches here and there. He’s dressed in a shirt and slacks, and starts talking to the receptionist in Japanese while ignoring me.
 The conversation isn’t all that animated, but from the speed of it, it would seem that the male isn’t happy to be here. The receptionist holds up her hand, and smiles again to me. “Mr. Crain? This is Mr. Kazuhiro. He’ll be taking you along on his delivery route, and he’ll be happy to answer any questions you might have.”
 I get up and gingerly extend my hand. “Thank you, sir. You’re saving my life right now. Thank you so much.” He grudgingly shakes it, and I turn to the receptionist. “Miss, would it be okay to use your phone so I can call my mom and let her know what’s going on? I don’t want her to worry in case I have to take a later train.” I look at Kazuhiro. “It’ll only be a minute. I’m sorry if I’m holding you up.”
 I look at the receptionist again, pathetically as possible. With a sigh, she relents, but only on the condition that she dials the number for me. Neither of them give me any privacy as the phone starts to ring, but it’s okay. I wasn’t lying.
 I get the machine, which only ratchets my nerves up higher, even though Mom’s been screening calls for years now. The outgoing message is mine, just repeating the number. I tried doing jokes but they were kind of lame. Beep.
 “Mom? I’m down in Grunstadt right now, it’s early afternoon. I’m working on my business assignment for Mr. Pasho. I’m doing a ride-along at Ten Oaths Distribution, and I’ll be coming home right afterward. The number here is…” I look at a stack of business cards on the desk and read off the number. If someone was there and threatening Mom, they would at least they know where I am and what I’m doing if they look at the caller ID. I hand the receiver back to the receptionist, who promptly hangs up the phone.
 Afterward she rummages through a file drawer and produces a release for me to sign, so that just in case I get hurt or anything I can’t sue them. Usual CYA (cover your ass) crap. Once I sign, Mr. Kazuhiro leads me out to the courtyard to a large delivery truck, very similar to the one that nearly hit me earlier. Not the same one, though.
 As I get into the passenger side, the Fox grumbles in Japanese, but I can get the gist that he’s none too pleased. Still, I’m here to play a role, so I buckle up and wait for him to start the engine. Once we pull into traffic, I start asking him the questions that I assume Mr. Pasho would actually want us to care about. I have to do this assignment, might as well go into tutoring tomorrow with something to work on.
 I ask about the company, where they deliver, how much product they move in a year, when they were founded, and for the most part I get stock answers in a mildly accented, bored tour-guide tone, in the manner of It’s on the website.
 “I’m sorry to be cutting into your time, sir. I know I’m probably slowing you down.”
 “Thought your sort pulled out of the Feud.” He glances over at me.
 Fuck. I’m made. Well, what did I expect, really? This guy’s probably a pro. The whole reason for this ride-along is probably to drop me off in some bad neighborhood and let me walk home. Still, until you’re certain you’re blown, government rules apply: Deny, deny, deny.
 “What are you talking about?”
 “Hmmph.” It’s a small triumphant sound. “Question with a question. Of course.”
 “Mr. Kazuhiro, I’m seriously just trying to catch up on my schoolwork. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 That causes him to pull the truck over. He narrows his eyes at me, taking in my hair, my eyes. “What school do you go to?”
 “Carver High.” I take out my school ID and show it to him. “It’s in Beckett—”
 “Shh.” He takes my ID and runs his fingers over it, curling his lip as he feels the cheap plastic of the laminate. “I’m going to ask you a question, and if you answer with a question, you’re getting out of my truck. I want a direct answer.” He meets my eyes. “Are the Dogs re-entering the Feud?”
 Wait, what?
 “By dogs you mean…”
 Holy shit. He thinks I’m a Phouk.
 “Not as far as I know, sir. I really am just trying to finish up my final project for business class.” Yes, I’m lying my ass off, but if he thinks I’m Phouka, he thinks I’m Fae, and according to Rourke, Fae can’t lie. Well, damn, this took a turn for the better, didn’t it? “Also, I’d prefer you didn’t use that sobriquet for the Phouka.” I grin inwardly, though not at the trick, more that I was able to use sobriquet correctly in a sentence. Never an English teacher around when you actually need one, you know? “I mean, I’d expect that sort of uncouth language from a Coyote.” Shit, shit, what do they call themselves again? “But one of the Kitsune? I thought you guys were better than this.”
 That clearly raises his ire, as he motions toward the door.
 “Listen, Mr. Kazuhiro, I didn’t mean to insult you. I’m really not the one to ask about whether the Phouka are re-entering the Feud, I’m just trying to finish high school, okay? It’s not like I’m a duke or anything. I’ve got to get a job just like everyone else, and I can’t exactly put ‘turn into a dog’ on my resume, you know?” I try that easy smile that Rourke does. This is bullshit, but hey, if he chooses to believe it, that’s his own damned fault.
 “We’re not to help each other. You should learn that lesson now.”
 “C’mon, man, I’m doing homework not plotting a diamond heist.” I look out the window. “Are you making a delivery here?” I steer the conversation back. “Do you deliver to private restaurants, or do you have contracts with the schools? ’Cause it’d be a nice way to bring it together, if I could describe how the wild rice gets to the cafeteria every Thursday.” I shrug, with a slightly pleading look.
 He exits the truck, a superior grin on his face, only amplified by the teeth. I hear a smattering of Japanese, but the tone is easy to read: How the mighty Phouka have fallen. There’s rumbling around in back, giving the impression that he’s doing a delivery. Since he didn’t tell me to observe, I guess he wants me to stay put.
 And I’ll admit I’m in a spiteful mood right now. For all he knows I’m on the verge of flunking high school, which I am, and he’s still being a dick because of some dumb feud that the Phouka pulled themselves out of. I’m faking it, yeah, but if he truly knew that, I seriously doubt he would’ve left me alone in his truck. With the keys in the ignition.
 Henry Hewitt, my asshole of a half-brother, would likely back the truck over Mr. Kazuhiro and lean out the window afterward to say, “Oops.” Thornton would just drive off with it and leave it parked in front of a leather bar with suggestive graffiti on the side that would include Mr. Kazuhiro’s home phone number. I, on the other hand, am only part-Coyote, so I check under the seats, behind the sun visors, and come up with little more than a half-eaten Snickers bar, the chocolate a mix of white and green now. Ugh.
 Mr. Kazuhiro is pushing a hand truck with a few large bags of rice by the window on his way into a small Chinese restaurant. If I really want to go through with spitefulness, I don’t have a lot of time. The keys hanging from the ignition give me the temptation to drive off, but I have the feeling Ten Oaths Distribution won’t have any issues with bringing me up on grand theft auto considering they know who I am and where I go to school.
 Still, this guy’s got like twenty keychains, all various levels of quirkiness, from a conservative brass plate with Japanese characters on it, to a hot pink superball on a chain with Hello Kitty painted on the side. Fuck it, I’ll take that, it’s embarrassing enough and no man would ever admit it was missing.
 I unhook it by the chain, drop it in my pocket and wait patiently for the Fox to return.
 He does, with great haste, and yanks open my door, glancing at his keys before growling at me in Japanese. Once he realizes I have no idea what he’s saying, he switches to English, still growling. “Where is it?”
 He couldn’t possibly know I took it, could he? Still, best to give what I was getting. Play it smug. “Wouldn’t you like to know?” When he clenches a fist, I just smile. “Uh uh uh, laws of the Feud, no violence. I took it fair and square. You want it back, you give me what I want.”
 “And what would that be?” His teeth are gritted tight, and the passersby are giving him a wide berth now.
 “What else, Fox? I want the urn. I want the ashes your people stole, or I go to Under The Bridge and find out what the going rate on a Hello Kitty superball is.” Yeah, this is going to work. It’s a cheap piece of crap you can get for seventy-five cents from a grocery-store vending machine. Rourke told me it’s best to highball a buyer and work your way down. I just need to keep it going, prep for the haggling, and hope for the—
 “Fine. But we need to go back to the warehouse, and I want your oath that you speak of this to no one. On every one of your names.” He practically spits out the final word. “Dog.”
 Holy shit, that worked?
 “All right. Let’s go then.” I guess Hello Kitty is a bigger deal in Japan than I thought.




Chapter Twelve

The Kansas City Shuffle
The truck backs into Ten Oaths about fifteen minutes later, a few workers giving us odd looks as Mr. Kazuhiro clearly isn’t supposed to be back yet. After parking, we go through the loading bay instead of reception, more than likely to stay out of sight from that black and gray Fox. I guess it’s embarrassing to lose one of your kitschy keychains.

Kazuhiro doesn’t let me out of his sight now. He keeps a brisk pace that I struggle to keep up with as I try to take in the place. It looks like a normal warehouse with high shelves filled with crates and pallets and giant bags of rice. Forklifts head up and down the aisles, most of them driven by humans, but still largely of Japanese descent. I give them a wide berth, which only slows my pace, causing the Fox to glare at me over his shoulder.

He stops at an innocuous-looking door and traces his fingers over it, drawing characters on it, I guess. When he opens it, I’m quickly hurried inside, and he closes the door behind him before breathing a sigh of relief. Either he’s glad we weren’t seen, or he’s satisfied that I’m now alone in a small room with him with no other way out.

The room has bamboo floors, with multiple crates and boxes, no display cases. I guess this would be the “treasure room”. The walls have paneled murals done in Japanese style, most of them relating to Kitsune, given all the Foxes have multiple tails. I’d take the time to admire them and glean a little more dirt on the Foxes, but the Kitsune right in front of me is demanding my attention. I back off, feeling one of the crates bump against my hip.

Best to act like I’m still in control here. “All right, get the urn.”
 “I don’t think so.” He smirks. “Have you any idea where we are?”
 “A warehouse in Grunstadt. Fifty points and a cookie for me. Get the urn.” And the Fox starts

laughing, which sounds disturbingly human coming out of a vulpine muzzle. “Dare I ask what’s so funny?” “Currently, you’re in the Shinjuku district of Tokyo, Dog, and unless you can swim a very long way, I
 would suggest you give me what’s mine if you’d ever like to make it home.”
 No. Fucking. Way. “I don’t buy it.” I shove past him and open the door, and find the roof of a
 building in a very well-lit city that isn’t the City. He laughs behind me as I take in the multitude of signs of smiling Japanese women endorsing everything from cars to watermelon-flavored Kit Kat bars. How in
 God’s name did he pull that off?

Okay, Spence. You are way in over your head now. You’re tricked, you’re beaten. Admit defeat. Shit, shit, shit.
 “Ready to deal, Dog?”
 I turn to find Kazuhiro, arms folded smugly, a light in his eyes that isn’t just the reflection of the neon 
 playground behind me. I thrust my hands in my pockets to dig out the keychain when my fingers brush
 something else.
 The cards.
 Eh, what the hell.
 “Okay. I’ll admit it, you got me. Bravo. Haw-haw. All that. You could run to your superiors and point
 and laugh. Or…” I take the three cards out of my pocket and fan them out. “We’ll play a little game of
 Follow the Lady. Simple rules. You find the queen, I give you the keychain, and instead of sending me
 back, you can have your friends negotiate with Her Majesty for my release.”
 I doubt that Her Majesty, whoever or whatever the hell she is, would give a damn that I’m stuck in 
 Tokyo, but I’ve got to bait the hook just right.
 “I suppose if I can’t find this card of yours, you keep the keychain and I send you home?” He snorts
 derisively.
 “No. If I win, you still get this back, but you send me home, with the urn, no questions asked, no tales
 told.” I walk to a crate with a smooth surface and drop the cards onto it, two jacks and the Queen of Hearts
 staring up at the Kitsune. “Either way, you get the keychain back, and most importantly, either you look 
 really good or no one ever hears about it. It’s a win-win for you.”
 The key to this is the sell. You have to make the mark believe that it’s easy money, that they can’t
 lose, and you’re pinning your hopes on a long shot. There’s only one hitch to this.
 I’m trying to con a con man.
 “I accept.” He extends his hand and mutters some Japanese that sounds solemn, oath-like. Since I
 have no idea who the Silver Lady is, I don’t feel comfortable swearing on my love for her. Instead, I call on
 an old memory, back from one of Dad’s rare promised visits. It was the only promise he ever followed
 through on, because the previous visit he’d…
 I look down at my hand, spit hard into my palm and shake with the Kitsune. He looks disgusted, but
 doesn’t question the veracity of my implied vow.
 So here we go.
 Follow the Lady, Three Card Monte, Triplets, Trips, Menage-a-card, whatever you want to call it, it’s
 something you’ve seen on TV at least once. You’ll see some sleazebag with a cardboard box and three 
 cards that he’s mixing around, challenging passersby to find the right card and win some easy cash. The con man is surrounded by people, a bunch of greasy Jacksons sitting next to the cards in a lazy stack, with the mark being some down-on-his-luck person looking to double his money. This, as you might imagine,
 isn’t how it happens in real life.
 Normally, it’s a two to three person play. I’m comfortable with two. I have a buddy from the park,
 who goes by Bank, to play the shill. He plays the game, winning consistently, encouraging passing marks
 to stop and make quick money, and after that he keeps an eye out for cops. If you’re really good, you can
 do it all solo.
 I’ve never thought myself that good. But it’s time for my final exam.
 I lay the cards on the crate and show him the Queen of Hearts once before starting the shuffle. Every
 guy’s got a gimmick for this. You want to keep up the banter, muss up the mark’s concentration. Get his
 eyes on you instead of the cards. When I shill for Bank, he uses rap lyrics, often lines from N.W.A. to
 throw off the white folk. Us crackers are hardwired to twitch at the N-word, after all. Me? I like Tenacious
 D.
 And I’ve found that done right, “Fuck Her Gently” can work just as well as “Fuck tha Police”. When I reach the chorus where I’m telling the Kitsune I’m going to ball him discreetly, his eyes flick
 up to me, and there’s my opening.
 This is the reason Three Card makes as much cash as it does: the mark thinks he has a one in three
 chance. He doesn’t. He has a zero in three because I spend my time in study hall perfecting the throw and
 slipping the queen up my sleeve.
 Downside is that the throw requires four cards, not three, because you have to replace the queen with
 something.
 But like I said, I’m trying to con a con man, which changes all the rules.
 People who know the game is crooked don’t care where the card is, they’re out to catch you in the act
 or turn the con against you. In cases like that, there’s only one thing you can do: run.
 When you can’t run, you take your losses and set up somewhere different from then on. If you can’t do that, well, you play it straight and trust in Lady Luck. But, if the mark thinks you’re a
 cheat? Give him a show.
 I finish the shuffle and the song, belting out to Mr. Kazuhiro that not only am I going to fuck him
 hard, but also with a two-part harmony. I sweep my hands over the cards for dramatic effect and step back.
 “All right, where’s the lady?”
 Already he’s wearing a smug grin. Technically, I want him looking smug, but it could mean he’s on to 
 me. C’mon, Spence, let your face go stone. It’s just about the game now. Give him nothing. “It’s a childish play, Dog. I’d expect something this low class from a Coyote, but one of the vaunted
 Phouka?” He smirks. “How your kind have fallen. You should never have told yourselves you were above the Feud, it’s made you all slow in the hands and soft in the head.” The Fox chuckles. “Humans work these
 games, Dog, and this is the best you could come up with for a trick?”
 Kazuhiro looks ready to wipe a tear of triumph from his eye. Still, I stay set. “Well, if this is so easy
 for you, Mr. Kazuhiro, why haven’t you shown me the card yet?”
 He raises a furred hand. “A moment. I want to relish this.” He motions to the cards. “You and I both
 know how easily a game like this is fixed. Simple sleight of hand, a bit of misdirection and of course
 distraction.” The Fox steps forward. His right hand hovers over the right card. I am fucked. The Kitsune locks his eyes with mine. “So, Dog, it would follow that you would not play this game as
 the rules dictate. Your kind may not lie, but your honesty does not extend to cheating cards. Therefore, I
 would be correct in assuming that this Lady is not here at all.” I see his left hand move to the left card, and
 he turns the right and left cards over at the same time, looking at me still, not even checking the cards.
 “Thus, I pick the center. By process of elimination, if the right and left cards are not the queen, the center,
 therefore, must be.”
 My jaw drops slightly.
 “Truly, Dog, you will have to do much better than this to trick a Kitsune.”
 And I laugh. Hard.
 “What, may I ask, is so funny?”
 I point down at the cards, and recite what Rourke told me. “And so your tricks will fool the hearts of
 men and gods and even the great Ra’keth, but your grandest will be those that snare yourself alone.” I tap
 the right card. “You picked the center. You were so convinced I was cheating you watched for the throw,
 not the queen. It never occurred to you I’d play it straight. You’re right. I couldn’t trick you. You, though?
 Apparently you’re an easy mark.” I gather up the cards once the realization sets in his eyes. “I’d like my
 urn and my door back to Grunstadt, please, unless you want to renege, in which case I tell every trickster I
 can find about this. And believe me, for a story that makes the Kitsune look this bad, it’s more than worth
 the price of a plane ticket.”
 Nearly a minute goes by, no words exchanged, just equal heavy stares. Maybe he’s looking for a
 comeback or waiting for me to slip up, but I’m not going to give it to him. It’s time to settle accounts. “It doesn’t have to be the urn, does—”
 “You swore it, Mr. Kazuhiro. I may not know Japanese but I know an oath when I hear one. We both
 agreed, and today I came out ahead. Let’s not stall, I have school tomorrow and a paper to write.” I smile
 weakly, try to break the tension. It doesn’t work, but it’s enough to get him moving.
 I follow him to a back corner of the room, next to an ornate table with a few of those tiny trees on top.
 Two of them have little birds as well. I try not to stare. The Fox kneels down and picks up a small stone
 urn, painted with canine figures on the sides and glyphs I don’t recognize, but I’m hardly an expert on Coyote lore. I take it, staggering slightly, as it’s heavy, but I keep control. I hand him the keychain, which
 he snatches and then sighs in loud relief. Only one part of the deal left now, so I look at him expectantly. “There is a small shop four blocks away from the warehouse, the door will come out in an alley next
 to it. There is a bus stop a block away that will take you north. You will speak of this to no one, correct?” I
 swear his voice is a little nervous.
 “That’s the deal, we shook on it and everything, like, five minutes ago.” I shrug with a grin. “I’m sure
 even a Coyote could keep his word that long.”
 With that, the Kitsune closes the door to the Tokyo skyline and begins tracing his finger over the door
 again. After a few seconds the hair on the back of my neck stands on end, but he opens the door. I hear
 smatterings of English and Japanese, and catch the distinct smell of a nearby Dumpster. Keeping an eye on the Fox, I lean partway through and look down the alley, a convenience store in
 my line of vision with a Grunstadt phone number on its sign. I step into the alley and wait for the Fox.
 When Kazuhiro comes out, I point in the direction of the bus stop that he indicated. He nods, and I turn 
 toward the mouth of the alley to start making my way to Beckettsville.
 Unfortunately there’s a Kitsune blocking my way, a gray and black one, three tails flicking gently
 behind her from under her pleated blue skirt.
 “Oh God damn it. I forgot you people worked in pairs.” I grit my teeth and look back at Kazuhiro. “I
 should’ve known you’d—”
 “Kazuhiro-kun, did you really believe you could open two doors so close to home and keep it quiet?”
 The receptionist strolls right past me, her face indulgent.
 “Uh…” I back away from the two of them. “If this is between the two of you, I’ll just be going.” “Wait.” She glances over her shoulder at me. “We do need to discuss something, Mr. Crain.” I swallow hard and hug my father’s ashes closer to me. “I won this, fairly.”
 She smiles knowingly. “Indeed you did.” She looks back at Kazuhiro. “We would expect one so
 talented to have an easier time with one such as you, Mr. Crain.” Her hand brushes against the other fox,
 and produces the Hello Kitty keychain, which he tries to grab, but she keeps it from his reach. “Instead, you
 stole his soul.”
 I did what?
 She smirks at him. “Hiding it in plain sight, you have grown vain, Kazuhiro-kun.” She hands the ball
 back to him. “And he tricked you as well.”
 “The Dogs can’t lie, Shiko.” Kazuhiro is trying to look like he’s not being scolded. “How was I
 supposed to know he’d swindle me?”
 Shiko raises her hand to cover her mouth with the tips of her fingers, stifling a schoolgirl giggle. “Oh 
 yes, Kazuhiro-kun, the Phouka cannot lie, this is true. Coyotes, on the other hand…” She looks at me
 appraisingly. “The scent is much weaker, though. Human mother, Mr. Crain?”
 I stare in shock but nod regardless, since I just gave her an answer. Kazuhiro stares daggers at me
 now, but she wags a finger in his face.
 “Uh-uh, Kazuhiro-kun, he let you believe what you wanted to believe. He let you trick yourself. By
 the laws of the Feud, he is entitled to leave with his prize. Be thankful he at least returned your soul to
 you.” She looks back to me. “But you will hold up your agreement. Normally we would never reveal to a
 Coyote what you’ve learned here, but since you were kind enough to offer your silence regardless of the 
 outcome…”
 Wait, how does she know the deal I—
 “He is not the only one who can connect great distances, Mr. Crain. While actually travelling is
 difficult, seeing and hearing is a trifle. So yes, I know of your arrangement.” Her attention returns to the
 other Fox. “My silence, on the other hand, is not so easily bought, is it Kazuhiro-kun?” She ruffles his
 headfur playfully, which only sets him in a fouler mood, but he remains silent. Shiko waves her hand at the
 mouth of the alley. “You may go, Mr. Crain.”
 “I’d ask where you keep your soul, Miss Shiko, but I’d guess it’s likely not in the deepest dark where 
 only the most clever can find their way.” I carry the urn in the direction of the bus stop. Shiko calls to me. “Mr. Crain?”
 When I look back, she’s smiling wickedly, a new light in her eyes. “Mr. Pasho will be very pleased to
 hear that you’re willing to write a fifteen-page profile on our company. He’ll be receiving my call
 tomorrow.”
 I mutter “damn Foxes” under my breath as I finish the walk-away, her laughter echoing from the
 alley.




Chapter Thirteen

Distracted by the Sexy
Walking twenty-two blocks on a Sunday afternoon carrying a twenty-five-pound stone urn is not something I’d recommend to a person looking for enjoyable activities. I’m only seven blocks in and I already hate it. I know I could probably con a free cab ride, but considering the payoff I just got from Fate, I don’t really feel like pushing it.

That doesn’t mean I don’t run through ideas. I could grab an unattended shopping cart, but it’ll be some homeless guy’s and he’ll kick my ass and take off with the urn. I could sneak onto a bus, but through some mishap to avoid getting kicked off, I’ll forget the urn. I could always put the urn in a double-lined paper bag, but if I do that, I’m asking some other person to unknowingly pick it up instead of their own bag. Oh yes, comical hi-jinks will ensue, and the last thing I want right now is for hi-jinks to ensue. Much better to keep walking and be ignored.

The best way to be ignored in the City? Simple: get mugged. Failing that, just act crazy. And what better way to appear crazy than to start talking to an inanimate object, say, a funeral urn containing the ashes of my dead absentee father? Why not? Maybe I’ll get some catharsis. (That’s the term, right?)

“Dad, I want you to know that it’s me saving your ashes. Not one of your sycophantic relatives. Me.” I smirk with pride. “That’s right, sycophantic. I kick ass at Scrabble. Maybe you’d know that shit if you ever bothered dropping by.”

“Hey.” I look up suddenly to see a gunmetal gray convertible, definitely high-end, parked to my left. The driver is a woman with Goth-girl pale skin and raven-black hair, wearing a white sundress. Her face is just… My God she’s beautiful. Perfect aquiline nose, almond eyes, full lips, framed by that long fine hair. And the breasts, even though she’s not showing cleavage the curve and jut of them is giving a healthy middle finger to gravity. “You need a ride, kid?”

“Uh…what?” I tell myself you don’t take rides from strangers, even from beautiful women. That’s how you wake up in a bathtub full of ice in the Benedict with your kidneys missing.
 “Get in, you can bring your friend along.”

Okay, gorgeous lady, I’ll do whatever the hell you say. I put the urn in the backseat, buckling it up as safe as I can manage while staring at her. Somewhere there’s a guy lucky enough to have sex with this woman. I wonder if I could be that guy. I slip into the front seat and buckle up, trying to come up with something clever to say while she pulls into traffic. I haven’t even told her where I’m going.
 “Know any jokes?” Her voice is soft, melodious, and yes, I know jokes. Do I start right off with a dirty one? Dip into my ever-deepening pool of blonde jokes? What if she’s a bottle job? God, no, that hair is perfect, it’s not dyed, her skin is so soft looking…
 “Um…what do you call a boomerang that doesn’t come back?” I wait a few seconds. “A stick.” Oh my God that was lame, I am never getting laid now but it’s okay if I can just keep looking at her and…
 She titters, smiling, sweet Jesus that is the most beautiful smile even if she’s just humoring a lame joke and it’s so nice of her to do that and whoever’s with her is such a lucky guy and—
 “So who’s your friend back there?”
 Huh?
 She tilts her head in the direction of the urn in the backseat. Right, I forgot about that. Who’s it supposed to be again?
 “What’s your number? I mean, your name?” I blush, as I didn’t answer her question. Wait, I slept with someone else last night, and I got another guy’s number today, didn’t I? Hell, screw them. I might have a shot with the perfect woman, here.
 “I’ve got a few, how about you guess?”
 I grin big. “What if I guess right? Do I get a kiss?”
 Another laugh from her, and the sound of it goes up and down my body hitting all the right places. “You’re cute, you know that?”
 My face is smeared with a dopey smile, the kind that makes your neck feel slack and rubbery. “And you’re really pretty.”
 She reaches over and tousles my hair, and I lean into her touch, feeling her soft fingertips brush my scalp, good little shudders reverberating through my skin. I feel like my pants are going to burst open. “You boys always know how to make a girl feel special, don’t you?”
 Her eyes meet mine, and I’d swear I was looking at the moon, a beautiful perfect island moon, the kind you see in movies, where it’s so big in the sky that if it were real life there’d be massive flooding, but instead it’s perfect and romantic and…
 “Do you love me, Spencer?”
 I don’t know how she knows my name, but right now it’s another indicator that this is the perfect woman. I nod readily and she strokes her hand along my face. How could I not love her? Why wouldn’t anyone?
 She parks the car, and I don’t know where we are. I don’t really care. Maybe her place? That would be wonderful. She reaches over and runs her hand over my chest, and my breath quickens. I start to unbutton, but she stops my hand, laughing again. She then reaches into my shirt pocket and takes out a small card, a string of numbers on it, the name Jean written underneath.
 “You don’t mind if I take this, do you?”
 I try to focus on it, but her hand is still on mine, and I don’t want to say anything that might take it away. “What is it?”
 “It’s just a possibility, Spencer, that’s all. You don’t need it, not if you’re here with me, right?” Her fingers trail over my right nipple, brushing it through my shirt, and I gasp. I shake my head quickly.

God, take whatever you want, just keep touching me.
 The card vanishes in her hand. She moans softly for a moment, and all the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. “Good. That was so good, Spencer.” Quivering, she takes her hands off me, needing a moment to regain herself. “You can go now. Don’t forget your friend.”
 Grinning stupidly, I get the urn out of the backseat and exit the car. She drives off seconds later, and I wave. She doesn’t wave back. What a beautiful creature. What a woman.
 What…
 “What the fuck just happened?”
 I’m standing in the same place she picked me up, still about fifteen blocks from Rourke’s in that area where Little Tokyo and Little Jamaica are warring for the soul of the neighborhood. Looks to make for some interesting fusion restaurants, at least.
 Seriously, what the fuck just happened? I don’t even know that woman. Hell, I didn’t even get her name, and I’m telling her I love her and giving her…
 I know I gave her something.
 Screw this. The weirdness factor has officially gone off the charts. I’m calling Rourke. He’ll at least give me haven from reality for an hour. I’m also hard enough to hammer a spike through a lamppost with my dick. I’m sure Rourke could help with that too.
 I find a pay phone not far away and call Rourke collect. After a minute, I hear his voice come on the line, hurried, worried.
 “Are you all right, gradhan?”
 “I’m okay, Rourke. Not hurt. Could you give me a ride? I’m about fifteen blocks from you and this urn is heavy.” I resist the urge to tell him I want to pound his ass until he’s begging me to flood him again. God, just his voice is… Focus, Spence, focus.
 His voice takes an edge. “You aren’t being pursued, are you?”
 “No, I won the urn in a bet. Seriously. They let me go, but this thing weighs a ton. Besides, I need to keep it somewhere safe while I find out what I’m supposed to do with it. And, uh, I thought maybe we could celebrate me putting one over on the Foxes. Maybe in your bedroom.” I smirk. “Twice.”
 Somewhere in my mind I’m rolling my eyes at myself.
 “Where are you?” His voice is tinged with a chuckle, but I can hear a bit of hunger in there too. I’m apparently not the only one in the mood to celebrate. Besides, I have the Phouka to thank for my victory, right? What better way to show my appreciation than to fuck their king?
 I give him the intersection, and while I wait I get a double-lined bag to put the urn in. Whoever that lady was (I’ll have to tell Thornton I found a set of breasts he’d trade a Ferrari to see), she had to be karma giving me a boot in the ass and resetting my balance. I doubt someone will take the urn by mistake, but I still don’t let the damned thing out of my sight. Don’t need Dad walking off on me yet again.
 Rourke arrives a few minutes later in his Lexus, and I buckle the urn into the backseat and get in the front. He’s in his work clothes still, a suit from a tailor in Allora that probably cost more than my first car will. His hair is groomed back, beard trimmed, eyes sharp but warm, his face creased in his easy smile. “It went well, then? Made for a good story?”
 “I promised not to tell, though. It was a condition of my leaving with the urn unmolested.” I brush my lips against his, and once his lips part I charge in, my tongue pushing hard against his. My hand reaches down to his groin, massaging the fervent bulge I find there. He breaks a second, catching his breath.
 “Not here.” I keep working the bulge, helping it become a tent. “We will fuck as soon as we get back, fuck until exhaustion, but please, not here. Neither of us needs to face arrest for public lewdness.” He pushes me back into my seat with a near growl, removing my hand from his groin.
 “C’mon, I tricked a Fox my first time out, that deserves a little bit of a victory dance.”
 “Indeed. There’s no greater aphrodisiac than tricking a trickster, is there?” His eyes catch mine when I give him a look. “I’m particular. Being tricked means I’ve found a worthy adversary, which definitely gets my blood flowing. But I’m sure you remember how eager you were shortly after you lifted my wallet.”
 “I thought it was because I was entranced by your chest hair? Or the way you kiss, or the rest of you for that matter.” I look out the window again. “How far is it?”
 “Are you staying for dinner? For the night?” I give him a desperate look, and he grins. “Yes, yes, we’ll be fucking once we’re through the front door, but I’m thinking ahead, which I rarely do when cavorting is fast approaching. I blame you for making me the responsible one in this pairing.”
 “I should get home afterward. I’ve got the urn now, so Mom should be safe. Besides, I don’t want to leave her alone too long, and I’ve got school in the morning and…” There’s still a tent in his slacks. I’ve heard jokes about getting head in the car. How hard can it be, right?
 “I will be happy to show you how to do that, but not now.” His fingers push my chin up, forcing my eyes away from his groin. “Gods of lust and desire be praised, satyrs have more self-control than you.” There’s an edge to his laugh, but not too much.
 I wish I could say that I keep it in my pants, but I’m still slobbering over him when he pulls into the parking garage. We make out in the elevator, and by the time he gets his front door open he has to kick it closed with his foot after we tumble onto the floor.
 “Spencer.” He holds my head fast in his hands. “Spencer.”
 I stop grinding my hips against his waist, my breathing ragged. “Yeah?”
 “Go to my bathroom, remove your clothes and shower. You reek of rice and Foxes. After, I want you in my bed, and then I will make you ready for me. Do you understand what I am saying?”
 The words make you ready chime in my head, and I know what he’s talking about. I’ve never done that actually, but I’m so damned horny right now I’d agree to being suspended from the ceiling by razor wire and beaten with Nerf bats if it meant I’d get to come.
 Okay, maybe not that horny but you get my drift.
 “I understand.” It’s a mad dash to his bathroom after that, and I turn on the water, hop in and—
 “Jesus fucking Christ that’s motherfucking cold sonuvabitch!”
 Rourke apparently used up the hot water earlier, in case that isn’t clear.
 My balls are now safe and warm somewhere in my throat.
 I should’ve expected this, really.
 I expect peals of laughter from beyond the door, or at least to have him rush in, but I get to preserve my privacy. After a couple of minutes of waiting outside of the shower, the water warms up, and I get in and set to washing myself down. I question the point, since I’ll probably need a shower afterward.
 It’s a quick shower, and five minutes later I’m drying off and have a fresh erection, reviewing what I know from the internet and what I did with Rourke. I made sure to clean back there, considering that things are going up there but I don’t know what else to expect. According to the porn I’ve read, I should be able to take a fourteen-inch penis with no preparation and be squealing in ecstasy for half an hour. But I’m willing to believe Rourke’s taken more than a few in his time, and he needed to be ready for me.
 Oh God, it’s going to hurt, isn’t it?
 I exit the bathroom.
 Rourke is waiting for me, wearing a dark gray cloak pinned closed with a clasp in the shape of a dog’s head. Under the cloak he wears black leather boots, dark gray trousers, a white shirt and a black leather vest. He looks younger and older at the same time, and his eyes have a twinkle that promises mischief and comfort. Around his forehead I see a simple silver circlet that disappears back into his hair.
 He extends a hand from within his cloak, and I can see he’s wearing black leather gloves. He beckons me over.
 I comply. “I’m feeling very underdressed, Rourke.”
 He pulls me to him, pressing his lips to mine. His hands run over my body, the feel of the leather tactilely electric. “Did I ask you to remove your clothing?”
 I nod quickly, afraid that I messed up somehow.
 “Then you are not underdressed.”
 “So, why the clothes then? I mean, don’t get me wrong, you’re really hot in them, but…”
 He silences me with another kiss, his fingers tracing over the curve of my ass. A moment later he pulls back, strokes a dangling damp lock of hair away from my face. “Because tonight, gradhan, you will lie with the King of the Phouka. You will take his seed as he took yours.” His fingers stroke my cheek. “I will be gentle, I promise you that.”
 I manage a weak smile. “Just to make sure we’re on the same page, you were referring to yourself in the third person just now, right? Another guy isn’t going to fuck me while you watch?”
 His arm sweeps under my legs, and my arms instinctively wrap around his neck as he carries me to the bed. “My sweet one, I have no intention of sharing you. Tonight, you are mine.” He punctuates the final word with a hard kiss, enough pressure in it to follow me down onto the bed, the mattress creaking gently as our weight settles on it.
 In the back of my mind it registers that I have a fifteen-page paper to write, but hey, I’m already in the program, might as well have some work to do there. Besides, I’m naked on a bed, like I give a fuck about business class. “What do I do, Rourke?”
 “Would it take little to make you come?” His gloves run along my length, the feel of leather against my shaft giving me an idea why people develop a fetish. It twitches, leaking, droplets of my precome visible in my short pubic hair. I shudder and halt my breathing, biting my lower lip. He hmphs amusedly. “May I taste you?”
 Fingers enclose my shaft, starting to pump slowly. “I thought you were going to, y’know…”
 His head descends slowly, his beard brushing the glans, the sensation ticklish but good. “I can’t have you spilling all over yourself when I’m not even halfway in. I doubt you’ll have trouble finding the stamina to continue if I work quickly.”
 Oh God, Rourke’s mouth envelops me in one smooth motion, wet heat surrounding me, his tongue almost scrubbing against my shaft. I’m gripping a fistful of sheets in one hand while the other strokes his hair, my fingertips brushing the silver circlet that adorns his head. I can’t manage words against the growing fury of his tongue, the building suction, my hips moving of their own accord.
 He’s right, of course, I’m already worked up plenty and he’s not fellating me so much as carrying out an oral blitzkrieg. It feels so good. If he sucks any harder I’m gonna…
 “Rourke…” I only hear a moan from him that vibrates my cockhead, my hips pounding as hard as they can manage, the pitch of my moans slurring up and down the musical scale. “Rourke!”
 I go rigid, my body trying to find purchase in the hard sucking of his mouth, heat pouring from me as my eyes flutter, breath caught in my throat. Rourke moans loudly enough for the both of us, pulling off me a few seconds after my climax abates, my chest heaving slightly.
 “You called?” His face fills my view, that easy smile.
 “Was just coming, that’s all.” I giggle in the glow of the aftermath. “So, uh…how was I?”
 His gloved hand strokes along my face, his forehead resting against mine. “I’d offer you a taste, but I’m afraid I swallowed it all.”
 “Enjoyed your nip of the private reserve? Isn’t that how you put it?” I kiss him, and other than a slightly salty bit on his lips, I don’t really taste anything other than him.
 “Indeed, to both questions.” Another kiss, gentle enough to close my eyes. “Now, Spencer, you have never done this, correct? No other man has taken you?” He smiles, almost too proudly. “I will be the first?”
 I can’t help but chortle. “Human or not, you’re still a guy. No, never done that with anyone. Is it going to hurt—”
 “Yes.”
 And I wince, second thoughts drifting into my brain as I hit the comedown of the afterglow.
 “That’s why we will go slow, why I will make you ready for me. And should you be able to relax, you will accept me, the pain will fade, and I will show you how you made me feel when you were with me.” He kisses me gently. “But I swear to you that if the pain is too great, we will stop.”
 “Okay.” I’m relieved at that. “Shouldn’t you, well, take off your clothes now?”
 He shakes his head, sitting on his knees. He throws his cloak over his right shoulder and removes his glove, tugging one finger at a time. “Fetch me that bottle on the night table, would you?” I comply, the bottle ceramic and suggestively shaped, while he pushes up the sleeve of his now-ungloved arm. He takes the bottle from me, dips his finger into the opening, and pulls it out, the digit shiny and wet. “Would you prefer it on your back, or to roll over?”
 I want to see, so I lift my left leg. He hoists it upward, my ankle resting on his shoulder as I turn on my side so it’ll be less uncomfortable. I hear an approving noise from Rourke, and seconds later his hand, and wet finger, disappear from my view.
 “Don’t anticipate it. Breathe, look at me, and…”
 Something warm pushes into me and it rubs about. It doesn’t hurt, or feel good, just…weird. I steady my breathing, feeling it creep deeper inside. I close my eyes, count out a few seconds, and he hmmphs. “You’re going to be a tight one, I’ll tell you that. But you’re handling one well enough. Let’s move up to two.”
 “Okay.” I open my eyes, and he strokes my leg with his gloved hand.
 He pulls out slowly, and then a thicker force is pushing, trying to slip in. “Spencer, relax. Stop clenching.” His voice is soothing, warm. I close my eyes again, counting, focusing on my breathing, and he gains entrance, eliciting a sharp inhale from me. This time I feel his fingers scissoring, wriggling for a couple minutes. It doesn’t hurt, more of a stretching ache, but it doesn’t feel good yet.
 “Time for three.”
 I shut my eyes, my leg flexing a few times to keep the blood flowing. Again his fingers move out, and a few seconds later, it starts all over again. There’s a little pain, but after a minute it fades into the ache, which I can manage. A heat is starting too, and my shaft twitches, finds inspiration in the strange new feelings.
 “I told you that you would enjoy this.” His gloved hand strokes me with care. A grin settles on my face, as it seems more intense, even though he’s not gripping me hard or going fast. His knuckles press against the depth of my cleft, and he hmms appreciatively. “Would you like more, Spencer?”
 I manage a breathy “Yes.” I don’t know if I could love him, or anyone for that matter, but I do know I want him, and that I wouldn’t want my first to be anyone else. His gloved hand holds mine, squeezing gently before interlocking his fingers. When I feel a larger pressure against me, I chew my lip and try not to think about it, but the pushing and stretching keeps dragging me back, choked gasps making their way out of me.
 “Push down when I tell you, gradhan. One… Two…” I gently press back against his clump of fingers, and he inhales sharply. “Good. Very good. Again.”
 And so we go, much as I did with him, I push back against his probing with his count, until suddenly he slides deep inside, a long satisfied moan emerging from him, my body feeling stretched apart, barely holding together. I open my eyes, realizing something. “That isn’t your fingers, is it?”
 A few seconds pass before he answers. He’s still relatively dressed, though pressed fast to my body, eyes half-lidded. “I never said it would be my fingers. I asked if you wanted more. I felt you’d been prepared enough for me.” His smile is tinged with bliss and lust. “And you are. Tight and warm and…” His gloved hand releases mine to stroke over my ass. “How are you feeling?”
 “I don’t know, it’s weird. It hurts a little, but kinda good too. Are you really in?”
 He nods and pats my ass softly. “Every inch. It took some work, but yes. We’ll stay like this a moment, so you can adjust and I can relish.” Rourke grins lewdly. “After all, I’m in unexplored territory. Need to claim it for the crown.”
 “For the glorious kingdom of Phoukania?” I snicker, and he swats my ass playfully, punctuating it with a short thrust into me that makes me need to catch my breath.
 “Feeling a bit more relaxed?” He starts moving back and forth slowly, only an inch or two, but he manages to move himself inside, the broad head of his shaft kissing a spot inside me that feels strange, like a shadow of a hand against my length, which is leaking quite profusely now. The pain is still there, but it’s sinking into the background, so I let him know he can keep going.
 I take a deep breath. “If it starts hurting, though, even if you’re really close…”
 He reaches down to stroke my cheek with the back of his gloved hand. “I’ll stop, I promise. But you’d best be prepared to watch me spill on your chest in that case, possibly your face as well. I tend to shoot like a ballista.”
 What follows is silence, save the gentle collisions of his body against mine, louder breathing, a soft grunt or moan, but no words. His cloak comes loose from his shoulder, draping around me as he takes hold of my raised leg. When I look up at him his face is set in concentration, eyes closed, lips still lifted in a warm smile. He’s pulling farther back now, all of that oil he spread making his passage slick and easy. The pain is nearly gone now, just a whisper under the growing pleasure as he hits that shadowed spot within me again and again.
 “Rourke, you can go faster, it doesn’t really hurt now.” I think I say that, it might have been a moan or a series of grunts or even a brief howl of ecstasy, but he seems to understand, his pace increasing, the sound of his thrusting reaching my ears. My thoughts are devolving into a repetition of faster, harder, more. My hand reaches my groin, getting a grip on myself and pumping in time with him.
 I try to count out the seconds, the number of thrusts before he picks up speed, anything to keep my stamina going, keep the attention of my body away from the moment that’s charging toward me, but I can’t. Rourke is having trouble as well, his voice a long string of some other language, heavy with an Irish brogue. I hear him shout something, his eyes locked on me, and I don’t understand, but I do.

I’m coming.
 Rourke presses himself flush against me, pushing himself in as far as he can manage, a long low cry issuing from his mouth, a heat burning up inside me, suffusing me with bliss, my body going slack. I’m vaguely aware of something warm and wet splashing on my chest as I ride it out. I lose track of time, the moment fuzzy. I think I laugh.
 Sometime later I feel him slip out of me, a wave of relief washing over me, making me moan slightly. He presses against my back, arms wrapped around me as the room is filled only with the sound of the recovery breaths of our afterglow. He’s still dressed, but I can feel his shaft resting against the cleft of my ass, apparently having opened his pants enough to fuck me, not that I’m complaining.
 “Stay with me.” His lips brush my ear, tongue caressing the lobe.
 Thankful for the moment of perfect clarity that follows climax, I remember everything I have waiting for me outside his door. “I’ve got school in the morning, Rourke. And I really need to get back to—”
 “No.” He hugs me tighter to him, kissing the back of my neck. “I mean stay with me, gradhan. Not tonight, but every night after.”
 I smile nervously. “Has it been that long since—”
 “Spencer.” He rolls me over so he can look me severely in the eye. “I do not jest about such things. Yes, I am the King of the Phouka, and it has been some time since I took a consort, but that is not why I wish to share my bed with you.”
 Oh shit, this just got really complicated. C’mon, Spence, don’t fuck up like you did last time, don’t do this to him. “Do I have to decide now?”
 I can see the hurt in his expression, but he nods solemnly. “I understand. It is a sudden proposition. Three days.” It’s not a question. “That should give you time to clear up affairs, should you decide to be with me.” He kisses me hard, hope in his face. “There is so much to show you, so many stories I’ve longed to tell someone, so many things I can teach you.”
 “I understand.” I don’t, but I figure this lie isn’t as bad as telling him I loved him back. Even after the best sex I’ve had thus far in my life, I don’t know what I’m feeling toward him. “Would it be okay if I grabbed another shower? I don’t want my mom knowing what I’ve been doing.”
 “Could I join you?” He winks, and I have to smile with him.
 “I want to get home before midnight, Rourke.”
 He lets me go, and I head off into the shower. Three days. Three days until he’ll want my decision.
 Three days to figure out how to break up with the King of the Phouka.




Chapter Fourteen

He’s Just Hiding
For anyone who’s curious, no, I don’t sit right the next day. Thankfully all of my squirming is relegated to the general restlessness associated with high school. Even more so when you’re in the tutoring program, because if you’re a guy you’re either on probation or have ADD, and you’re treated the same one way or the other.

My tutor was pleased that work had arrived: a work outline for a fifteen-page paper on Ten Oaths Distribution with an in-depth study on what they deliver to Carver High.
 Damn Foxes.
 I wish I could say I spend my six hours at tutoring diligently working on the paper and better ensuring my chances of graduating, but I’d be lying. If I had that kind of drive and work ethic I wouldn’t be here, okay? Good tip if you find yourself in my situation? Keep your head down and fake working, you’ll be left alone to daydream all you want. Tutors don’t give a damn if you’re dealing crack on the subway (not why I’m here) as long as you’re self-motivated in the classroom.
 I spend lunch with my cards working on my culls and double dukes and nursing the dream of Vegas or Atlantic City, but I doubt I’ll ever be that good without using a mechanic’s grip, and you only have to get caught once to get marked for life. Besides, can’t exactly leave Mom.
 At the end of the day, I drop off four pages of finished work and head out. Mom was still off in her trance this morning when I checked on her, but she was okay, and her bed had been slept in. It’s a good sign, she’s on her way out. With any luck she’ll chew me out for whatever state the apartment’s in instead of just staring off into space.
 A Coyote is waiting for me in the building’s lobby, dressed in a white T-shirt and jeans, all loose and baggy. He checks his watch, which looks like a pretty good knockoff, and chuckles. “And here I figured you’d find some way to duck early.”
 That voice…
 “I would imagine you have some questions, Spence.”
 No. No fucking way.
 “You just going to stand there or you going to say something?” He smirks, showing some teeth, but it’s not menacing.
 So, I say something. I ball up my fist and knock him hard in the throat.
 He drops to his knees, coughing loudly, clutching his neck. “Okay, okay, I had that coming. I’ll give you that.”
 “Fuck you, Dad.” I run my fingers through my hair, rub my temples, trying to work through this, this… “God, just fuck you. You’re supposed to be—”
 “Dead. I know.” He hacks loudly and finds his way to his feet. “Wanna go somewhere and talk about it? Without hitting? Jesus, you got a good hook, anyone tell you that?”
 “I’m not going anywhere with you. I’m going home, and you’re staying away from me and Mom. God, Mom, you fucking—”
 My next punch is caught, and my arm is twisted behind me, my face pressed hard to the lobby directory. Ow, ow, ow, ow, ow.
 “Yeah, about that, turns out your old man is a liar. Who’d’ve thunk it, right? You think I’m gonna let anyone lay a hand on Rachel? I may be a bad man, Spence, but I’m not a monster. Now, how about I let you out of this armlock, and we have a nice chat somewhere away from prying eyes?” He lets go of my hand and takes his weight off me, the pain fading into a heat in my joints. Dad motions to the door. “Shall we? And don’t run, I’m faster than you.”
 Rubbing my wrist, I head outside, and he curses shortly after a dull bang. Dad shakes his foot, his gait affected. “Just had to throw in that bit about stubbing my toe, didn’t you? Didn’t know if you could really do that, considering…”
 He starts down the street, expecting me to follow. My father has risen from the dead, and it’s the first time I’ve seen him in eight years, as well as seeing him as he really is. So yeah, I follow. Besides, if I’m going to say all the things I’ve wanted to say to him, I kind of need to be where he is. For now, though, despite everything going through my head, I know I’m getting info about Coyotes.
 “Considering I’m half? Just out of curiosity, am I going to be catching hell for that for the rest of my life?”
 He laughs knowingly. “Oh, there is a story you need to hear.” Justin Crain continues along the sidewalk, his gaze running over the parked cars. It’s still before five, so finding a spot anywhere is a laughable prospect. If he drove he’s probably eight blocks away. He passes a few cars, newer models, and stops by a Camaro from the early eighties. Walking around it once, he checks it over.
 “You see, Spence, you’ve got a Dog’s knack. Bards are their people. If I were a suspecting sort, I’d think a Dog slipped one to Rachel, but you’re my kid, and I’ve never doubted that. Knacks are odd, Mama Fate just tosses one at you, and you get by with what she gives. And Fate, well…” He knocks on the door of the Camaro, and I hear audible clicks before he opens the driver-side door with a grin. “She feels locks are only going to slow me down.”
 He gets in the car and I lean down to peek inside, the interior relatively clean. “Are we stealing this car? ’Cause I’m on probation.”
 “It’s only a Camaro, and we’re not keeping it or chopping it, just a joyride. C’mon.” He runs his fingers over the ignition and turns it, keyless, the engine roaring to life a second later. “I don’t even need to wire it. Get in, I’ll take you for ice cream. Whatever deadbeat dads are doing nowadays.”
 If television taught me anything, it’s that getting into a stolen car is asking to get pulled over by the cops for some bullshit reason, and then it’s a jump-cut to you in a jail cell. In a sitcom you do flashbacks until someone picks you up or the owner drops the charges. In a drama you’re shanked in the yard or raped in the laundry room. Neither of these options appeal to me, so I put two fingers to my lips and whistle sharply at a taxi.
 “For starters, deadbeat dads try to buy their kid’s love back.” I move around the car and get into the cab. A few seconds later, annoyed, my father shuts off the engine in the Camaro and joins me in the taxi.
 “Thank you.” I lean toward the glass separating us from the driver. “Victory Square.” Downtown Allora, priciest part of the City. I smirk at my father. “There’s a really expensive pizza place there.”
 “Well, at least you’re talking to me.” He slips a twenty into the pay slot. “And since we’re going to the Square after three, we’ve probably got a long drive ahead of us. Care to start that talk?” He yawns exaggeratedly. “I’m sure there’s all manner of things you want to call me.”
 “Yeah, that tone’s really going to endear you.”
 “Listen, I know we’re far past birthday cards and fishing trips—”
 “You could’ve tried.” I look out the window.
 “What was that?”
 I turn to him. “You could’ve tried, Dad. A birthday card with a five-dollar bill and an occasional movie on the weekend wouldn’t have made you father of the year, but it would’ve at least given me some counterargument when I wrote you off. For God’s sake, Dad, I went to your funeral to ‘accidentally’ knock over your ashes.”
 And then it hits me.
 “Dad, whose ashes did I steal?” I bury my face in my hands. “God, all of it was a damned setup.”
 “Who taught you Follow the Lady, Spence?” He knows damned well it was him. “You know the best way to sell it is to have as many people in the crowd in on it as possible. So yeah, the wake was fake.” He chuckles. “I didn’t know if you were seeing yet so I couldn’t go.”
 “It’s not funny, Dad.”
 He rubs my shoulder. “Hey, you gotta laugh, right?” I push his hand away.
 “Yeah, finding out I probably have about twenty half-brothers was fucking hysterical.”
 “Nope, most were having a laugh and doing me a favor. You have two half-brothers. You met both of them. Hank’s not a fan, but he’s the oldest, everything’s supposed to revolve around him, you know? Also, he’s a mite pissed about you cursing me.” He takes a glance out the window. “The other one, well, he didn’t really approve, and actually took the time to tell me so. I blame him for you, I’ll have you know. He was supposed to be the one who turned out right.” If I don’t know who the other one is, I get the feeling he’s not going to tell me. So I change tack.
 “What about Rourke? He told me you were dead, and Fae can’t lie.”
 “I had your brother tell him. The good one, he can be pretty convincing.” He takes a deep breath. “So are the ashes back at your mom’s? Still need to deliver them so this can all be over.”
 “Stay away from her. You and your goddamned flunkies.” I set my jaw. The driver, thankfully, has been quiet, but I guess worse stuff has gone on in the back of his cab. “And the urn’s safe, yeah. Why should I give it to you anyway, considering it’s supposed to be you? Maybe I’ll just trade it back to the Foxes for a favor.”
 “Don’t even joke about that.” His voice grows serious, darker. “You’re going to get the urn and bring it to me. This is bigger than however pissed off you are at me.” He smiles, showing teeth, but his tone doesn’t lighten with it. “Let’s not make this a thing where we end up on opposite sides, Spence. Life ain’t TV or the movies. The son never beats the father. I taught you a few tricks, kid games, and I know everything you know, but you don’t know everything I know. Just stick with me, play the game, work the Feud, and son, someday you and I will trick a fucking Ra’keth. An Emerald in the Snow, son, just think of it.” He places his hands on my shoulders and makes me face him. “I want you on my side. There’s so much I have to teach you—”
 “Rourke said the same thing. So much to teach, so many stories to tell, all I’ve got to do is throw in with him, and y’know what? His offer is a lot more tempting than yours is. For starters, he didn’t fake his death, walk out on me, threaten me or my mother, nearly get my ass stranded in fucking Japan or just show up out of the blue and think everything’s going to be okay. And I’m still going to turn him down. Keep your stupid Feud. I don’t give a shit about tricking sorcerers or showing up Foxes or getting pats on the head from mythical father figures.”
 Besides, Dad lied about everything before, I can’t take the rest of his information without a bag of salt.
 “That Dog just can’t stay out of my life, can he?” He growls, but I can tell it’s not meant for me. “First Rachel, now you. Tell me you’re not fucking him, son. Or if you are, tell me it’s just sport-fucking and not—”
 “I don’t love him, Dad.” And I do feel ashamed of that. Rourke’s willing to take a big step for me, and I’ve been stringing him along. Granted, it’s more that I don’t want to hurt him and I’m dreading the conversation rather than something malicious. “And what do you mean about Mom?”
 My father leans back against the seat. “She was kind of dating Rourke first. Well, she was one of his many, so I didn’t think he’d mind.” He smirks. “Okay, that’s a lie, she was his favorite and I knew he’d mind, but the best way to trick a Dog or Fox is to steal their girlfriend. Nothing makes you stop and take stock of your life like a breakup.”
 “Mom and Rourke? Seriously?” Well, Rourke could get a date with anyone without trying, but if he was involved with Mom that made things a little more creepy. “Were they, uh…”
 “He was courting her.” Dad chuckles and follows it with an eye roll. “Old Dog’s got a thing for stories, your mom used to be a pretty good writer—”
 “She still is.”
 “Fine, she’s a good writer, so she caught his eye, and he tends to fall hard and fast. Swept her off her feet.”
 “So how’d you get her?” I reflect on how I got about a dozen girls in school to throw themselves at me. “Oh, right, you’re a criminal and a jerk so either she wanted to fix you, piss off her parents, or you looked like the perfect guy to make a mistake with.” I stare at him. “Oh God, Dad, did you knock her up? Is that why she married you?” Mom had never been too forthcoming on the details, as talking about Dad sent her off into her head for a few hours.
 “Son, I don’t think you want to know why I stayed with Rachel.” His grin is knowing. He wants me to walk right into it.
 “Why’d she pick you over Rourke? Hell, why’d you pick her? If I’ve got two brothers you obviously run around. Why’d you stay for four years?”
 “I made her laugh, and your mother has a damned good laugh, and there’s nothing sexier to us Coyotes than a good laugh and a pretty smile.”
 I feel my guard slip a little, because I have heard my mother laugh, and while I certainly didn’t find it arousing (’cause, well, ew) she did have a good one. It was a full-body laugh, lit up her face, she just gave over to it. If I could make Mom laugh, I’d always know it’d been a good day no matter how long she’d been off. And it was strange to hear Dad say that. It sounded, well… “That’s kind of sweet, Dad.”
 His smile stretches wider. “Well, it’s the truth, that and your mother gives the most amazing head.”
 I knock on the glass to get the driver’s attention. “I’ll be getting out here.”




Chapter Fifteen

Serious Business
I’m halfway down the block heading back through Beckettsville when my father catches up with me. I concentrate on the sidewalk in front of me and generally ignore his presence in the way most people my age do around their parents.

“I want out. Yes, the Foxes are irritating but they wouldn’t do shit to me if I hadn’t taken the urn. And Rourke? His people pulled out of the Feud and they seem to be doing all right—”
 Dad starts laughing. “Oh, that Dog has got you all turned around, doesn’t he?” He looks at the passing crowd and shrugs. “Fuck it, they’ll all think I’m talking about Letterman. The Dogs pulled out of the Feud, but it wasn’t their idea. You think a clan of tricksters is just going to quit while they’re ahead? They were forced out.”
 I fold my arms. “By who?”
 “Oh, there’s a story I’ve got to—”
 I shove him back a step. “So tell it. I am sick of wandering around in the dark.” I look right and see a small diner. “In there. You buy me dinner, you tell me the story.”
 He smirks slightly. “Thought you wanted out.”
 “I do, but ignorance isn’t the way to get there.” I push through the door and go into the diner. It’s a standard design: a long lunch counter, stools and booths along the walls with faded yellow bench seats. We grab an open booth near the door and order burgers and fries from a waitress who makes a friendly joke about my hair. After she leaves, Dad sighs.
 “I need to teach you cloaks, you stick out with that hair. I thought maybe when you started seeing, everyone would just ignore it.” I look at him dubiously. No one ignores hair that’s five different colors.
 “Coyotes don’t exist, son, we’re stories, like the Dogs and the Foxes and those fucking Ra’keth. Regular people ignore it all because they think it isn’t real, God bless ’em. Perfect marks, you know? And since we’re tricksters, if you work that right…” He motions with his hands for me to finish.
 “Then you can make them see you however you want as long as you look human.”
 “Yes!” He slaps the table triumphantly, smiling proudly, and I wish that smile didn’t make a small part of me light up. “Best cloak you’ll ever wear, by the way, is a tailored suit. Head down to Allora sometime, try something on, and remember exactly how you look. Once you do that, you can make them see you in that suit whenever you take the time to prepare.” He shrugs with a slight grin. “Doesn’t even take that long, maybe half a minute.”
 “I’ll remember that, but you’re supposed to be telling me how the Dogs got forced out of the Feud.” I sip my ice water, mulling everything in my head, trying to figure out the questions to ask. “Like, how long have they been out?”
 “Couple hundred years, give or take. Hell of a lot longer than I’ve been alive, only downside to being a ’yote. We’re mortal as the marks, the Foxes and Dogs get to live long as they damned want. It’s why they like the long con. With the Foxes I’m pretty sure that the more tails you see pinned to their stuck-up asses the older they are. The Dogs, it’s anybody’s fucking guess. Nobody knows how old Rourke is.” The waitress drops off our food at that point, and Dad gives her an appreciative leer, getting him a blush before she leaves. “You do know that old Dog is trying to play you, right?”
 I roll my eyes and concentrate on my food.
 “Spence. I won’t fixate on how the guy who fucked my marriage is now fucking my son, and instead, I’m going to ask you to take a look at however you think this…” he makes air quotes, “…relationship…” he rolls his eyes, “…is progressing.”
 Great, we roll our eyes the same way. As if this day wasn’t shitty enough already.
 “Fae can’t lie, Dad.”
 “But they are damned good at leading you to your own conclusions and letting you run with them.”
 “And Rourke didn’t fuck up the marriage, you did. You walked out. Did Rourke fuck my soccer coach? Did Rourke blow me off every weekend? Did Rourke not send any money to help a broke writer with an eight-year-old? Did Rourke forget my birthday or ignore me on holidays? No, you did, so don’t expect any goddamned understanding on that shit. You’re here to tell me a story about the Dogs pulling out of the Feud, and I’ll decide how much of it is accurate, considering that my old man’s a liar.” I lean across the table. “Who’d’ve thunk it, right?”
 “Jesus, you’ve got Rachel’s temper.”
 “Well, thank God for that. Do you know what Mom’s like now? One mention of you, and she stares off into space for hours, sometimes days. I have to take care of her, Dad. You think I pull cons and lift wallets and consider throwing myself on the hood of some rich bastard’s car because I like it? Fuck no. I’ve had to cover your losses since I was fourteen, and I’m going to have to do it for a very long time. Just tell me the damned story, okay?”
 “Tell me how you got the urn and I’ll trade.”
 “How about I don’t tell the police that you’re still alive? I’m pretty sure there are still warrants out for a few things you’ve done.”
 “Like the police are going to find me, son. I can look however I want to them, remember?”
 I smirk. “Sure, to the human ones. But I can just go precinct to precinct and look for a cop that’s slightly left of human, ’cause hey, I can see that shit now. And I’m certain there have to be a few supernatural critters that have seen too many episodes of Law & Order.”
 Grumbling, he nods in assent. “Fine. You get the Cliff’s Notes. The Foxes and Dogs don’t think much of us, we’re like children to them, so they focus on each other. The Foxes, I don’t know how they’re set up, but the Dogs, everything centers on Rourke. So the way the story goes, the Foxes managed to get something on the old Dog himself, and used it to get the Dogs out of the Feud.” He shrugs once. “No idea what they found out. I’d think you’d need to steal an Emerald to leverage that kind of trick.”
 I blink at him. “Huh?”
 “An Emerald. Learn their Emerald in the Snow.” Dad grumbles again. “The story of how their clan tricked a sorcerer. That’s the holy of holies, son. Only thing better than stealing an Emerald is pulling an Emerald of your own.” He leans across the table. “And we could, Spence. We could pull an Emerald, you and I. Tell me that doesn’t interest you.”
 I look at my food, and something clicks in my head. I hide a smile. He’s stalling me. “Excuse me a second, I just want to call home and let Mom know I’m going to be getting back a bit late. I don’t plan on mentioning you, since you’re dead.”
 As I get up, he grabs my wrist, but not firmly, not making eye contact. “How’d she take it, when she heard?”
 “Rather well. Not as well as I took it, but she was off in her own place at the time. Now let go of my arm, I have to go use the pay phone.”
 He releases my wrist. “You don’t have a cell?”
 I snicker. “You’ve never seen a conspiracy movie? That’s how they always find you.”
 The diner has a pay phone in a small wooden booth that’s probably been there a few decades, but it gets a dial tone, the door to it closes, and it doesn’t eat my quarters, so I can’t complain. I dial and wait a few seconds. I don’t believe in cell phones, a blasphemy to my generation, but luckily I know someone who does.
 Unfortunately I get his voicemail. Beep.
 “Rourke? Turns out my father isn’t dead, and I really can’t get into it now because he thinks I’m calling my mom.” I look through the glass, and Dad is on his cell phone. “And I’m thinking he sent someone to search my apartment for the urn. I don’t get what’s so important about it. Would you mind holding on to the urn for me? I don’t trust him, and I still need to work this out. See you later.” Click. I head back.
 “Everything okay?” Dad eyes me as I slide back into the booth and start on my burger.
 “Should be.” I point to his phone. “You get your matter handled?”
 He leans across the table. “Not like you’re going to get yours handled, it would seem. Might I give you some fatherly advice?”
 “Nope.” I eat a couple of fries. Not bad, just the right amount of salty and crispy.
 “Here’s some anyway. Don’t fuck other tricksters more than once. Just come and go. Want a good example?”
 “Nope.” I take another bite of the burger. Not so good. What’d they cook this with, a blowtorch?
 “Hot little Fox in Little Tokyo, legs here to there, great hair, better body, gave great head on the first date. I figured I’d get her drunk and clean her out while she’s recovering from a fuck.”
 “Dad? Have you ever heard of TMI?” But that doesn’t stop him.
 “’Course, I get her in bed and turns out the chick’s a dude, and that’s supposed to be her trick, right? But I figured, fuck it, you know? Takes all kinds to make a world so I hit it anyway, lifted a couple things while I was in the bathroom.” He takes out an old black and white photo from his wallet, showing a young girl in a kimono standing by one of those big red gates, smiling, holding a paper umbrella. She looks really happy. Before I can take it to examine it more closely, he puts it back in his wallet. “And while I was doing that, he stole my car. ’67 Vette, gets all the girls wet, and that mister sister fucking drove off in it. Sex was great, trick went perfect, but I still miss that car.”
 I let out a sigh I didn’t know I’d been holding in. If I hear any more evidence that I got being bi from him, I’ll slash my wrists with whatever’s handy.
 He checks his watch. “You don’t have it, do you?” His gaze turns quickly into a glare. “Tell me you didn’t leave the urn with that fucking Dog, son.”
 I don’t answer, but that’s enough for him. He gets up and looks around the diner. I can tell he wants to do something, but he’s avoiding a scene. His fist is clenching tight, head trembling slightly. “Spencer, tell me the truth. Does Rourke have the urn?”
 “What would it matter if he did?”
 He slams his fist on the table, drawing attention, but he strains to calm himself. “You just fucked us right in the ass, you know that? When Father asks how the Feud got bigger, I’m going to point right the fuck at you and duck for cover.”
 He storms out seconds later. The waitress comes over to ask if I’m okay, and I’m grateful for her compassion. Unfortunately Dad was paying, so I have to ditch on the check. I make a note to come back and pay another time, but I run like hell the moment her back is turned.
 Dad’s nowhere in sight and given the excellent parking space now open in front of the diner, I’m guessing it’s a good thing I didn’t follow him, otherwise I’d likely be an accessory right now. I walk home instead, ruminating on what just happened.
 Why should it be an issue that Rourke has the urn? It’s not like he’s going to screw me, well, not in that way.
 When I get back to the apartment building I don’t find Dad or Rourke there, but our mailbox is open, and empty. Jesus, Dad had someone steal our mail? Probably that Henry asshole too.
 I ride the elevator up to our floor, tell myself that there’s nothing to worry about. They wouldn’t break in or hurt Mom or mess the place up or anything, right?
 I’m winded after dashing down the hallway to the door, dread creeping over me as I find the door unlocked, slightly ajar. I push it open, biting my lip, trembling, starting to feel sick. Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit. Please, God, say she’s okay, don’t let her be—
 “Where the hell have you been?” Mom is standing a few feet from the doorway, hands on her hips, eyes stern and disapproving. “I called the school and you got out two hours ago and you’re supposed to come straight home. Where did you go?” She points a finger at me, severely. “And don’t you dare lie to me.”
 My arms are wrapped tightly around her a second later, my face buried in her shoulder, tears staining her blouse. She’s okay, she’s back, she’s not going to go away again. I mumble out apologies in a tone that would be humiliating if any of my friends from school heard it, but I don’t care. I feel her arms around my back a few seconds afterward.
 “Shhhhh. Shhhh, it’s okay, Spencer.” Her hand strokes my hair gently. “What happened? What’s wrong?”
 I pull away from her. How do I tell her? How do I tell her she just tranced out again for a few days? The last time this happened, she didn’t believe me. The time before that she relapsed for another day. “I’ve just had a rough few days, Mom.”
 She nods, solemnly. “Because of your father.” Her face is sympathetic. “I knew his death would eventually hit you, no matter how you felt about him. Take all the time you need to grieve, honey.”
 I sniffle and grab a tissue to wipe my nose. “Uncle Rourke’s been helping me through it, he’s been good to talk to and—”
 Mom’s gone still again. Fuck. Fuck!
 “Mom?”
 Her eyes focus on me. “Sorry, it’s just strange, you and him spending time together considering…”
 “You two used to date.” Shit, should not have let that slip.
 She heard me though. Her brows furrow in concern. “Did Robert tell you that?” She shakes her head. “He was sweet on me, a lot of romantic overtures, but when I met Justin… It wasn’t right to lead him on. Besides, he didn’t want to be married, he just didn’t want to be alone.”
 This gets my attention. “What happened to him?”
 She leads me into the living room, and we sit down on the futon. “I don’t feel comfortable telling you this, but Robert was just looking to be a father again.”
 “He said he wasn’t the fathering type.” And I hit on the key word in her sentence. “Wait, what do you mean again?”
 “He never told you?” She sighs, looking down. “I really don’t feel comfortable telling you if he hasn’t.”
 “Mom, please.”
 “Rourke had a son, but they didn’t get along well and had some sort of falling out.”
 I hit the key word. “Had a son?”
 “He died before they could reconcile.”




Chapter Sixteen

A Man Is Always Eager
I don’t feel good about it, but when Mom heads to bed just after ten, I slip out the front door and take a cab over to Rourke’s. I can hear her in my head the whole ride over, saying things like curfew and school night, and it does sting, but in a good way, because her voice is fresh instead of a memory.

When I knock on Rourke’s door, I’m sure he’s expecting that I came over this late for a specific reason, considering that when the door swings open he’s not wearing a damned thing and he’s rather happy to see me.

And yes, if you must know, part of me is ecstatic to see him as well, enough that I stumble through the opening lines of my confrontation.
 “I, uh, you—” I’m quickly silenced by his lips against mine, his tongue preventing any further protest. He pulls me through the doorway seconds later, my foot nudging it closed. I surrender to him, my libido having veto power over my rationality tonight despite the fact that we need to have a serious discussion. It’s also difficult to convince the King of the Phouka that you want to break up with him when your hands are massaging his balls while you let him unbuckle your pants.
 “As lovely as it would be to have you kneel before me, Spencer…” His breath is hot against my lips, his eyes focused, eager, wanting. “Perhaps we should go to the bedroom. It’ll be easier on your knees while you’re sucking me.”
 “Rourke, I really need to talk to you about—”
 His fingers press to my lips, moist with sweat from my groin. “Shhhhh. Afterward. I promise we’ll talk about whatever you want, but right now we need each other.”
 “But—”
 “After. I promise.” He kisses me hard again then breaks long enough to take off my shirt, and picks me up, carrying me into his bedroom where I’m deposited gently on the bed. The mattress creaks as he joins me, planting his knees on either side of my chest, his shaft standing proudly not a few inches from my face. The smell of him is thicker now, almost syrupy in my nostrils. I can taste the scent every time I breathe, pushing the reasons I came over further and further away in my mind.
 “What do I do, Rourke?” I sound half-drunk. Maybe I am. I just want to know how to please him right now, to hear him make the sounds he made last night and know that I’m responsible for them. I want to watch his mouth sink down my shaft again and see his eyes close when I come, hear that low rumble emanate from his chest as he tastes me.
 “Slowly, at first. Use your hands, your tongue, don’t take too much. I don’t need to bottom out in your throat.” His fingers stroke gently through my hair. “Just…” A second passes. “Show me you want me, gradhan.”
 And there’s the catch that snags me back from the brink, breaks the surface and lets me come up for air. Show him I want him. I do, but, not how he wants, how he really wants. I want to make him feel good, and I want him to make me feel good, but… Yeah, I’m trying to skirt around the big L word here, and I need to tell him, now, that I don’t, that I can’t—
 “Yes… Like that, Spencer. Stroke the base too, you’re off to a good start.”
 Yes, I’m chickening out, leading him on a bit more. He’ll be in a better state of mind after, right? Or at least too blissed out to realize that I’m breaking up with—
 He was right, I am my father’s son.
 I wish I could say this realization makes me stop and say those four words that sitcoms claim sound the death knell of any relationship, but God help me, I don’t. His hands stroke through my hair, fingers brushing along my earlobes, murmurs of encouragement as I try to time my head-bobbing with the pumping of my fist. This continues for a few minutes, my jaw getting sore.
 His voice is slurring between moans of my name and stilted Gaelic, his hips starting to fuck my mouth properly, which is encouraging, but not easing any of the growing heat in my jaw. I remember the first time we were together, and I pull off him, letting him watch me liberally coat my free fingers in spit before slipping them into the cleft of his ass. He certainly liked this the last time I did it, so I’m hoping it’ll work well now so I can do what I need to do.
 What follows are pleasured moans, the sheen of sweat on his skin getting slicker, the smell of him strengthening as his hips work his body back on my fingers before thrusting into my mouth. I know he won’t be long now, but my jaw is screaming with ache and fire.
 “Rourke, I have to talk to you.” I know it’s too early, but God it hurts so much! Jesus, I can’t even do a blow-off blowjob right.
 “Spencer, after.” His cockhead pokes repeatedly at my lips, which feel rubbed raw, like I’d been kissing him all night. I know I just have to tell him that it’s hurting and he’ll stop, but that’ll really make everything afterward worse. Shit, I am fucking this up. Christ, just say the words, damn it!
 “Rourke, please, I—”
 “Spencer!” He looks down at me, his eyes crazed with lust, his hips twitching, need coating every syllable that follows. “I promise we will talk about whatever you want once I’ve come!” And something clicks. Not that he promised.
 I asked him a question three times once, and he’d had to answer. And now I’ve gotten him to promise me three times. He’ll have to follow through. I’ve tricked him again.
 And some part of me, that part that is my father’s son, the Coyote, refuses to let me blow this opportunity.
 “Gradhan!” Sticky, sweet and salty heat pour into me, my throat greedily swallowing every drop offered, my own shaft ready to fire just from knowing I sealed the deal.
 Reluctantly, he pulls himself free, maneuvering to lie at my side. He kisses me smoothly, still speaking in Gaelic rapidly but lovingly. I am such an asshole.
 “Rourke, English.” I chuckle weakly and massage my jaw, as it’s still pretty damned sore.
 He gently rubs his nose against mine. “I don’t see why I should, it’s a detestable language, all rough edges and ravenous. Perhaps you should take up Gaelic.” His lips brush against mine. “I’ll teach you, if you like.”
 “Yeah, I’ll bet you’re a real cunning linguist.” I wait a few seconds in silence. “You’ve never heard that one?”
 “I have.” He kisses me again. “Just never heard it badly.” Rourke pulls me closer to him, his arms wrapping tightly. “Stay with me?”
 “Just for tonight?”
 “You know what I mean, but if you’d prefer until morning, I am amenable to that.” His hand brushes against me. “It’s your turn, you know. Would you like my mouth or…”
 “You want me to fuck you, don’t you?” I grin, because the idea is appealing. But I have to call in his promise. I mean, break up with him. That’s what I’m here to do. And if I fuck him before I do that, my God, I won’t be able to look at myself in the mirror.
 He can see my apprehension, apparently, because he rests his forehead against mine, moves his hand from my groin to stroke along my side, comforting. “We don’t have to, gradhan. I’m sorry I was a bit forceful before, it’s just… I’ll explain it later. If you’d like to just lie here with me and sleep in my arms, I’d be more than pleased.”
 “And if I want to sleep on more than half the bed and be a cover hog?”
 “I suppose that would make us even on all counts, yes.” He winks.
 Even on all counts. As in, make us even, erase any debt or promise. He knows he slipped up.
 “Anyway, it’s a moot point. You came, so we get to talk about whatever I want.” I keep the tone playful, but I can see the wariness in his eyes.
 “Do we now?”
 “Well yeah, I mean, you promised, like, three times—”
 His face goes hard. “You tricked me. You.” He gets out of the bed, his erection still tall and firm, and he glares at it with disdain. Some more Gaelic comes out of his mouth, but it’s much harsher, though I get the impression it’s not directed at me. “Fine. Claim your prize, Spencer Crain. What will you have me speak of with absolute honesty?” It feels more like he spat the words at me.
 “Rourke, I—”
 “Just ask and be done with me.” And there’s the knife in my heart.
 I don’t need to break up with him now. I think it’s over once we finish this conversation. So what do I ask? Forgiveness? I doubt he’d give it. As far as he’s concerned, I worked this whole relationship for this moment. For this trick. And I fucking hate myself for how horny I am right now for tricking him. So what do I ask? What he concealed from me.
 “I want to talk about the…” I take a breath.
 “The Emerald in the Snow.” He turns away from me, like I’d hit him. “You want what every one of them want. The story. The story.”
 “I want to talk about your son.”
 He turns around quickly, shock filling his eyes, the rage showing cracks. “I never told you that I had a son.”
 “But you told Mom, when you were courting her.” The word, courting, feels so strange on my tongue. He was just looking to be a father again. “She said you had a son, and that he died before you two could make up for whatever fight you had. I just want to know, Rourke. I want to know if you love me because you didn’t get to have Mom, or because I was supposed to be your kid and you found another way to be part of my life, or if this is just some way of giving the finger to Dad.” I get off the bed. “I can guess that it’s over for us after this, but maybe this’ll make it a cleaner break, I don’t know.”
 “Will you tell anyone?” His eyes are cold again, neither of our faces matching the disposition of our bodies, twin erections nearly touching. “I don’t know why I’m asking a Coyote for adherence to—”
 “On every one of my names, I won’t tell anyone the story you’re about to tell me.” Gingerly, I take his hand, spit in mine and shake it. “I haven’t told anyone about the story about the Foxes, and believe me, they want to know.”
 “Why not?” His hand lets mine linger before he slips it free.
 “Because that story was for me, just like this one will be. Kings, queens and lovers only, right?” Why did I say that? Don’t further the lie, don’t make him think you love him still. God, Spence, man up and don’t be the asshole. Well, don’t be a bigger asshole. I try a small shrug. “Besides, I didn’t exactly force you to promise three times, you could’ve taken a minute to listen to me and…” I sigh, because this isn’t going to help. “I could be asking for a lot more, Rourke. You’re right, I could be asking for the Emerald in the Snow, though I don’t see what the big deal is about it.”
 “It’s been done only three times, Spencer. Once by the Phouka, once by the Kitsune, and once by the Coyotes. We all argue that we were the first, but what does it matter? If the others only knew what that damned trick truly causes, they’d run at the sight of a Ra’keth, but sorcerers are an intriguing sort. To trick someone who sees through all of your tricks, and what you can wrest from them…” He smiles softly and looks down. “Though there are consequences.”
 For a moment I believe he’s being pensive, but I see that his eyes are focused on his still-twitching erection. I arch a brow. “Wait, the consequence of tricking a…”
 “A Ra’keth. A sorcerer.”
 “Right.” I snicker a bit. “What, you have to deal with being horny? Doesn’t seem like a bad tradeoff.”
 He gives me a largely indignant look. “One of many trade-offs for one dubious prize. I doubt anyone would believe having a libido that clouds your mind enough to be pickpocketed by a Coyote pup who will later secure three promises from you is a quality that is admired in the Phouka.” Rourke grits his teeth. “Not to mention that…” He exhales forcefully. “In time, you’ll learn it from the story.” His hand moves to my erection and strokes it slowly. “I’m sure you can see the disadvantages, Spencer. Both of us need to be focused, and I’ll wager you want to fuck me as much as I want to be inside you right now.”
 And he’s right, and yes, it is pissing me off, but no matter how much I know I should, I can’t push his hand away. I try, but it turns into a mutual stroke job instead. “Oh God, okay, yeah, but I’m not a Dog—er, Phouk.”
 He growls softly, some anger, some possessiveness. “You’ll learn from the story. There are days I envy the Foxes, they don’t have to deal with this. Well, not as badly.” He lips press hard to mine, his chest hair scratching against me lightly. His hands roam my body, our shafts rubbing against each other, pressed between our bodies as we close the distance. I’m sinking under, I need to pull back, breathe deeply. God, he smells so good, like sweat and wine and…
 We’re back on his bed, everything moving into a haze of heat and lust. At some point my mouth is full, then there’s something warm and tight around me, then there’s warm heat below, inside me, there’s no time, just a sea of bliss that occasionally swells.
 Everything starts coming clear later, I don’t know how much later, just…later. Rourke isn’t even trying English at this point, just a flood of words and moans and grunts. My legs are screaming with ache and exhaustion, my hips pumping hard and fast, the sounds of sweaty slaps filling my ears as I look down and see him under me, my thighs slamming against his ass. For a second the pain goes away, and relief washes over me, my length weakly twitching. I pull out seconds later, my erection red and rubbed raw. I wish I could say there’s an afterglow, but the ache comes rushing back and I flop onto my side, breathing raggedly, every muscle letting me know I’m not their favorite person right now.
 “Rourke?” God, I sound awful. That was like a bullfrog who’d been gargling razor blades. “Spencer?” I feel his lips travelling down my neck.
 “We have to talk, c’mon, it’s…” I look over at his clock, my eyes going wide. “Holy shit, it’s four thirty.” And I have tutoring today. And a paper due. And… Sweet Christ, my everything hurts.
 “Been a while since that happened.” At least that’s what I think he said, his accent’s rather thick right now. He pats my thigh gently. “Did you lose count too?”
 “Focus. You were supposed to tell me a story.”
 “I’m surprised you remember.”
 Same here.
 He rubs his face and blearily looks at the clock. “Fuck me, it’s late.” I get a wink from him, and he glances once at his rear. “Well?” His eyes move down to my groin, where I’ve gone soft. Apparently halfhuman blood counts for something. I whisper a prayer of thanks.
 “Rourke, please. You promised, remember?”
 “I was hoping you’d forget about that.” He groans softly as he sits up, probably not as sore as I am, but apparently even Phouka can’t go all night without getting stiff muscles, and not the kind you think. (It’s not even a muscle, it’s a fleshy member. See? I stayed awake in Sex Ed.) “It surprises me how quickly you can be angry at someone one moment and in the next begging them to fuck you.”
 “I think we’re a special case.” His lips brush against mine, and my body is trying to rally another go, but it seems I’m spent. I tenderly break the kiss and rest my forehead against his. “Tell me the story, Rourke. I’ve got school in three hours—”
 His fingers press to my mouth. “I’ll need you to be quiet if I’m going to tell this story.” Rourke sits up, resting against the headboard, pulling the sheets up to drape over his lap, probably to avoid distraction. He takes a deep breath, clears his throat, his face searching for words. “The Emerald in the Snow…”
 “Rourke, you’re supposed to tell me about your son.” And part of me is shocked that I would actually consider not hearing the story that every Coyote and Fox in the City would probably kill to hear. But all I can remember is that look of betrayal on his face. I don’t want him to hate me.
 Even though I interrupted him, there’s no anger this time. He smiles, but it’s forced, solemn, and he squeezes my hand. “I know, Spencer. And that is exactly the story that I will tell.” He swallows hard, and I see a tear slide down his cheek. “Long ago, when the world was a leaf in a pond of amaranthine fire…”




Chapter Seventeen

Our Coyotes Are Different, Too
I feel older at school that morning. Like,  thirty. My disposition is maudlin enough to concentrate on my English assignments, which are mostly vocabulary. I’m not bothered by anyone, my tutor is pleased to just let me work. I wanted to skip, but with Mom finally up and around I didn’t want to christen her fresh bout of lucidity with a call from school.

Also, sleep deprivation makes me nauseous, for some reason, so I need to behave if I’m going to be allowed to run off to the bathroom. Like now.
 And I’m sorry, but I swore that I would never share that story.
 In the bathroom I do the normal stalling routine. A couple guys at the urinals joke to each other that I look hungover. I could remark that I was up all night having sex, but if I had to give details I’d get my ass kicked.
 I look in the mirror after washing my face for the second time, and I don’t look hungover at all. In fact, I look pretty damned good. My scrabble of peach fuzz has turned into a properly trimmed beard, light brown, my features finer, eyes sharper, even the mess of colors that my hair is looks better blended, more natural. What the fuck?
 “Christ, look at Crain. Looks like he’s been shooting up.” One of the assholes from the urinal, and before I can tell him he’s going blind, both of them are out the door.
 I turn back toward the mirror, and I still look chic and sexy, so I don’t know if he’s projecting his own drug habit or whatever a shrink would come up with.
 So why does my reflection say I’m ready for a modeling career while everyone else thinks I look hungover from a night of riding the needle?
 And I hear Dad’s voice in my head.

Coyotes don’t exist, son, we’re stories, like the Dogs and the Foxes and those fucking Ra’keth. Regular people ignore it all because they think it isn’t real, God bless ’em. Perfect marks, you know? And since we’re tricksters, if you work that right…
 I went to school feeling like shit, sleep-deprived, and generally wanting the world to leave me alone. While my reflection shows me wearing the same jeans as last night and one of Rourke’s motorcycle Tshirts, I remember wishing I’d just put on my baggy clothes that I wear when I’m running a game. Nice and inconspicuous.
 And as I stare into the mirror, I start to see a wispy image of my olive drab surplus jacket and cargo pants overlaying my actual clothes. I’m… What’d Dad call it? Cloaked. Now if only I could remember how I did it.
 Also, I don’t want to admit it, but his idea of going to a nice store and trying on a suit to memorize now seems like a pretty good idea.
 “Spencer?”
 One of the male tutors peeks his head in the door, looking confused. I rub my face and try to smile, disarm the situation. “Sorry, uh, just feeling kind of sick.”
 “So why did you change clothes?” His tone is suspicious, as you’d expect when someone asks that question.
 Shit. I look back at my reflection and see that the wispy image of my jacket and pants is gone. Apparently being cloaked is a lot like a cull or a golf swing—the moment you think about how you’re doing it, you’re screwed.
 Okay, sometimes the best option is to plea your way out. “Okay, okay, I was thinking about slipping out, but c’mon, man, I’ve done a ton of work today. Can’t you let me slide just once?” I use my markcharming smile, even if my friends have called it smarmy.
 I figure it’s like with any teacher, right? Most of the time they’ll give you a break, or just send your ass back to class and keep their eye on you, but no trip to the office. No calls home.
 “Follow me, Spencer. We’re going to have a talk with Mr. White.”
 Fuck.
 I admit defeat, because this isn’t like running off when the nice police officer wants to chat with you about gambling laws. They know my name here, my address, phone number. It’s time for damage control now. I follow the tutor out, dragging my feet, the hallway empty save the two of us, since lunch is over.
 Dad would find some way to get out of this. Rourke, well, he’d just turn on the charm and by the end of it Mr. White would probably be signing a lease on a Mercedes. Either that or he’d turn into a dog and trot off ’cause the tutor’s focused straight ahead instead of on me. How does Rourke do that anyway? He told me this morning, it was something to do with—
 Why is everything taller?
 “Oh shit!” The tutor is now looking down at me and is apparently terrified.
 I tell him I’m sorry, that I must’ve tripped or something—
 What the fuck was that? Those weren’t words! That was a…
 The tutor takes off down the hallway, because I just growled at him. I look down and see furry legs where my arms are supposed to be, my slim paws (paws!) flailing madly now on the linoleum to keep me upright. I’m sure if I were observing this it’d be hysterical, but I have never been more scared in my life. Probably a good thing that I was in the bathroom before, otherwise I’d be making my own Destry Bay right now.

Okay, Spence. Think. Focus. I need an exit, quick and quiet. Well, quick, at least.
 It takes a fair bit of loud scrabbling to get to the stairwell, which goes much easier than the hallway, thank God. I make my way to the first floor and try to hop up to hit the push-bar to open the door leading outside. No luck.
 “Hey there, cousin.”
 What the hell is Thornton doing here? He puts his hand on my head and scratches behind my ears. In case you’re curious, no, my leg doesn’t start twitching.
 “How’d you get in here?” His voice is soothing, friendly, and he kneels in front of me. “Poor guy, you look scared half to death. Bet you wish you didn’t follow that smell now, huh?” He looks over my shoulder, out the window. “Can’t let you out here, buddy, you’ll get snapped up by animal control and they’ll put you to sleep.”
 Yes, I whine. Shut up, you would too.
 Another Coyote joins us, and I recognize him. “What the hell is this?”
 Thornton rolls his eyes. “The fucking Taco Bell dog, Hank, what the hell does he look like? It’s a coyote, a real one. They adapt well to human encroachment and can thrive in an urban environment and…” He laughs. “Sorry, I forgot to not use big words around the guy who couldn’t finish high school.”
 Henry shoves Thornton hard against the wall. “Yeah, and how’s that degree working out, baby bro? Oh yeah, you didn’t get one. Now quit fucking around, shove him outside and find the damned kid.” Henry starts up the stairs.
 “Have I mentioned that it’s not right to treat our brother like this?”
 Damn it. I should’ve seen that, I watch way too much daytime TV to have missed that.
 “Only about fifty times this morning.” He vanishes around the landing. “Whining shithead.”
 Thornton looks down at me remorsefully. “Compared to me, buddy, you’ve got it made. You get to go wherever you want, but me? I’m Fate’s bitch.” He looks up the landing and grabs the scruff of my neck, which I don’t like, and I make sure he knows this by growling and snapping at him. “Easy, easy, we’re just gonna go for a little drive.”

Really fighting him now, because I know what that means! I manage to squirm free and back away, growling, baring teeth, whatever I can imagine coyotes do to scare people off. At least I know I’m coyote and not a hound. I’m sure that will make all the difference in the truly pressing problem, which is of course changing back.
 “C’mon, cousin, it’s okay. Look at me, you think I’m gonna hurt you?” He’s trying to be soothing, but there’s fear in his voice. Good, ’cause I don’t know why they’re here for me, but I’m sure it can’t be good. “Father would kick my ass if I let anything happen to a coyote. I’m just going to get you out of here and somewhere safe, okay?” He peers at me. “Y’know, I’ve always wondered if our cousins understand us. Can you? Scratch the floor or something if you can.”
 He makes an exaggerated display of doing the same, to show me what he’s talking about. I fight the urge to roll my eyes, partially because I don’t know if a coyote can pull off mocking derision. With a softer growl, I scratch at the floor in the same fashion he did. He grins triumphantly, as if I were one of those gorillas they teach sign language to.
 “All right, there we go. Let’s get out of here. I don’t really want to be here when Hank finds Spencer.” He pushes open the door that leads outside, and I trot out quickly, the concrete much easier to find purchase on than linoleum. His hand grips my neck again, gently leading me toward his Civic. He opens the passenger-side door, and nudges me toward the backseat. Not seeing any other options, since bolting doesn’t seem a good idea after he mentioned Animal Control, I hop in the car.
 Thornton gets in the driver’s side and we pull into traffic. He flips on the radio and reaches between the front seats to pat my head reassuringly. “Okay, I have no idea where to take you, buddy. Woods okay? I can let you off in a nice suburb since you’re probably used to rummaging through trash.”
 I have no idea if he expects me to respond, so I just lay down on my side, awkwardly. A few seconds later he turns the radio to an eighties station, and I kid you not, starts to sing along. And it appears that Thornton is a firm believer of the maxim that if you can’t sing good, sing loud.
 “You said your radio was broken.”
 The car screeches to a halt, and I’m thrown against the front seat, banging my head but not too badly. “Spencer! What the fuck?”
 I look down at myself and see my T-shirt, jeans, and most important, perfectly human arms and legs. I feel my face, no snout there. I have no idea why I’m human again, but thank God for it.
 Wait, wait, wait…
 I turned into a coyote when the tutor was focused ahead, and no one else was looking at me. Now that I’m in the back of Thornton’s Civic, no one can see me but him, and he was too distracted with his off-key tribute to Journey. And Rourke, well, Phouka can only change while no one’s looking at them.
 “I’m still a Coyote, right?” Outside there’s a chorus of car horns and profanity, enough to snap Thornton into getting the car moving again.
 “No, no, what the fuck, Spence, seriously, what the fuck?” He punches the steering wheel, the horn blaring. “Jesus, man, how did you do that? Coyotes don’t turn into…coyotes. Shapeshifting’s the Phouka trick, how did you…” He descends into profanity after that, but it’s not directed at me, so I tune him out while I try to figure out what’s going on myself.
 “Why were you and Henry at my school?” I glare at his eyes in the rearview. “And I want the truth, damn it. You’ve all lied to me about everything since I went to that stupid wake. This isn’t a trick anymore, okay? It’s being an asshole.”
 He turns down the radio, takes a breath. “Dad wanted to us to pick you up. He wants the urn.”
 “I can’t do that. I’m sorry. It’s not mine to give, okay? I found out last night, it’s Rourke’s son.” I lean between the seats. “It’s all he has left of him, I couldn’t hold it hostage.” Anger simmers in my voice. “I couldn’t be Dad. There’s nothing funny about ransoming the ashes of your rival’s son.”
 “Christ, Spence, you have no idea what you did there.” He points to the front passenger seat, and I climb forward when he reaches a red light. “Those ashes were the only thing keeping the Dogs out of the Feud. When you got those ashes, you made the Foxes look bad. They were tricked by a half-blood of all things. We were so damned close.”
 “We stole Rourke’s son’s ashes to keep them out of a stupid feud?”
 “No.” His tone turns belligerent. “That’s not a trick, it’s a prank.”
 “Which Dad does, you told me.”
 “And those ashes were first taken over two hundred years ago, so I think he’s off the hook for that one, okay?” At the next red light he reaches his hand over to me. “By the way, Thornton Crain. I’m your older brother.”
 I don’t take his hand. “Why not just tell me the truth from the beginning, when we met at the Palace, huh? Is everything you told me bullshit?”
 “Hey, I didn’t know I was the middle child until a couple years ago. And Henry was the first brother I met. Imagine how that went. And how do you think I felt when my dad dropped off the radar because he started up with another family, huh? He forgot himself for you, do you have any idea what that means?”
 “I’m guessing it’s a big deal?”
 “Hank, me, Father Coyote, he made himself forget all of it, even that he was a Coyote, all so he could make a go of it with you and your mom. Guess that doesn’t last forever, though, considering…”
 “Yeah, I got a taste of what a father’s supposed to do before he walked out. At least you got to see him on weekends and be his son, all right? You think I wouldn’t have liked a day out with dear old Dad every now and then?” I look out the window. “I could’ve used a brother when Mom fell apart.”
 “I know it doesn’t mean much but I tried to talk him out of it. It’s not right, using either of us like this. It’s not a trick, it’s a damned prank. Especially…”
 “What?” His eyes are on the road, using the traffic to ignore my question. “Is this why you and Henry were getting me from school? Where are you taking me?”
 “I’m not taking you anywhere.” He shrugs.
 There was something about the way he said it, though. Oh shit. “Where are you keeping me from?”
 “It should already be done by now.”
 “What?” Oh God, oh God, oh God. Not Mom. Please, not Mom.
 “Place should be empty, and Dad knows well enough what you look like now to—”
 Oh fuck. “To cloak himself, look like me.” He said he’d never hurt Mom, but as it turns out my dad’s a liar, who’d’ve thunk it? “You son of a bitch!” I open the door, the car still in motion, and Thornton slams on the brakes and I jump out awkwardly, taking off down the street.
 When I reach an intersection I get my bearings—I’m about twenty blocks from home. I sprint. I sprint because I’m afraid of what I’ll find when I get home. But maybe if I can move fast enough, I can outrun Fate herself.




Chapter Eighteen

Red Herrings
I trade between tears and rage the whole run home. The nightmare scenarios run through my head. Why the fuck didn’t I buy a cell phone? It’s not hard to scam one. I know a guy who knows a guy whose cousin can tumble one. I could have called her, told her to get out of the apartment.

I could stop at any pay phone I’ve passed, but I’ve seen enough police procedurals to know that if I call her, and she picks up, perfectly safe, I’ll have to hear her react when Dad busts down the door. No, better to sprint, hard enough to make my lungs burn.
 Fate is with me, at least I hope it is. When I get into the lobby, the elevator open and waiting. “C’mon, close God damn it!  Move!” The car rattles and shakes as the numbers climb. Please, God, don’t let it get stuck. Please.
 I almost knock over Mrs. Cleary as I exit. I think I get out a quick apology as I use the last of my breath to get me down the hallway…
 The door is open.
 Oh God…
 No, no, no…
 “Mom?” I step tentatively inside, focusing on the floor. I start trembling.
 No answer.
 “Mom?” Living room. Empty.
 “Mom!” Her bedroom. Empty.
 The bathroom. I push open the door. Empty. My knees buckle. My vision goes blurry, wet.
 He took her. That son of a bitch took her.
 “Fucking kill him, I’ll fucking kill him.” I wipe my nose on my sleeve, get to my feet. There are knives in the kitchen, one of them could do the job on Dad. He’ll expect me to be pissed, but I don’t know if he thinks me capable of stabbing him. I wouldn’t have thought it either a few minutes ago.
 I take a steak knife, one of the ones we save even though we never have steak. All that matters is that the point is sharp and the edge will do the rest. I grab my messenger bag that I use for running games and drop in the blade. I sling the bag over my shoulder and head for the door. Jesus, I’m going to kill my father, but I don’t think anyone will—
 “When did you get home?” Mom steps into the doorway, holding the day’s mail. She hands me a magazine as I stand there dumbfounded, and take my monthly copy of  Bluff. “How was school? You catching up?”
 “Th-the door was open and…”
 “Oh, I forgot to close it again, didn’t I?” She chuckles softly, shaking her head dismissively to herself. “Must’ve just missed you in the lobby.” Her eyes fall to my messenger bag. “Oh, Spence, don’t tell me you’re going out.” She studies my face. “Have you been crying? What’s wrong, sweetie?”
 I manage a sniffle, mouth a few words, and I don’t have to do anything more. She’s holding me, rocking me softly, and I hear her whisper that it’ll be okay. “I was just worried, Mom, that something might’ve, you know, happened or something and…”
 “Shhhh. I’m fine. Now I’m sure you had work to bring home, and you’ve got a sink of dishes to take care of, and you need to clean up your area over there.” She gives me the Mom stare (I’m sure you know what that is). “Don’t think you can derail me this time. You’re still in trouble. Now get to work.”
 So I set down my bag and get to cleaning the dishes, let my nerves settle. I did get home in time. Everything’s okay. Weird, that she didn’t mention having seen me earlier, if Dad is cloaking as me. Why else would Dad do that though? What does he know, other than that the urn is over at Rourke’s and…
 And that Rourke and I are sleeping together.
 And I’ve been over there enough that I could get myself let in, or that the front desk would at least get clearance from him to let me up.

The place should be empty.
 Because Rourke’s lot doesn’t close for a few more hours. Rourke plans to put the urn in a more secure location, but he didn’t have time considering how busy we were last night.
 And like Dad said, locks don’t slow him down.
 Instead of taking Mom and leveraging me into getting the urn back from Rourke, he just took it himself and dropped the heat on me.
 Would Rourke believe it? It’d be a hell of a score for me: dirt on the Foxes, the Emerald in the Snow, and the urn would safeguard me from retribution. If I were a heartless bastard, it’d be a great idea.
 So I wouldn’t put it past Dad. Thank God he doesn’t know that I know the Emerald or I’d really be screwed.
 I wait for Mom to make a trip to the bathroom, and immediately call Rourke’s cell number.
 “Don’t you ever contact me again. Focáil leat! Plá ar do theach! Go mbeire an diabhal leis thú!” A loud slam follows. I have no idea what he said, but he sounded pissed. My guess is Dad was successful.
 Should I call him back? I mean, I wanted to break up with him, there’s my way out. Also, the urn business is taken care of, all I have to live with is Rourke hating me forever and my father stealing someone’s ashes.
 I call Rourke’s home number. His machine, thankfully, is much kinder.
 “Rourke, don’t delete this, let me explain. Dad cloaked himself and delayed me at school so he could slip in and… It wasn’t me. Please, believe me. I could never do anything like that to you, to anyone. I meant it when I said you could keep the urn. And…” I take a breath. Might as well commit all the way, right? “I’m going to get it back. I don’t care who it pisses off, it’s the right thing to do. I’ll call you.”
 I hang up and lean against the counter. Jesus, I’m supposed to be watching TV and whittling away my potential with cheap beer, recreational drugs and casual sex. Instead I have to waste my night with Coyote bullshit. I’m sure there’s irony in there somewhere.
 “Spence? Who were you calling?” Mom is in the living room, concern crossing her face. “You aren’t planning on going out, are you?”
 “No, no, I was just checking in with someone. We had a fight and I haven’t had the chance to tell my side of it.” I put the dishes on the rack to dry and head to the living room to clean up the futon, making sure not to make eye contact.
 “Are you in trouble?” She’s right behind me now. I can tell her arms are folding even while I pick up my blankets and put my bed back in the couch position. “Spencer Jensen Crain, you tell me the truth.”
 Middle name. She’s pissed. I turn to face her. Yep, arms folded. “I didn’t want to upset you.”
 “Oh God.” She sits down. “What did you do, Spence?”
 “Nothing, nothing bad. It’s about Dad.” I immediately wince, because this will either touch off a fight or she’ll go back to staring off into space.
 “You can’t keep using him as an excuse, Spence. He’s gone. He left us. It’s up to us to go on without him.”

Easy for you to say, Mom.
 “Did he ever mention having kids? Other than me?” That gets her attention. “I kind of met my brothers a few days ago.” I swallow hard, and she’s staring forward, no words. Oh shit, no, please, not now. “Mom?”
 “Older or younger?”
 I exhale hard in relief. “Uh, older. They’re in their twenties, definitely. Met them after I found out about Dad, you know…”
 “Spence, is that what you’re hiding from me? That Justin was with other women?” She shakes her head and tries a smile, weak but sincere. “I knew someone like him had to have a past. This is a shock, yes, but it doesn’t change anything. A few things make more sense about why he left, but…” She takes my hand. “Spencer, if you want to get to know them, you don’t have to hide it from me. No matter what I feel about Justin, he was still your father. If you feel you can know him better through his other sons, then it wouldn’t be right for me to stop you. Is that who you were calling?”
 I close my eyes for a moment. Please forgive me, Mom. “Yeah. His name’s Thornton, he wanted to meet up and talk about everything. He’s the middle kid, the oldest is Henry, but I kind of like Thornton, so I figured I’d start with him. I didn’t want to just run out though, and I know you’ve got stuff for me to do and—”
 “Go.” She squeezes my hand and nods with a wider smile. “I want you to. Don’t worry about me. Just don’t stay out too late, all right?”
 Don’t get me wrong, I’m a teenager, I’ve lied to my mom plenty of times, but this is the first time I’ve truly felt like an asshole for doing it. I kiss her on the cheek, grab my messenger bag and head out the door. When I get outside I lean against the side of the building for a second.
 “You came back here?” Henry. Fuck.
 He’s to my left, grinning, showing teeth, dressed like a wannabe biker in jeans and a white T-shirt and a black leather vest. Before I can turn and make a dash down the street, he pushes me hard against the wall as people walk by like nothing’s going on. “You’re told something’s going down and you run straight to mommy, not to where the prank’s going down.” His smile widens, menacing. “Oh, this is good shit to know.”
 “That I don’t care about your Feud?” I struggle, but he’s strong, and I’m not really a fighter. Doesn’t stop me from trying though— “Fuck!”
 His fist withdraws from my stomach, a burst of coughs and a wave of nausea washing over me. “No, kid. That the first sign of a threat to your mother means you’ll play ball.”
 “What the fuck is funny about this?” I cough a few more times. “Christ, you’re not a trickster, you’re a damned thug.”
 And he laughs. “Father ain’t just some cosmic funnyman. You know that he used to be the Destroyer? World gets too fucked up, he’d end it, it’d get remade. Then this dumb fucking Feud happens and he’s more entertained by that. Well that’s bullshit.” He punctuates it with another blow to my stomach.
 “Dad was the Destroyer?” I manage a weak grin. Gotta keep him talking. “Would explain his home life.”
 Henry chuckles, and I get one in the face. Ow. Fucking. Ow. That is not like they portray it on crime shows. How the hell am I supposed to crack wise when all I can see is pain-colored lights? “Not Dad, you idiot, Father. Father Coyote. Dumbass.”
 “Dad left you real early, didn’t he? You think wailing on his favorite is going to get you a gold star?” Christ, how can people just walk by when this is happening?
 “You ain’t his favorite.”
 “He ever show you the Unknown Leaper? Vanishing Pair? Smack the Stack?” I grin, my lip bleeding. “I’ll bet he never even taught you the King’s Confidante. It’s the key to this whole thing. Did he teach you anything other than the bullshit you learn in high school?” Steel yourself, Spence, this one’s gonna hurt. “Oh yeah, you didn’t finish high—”
 “Shut up.” I’m on the ground now. Okay, time to consider a new plan. Groveling and begging and crawling away sounds like a winner. And then maybe pissing blood. What the fuck possessed me to try this?
 “Jesus, Hank, stop it!” I hear Thornton, and then some struggling above me. “What the hell are you doing?”
 “Kid wouldn’t stop mouthing off.”
 “He’s a Coyote, Hank, that’s what we fucking do.” Thornton kneels next to me. “Oh God, are you all right?”
 “What are you doing here?” That’s what I say, it isn’t necessarily what comes out of me, though. There’s a lot of groaning and sobbing that I’m not all that proud of. I definitely need to take a level of badass.
 “Figured you’d come back here, and you jumped out of my car. Wanted to make sure you were still alive, you know?” Thornton glares at what I imagine is Henry’s direction. “I’m telling Dad, then I’m telling Father. This is the last time, Hank, you’re sick.”
 I’m helped to my feet, my weight heavy on Thornton’s shoulder. His car is close, but it might as well be a mile away given how banged up I feel. “Can’t leave. He might hurt my mom.”
 “Hank wouldn’t touch her, Spence. She’s Dad’s special lady, remember? C’mon, get in, I know a guy who can patch you right—” I’m on the ground again, and Thornton is up against the car, his back pressed against the window.
 “You ain’t tellin’ them shit!” Henry’s eyes are wild, his hands around Thornton’s throat. I try to get to my feet, my hand reaching inside the messenger bag for the knife. Holy fuck, how did it go this far? How can people just walk by? How can people just ignore all of this?
 Henry suddenly goes down like a ton of bricks, Thornton withdrawing his knee from his brother’s groin. My oldest brother gets a kick to the face, which calms him down plenty. Thornton rubs his neck, coughing a bit. “Motherfucker. Probably would’ve killed you if I hadn’t come along.” He hacks a bit and gives Henry another kick in the side. “Help me get him into the car.”
 I don’t know what to do, really. I don’t know what just happened, but I’m glad I didn’t have to use the knife. I drop it back in my bag and set to helping him load Henry into the trunk. “Thornton? How come no one’s doing anything?”
 “What, them?” He tilts his head to the passing crowd. “Humans see what they want, no one told you that? Far as they’re concerned, the three of us just had a very passionate discussion about auto racing and trash TV.” He looks into the now-occupied trunk. “Jesus, what am I doing?” The trunk is shut a second later.
 “How did we get here, man?” I stare at the trunk.
 “Fate is a cruel and fickle bitch, and whatever you get, she makes you pay for threefold. Fucking whore.” He groans, leaning against his car. “You gonna tell me about that trick where you turn into a real coyote? I’ve got a pair of blondes in Grunstadt that do everything together, and I’ll you let have both of them, twenty bucks, and my car if you show me how you did it.” He leans against the car. “Times like this I wish I smoked.”
 “I don’t know how I did it, man. I gotta find Dad, though. Do you know where he’d be?”
 Thornton only shrugs in reply. Great.
 Sure would be nice if Dad had taught me more than his card tricks with the fancy names. Still, I’ve picked up plenty on my own, worked out my game without his help. I can find him, right?
 “I should probably get out of here, Spence. Don’t really want Sleeping Beauty back there waking up in front of your building.” He heads to the driver’s side and gets in, checking himself in the mirror. “Shit, I’m gonna have to see my guy too. You coming? You look all kinds of fucked up.”
 “I gotta find Dad, Thornton. Thanks, though. No clue where he’d be?”
 He shakes his head. “Henry probably knows. I could try to get it out of him, not really an interrogator though, and I don’t know if I want the skill set. You sure you don’t know how you did—”
 “Not a clue.”
 “Okay. I’ll come back tomorrow, we’ll trade info, see what’s what. Sound good?”
 I nod in reply. “Thornton? Thanks.”
 He smiles weakly. “Hey, what’re brothers for?”
 The Civic pulls away, and after I lose him in the traffic, I spit some blood onto the sidewalk. I just breathe for a minute, taking stock of what works and what’s sore and what’s going to make me move funny.
 Where to find Dad? Even if I knew some places to look, I couldn’t cover that much ground. It’d be like pulling randomly from the deck.
 Is this your card? How about this one? This one? Eventually the audience gives up on you.
 That’s why you need an edge, after all. Like with the King’s Confidante, you don’t even need to know what the card is or where it is in the deck. All you have to do is fan out the cards, find where the king is, and, guaranteed, the mark’s card will be right there next to—
 “Dad would go to the king. He’d take the urn to Father Coyote for his pat on the head.”
 So where do I find Father Coyote? Thornton just left (I still need his cell number), Henry’s locked in his trunk, and I don’t know any other Coyotes. Well, it follows that this Father would be a high-profile guy. If he’s leading our family or whatever, chances are the other tricksters would keep tabs. Know thy enemy, right?
 Considering that Rourke had greeted me with Gaelic profanities (at least that’s what they sounded like given the context), that leaves one other option. I whistle loudly, hailing a cab.
 The driver looks back at me. “Where to, kid?”
 “Grunstadt. Ten Oaths Distribution, please.”




Chapter Nineteen

Can’t Stand Them, Can’t Live Without Them
To be honest, I should’ve seen this coming. I mean, they’re our rivals, I tricked one of them recently, and I just literally walked through their front door demanding to speak to their boss.
 “I’m certain it will only be a few more minutes, Mr. Crain.” The receptionist, Shiko, smiles genially and returns her attention to her computer. Given it’s nearly six, she’s probably stalling me until the end of her shift.
 Damn Foxes.
 I’ve been waiting half an hour, and thanks to the stack of magazines, I now know more about the personal lives of celebrities circa 1987 than anyone my age ever should.
 I’m tapping my foot, nice and jittery. I probably look like a drug addict or an eight-year-old that really needs to go number one.
 God, she’s not even typing, just clicking her mouse, a smug look on her face, but it’s only when looking at the screen. So, to break the monotony, I speak up.
 “It’s better to uncover cards than build the foundation. Most of your good cards are probably buried.” Shiko gives me an odd look, and I go on further. “You’re playing Solitaire, right?”
 Incredulously, and vaguely insulted, she shakes her head. “Go.”
 I get up, so quickly dismissed. I need a plan B to find out that information, and there’s always a good way to stall before Go becomes I’m calling security.
 “Is there a bathroom, at least?”
 “Yes. There is.” Her eyes don’t leave the screen.
 “May I use it, please?”
 She shakes her head once. “Employees only.”
 I move toward the desk and peek around at the screen, where there are six grids in different windows, all covered in white and black dots.
 She looks bored as she clicks from window to window, adding new white dots to each grid. “It’s not polite to look over someone’s shoulder, Mr. Crain. And suggesting moves isn’t clever, it’s irritating.”
 I blink. “Is that a game?”
 She sighs, exasperated. “Yes. As I told you, I’m playing Go. Now return to your seat.”
 “Teachers have tried to get me to do that, you know.” I tilt my head at the screen. “Is it anything like Othello?” Tutoring has a lot of old board games. Her response is a soft growl, and I wince. “Not winning, I take it?”
 That earns me a glare.
 “Can you at least tell me how much longer it’s going to be?” I check the clock on her computer. It’s getting late now. Mom is definitely wondering where I am by this point. “Is it a hard game?” No response. Damn it. Well, I’m running low on time here. “May I ask you a question then?”
 “Is it about when you’ll get to see my boss?”
 “No.”
 “Is it about my game?”
 “No.”
 “Is it about whether you can use our bathroom?”
 “No.”
 “Is it going to be whether you can take me to dinner?”
 “Well, you’re hot and all, but I’m kind of in a thing right now. It’s complicated.” She doesn’t come back with another question, so I suppose I’m clear to ask. “Do you know where I can—”
 The phone interrupts me, and she immediately answers it, ignoring me.
 “Miss Shiko, do you know where I can find Father Coyote?”
 That gets her attention, and I can only guess she says the Japanese equivalent of “I’ll get back to you” before hanging up the phone. “Could you say that one more time, Mr. Crain?”
 “Where can I find—”
 “No, no, the whole thing.” She smiles politely.
 “Miss Shiko, do you know where I can find Father Coyote?”
 “But you’re a Coyote.”
 I nod.
 “And you’re asking me where to find your clan leader?” She covers her mouth with the tips of her fingers while she giggles. “Sure. Of course.”
 I arch a brow. “What, just like that?”
 “Mr. Crain, try to see this from my position. The very Coyote who tricked one of our own and stole his soul returns days later asking me for assistance in finding his own clan leader. Have you any idea the mileage I’ll get out of Kazuhiro-kun’s error now?” She grins, her tails twitching with anticipation.
 “So, where do I go?” Kitsune politics don’t really interest me, though they probably should, if you can follow that. I want out, remember? “I figured you guys would probably know where the leaders of the Coyote and Phouka are.”
 “The Phouka left the Feud, Mr. Crain.”
 “Yeah, but you’d still keep tabs on the Riordan. Especially if you’re worried about whether they’ll reenter the Feud.”
 She nods, curtly, conceding the point. “I rather miss the Dogs, personally. Absolute honesty can make for such intricate deception, don’t you find? A web of truths is so much harder to navigate, because you never know quite where you are. No offense, your clan is good for Karuta, but you lack the long view for Go.”
 “That’s supposed to be insulting, right?” I fold my arms. “What, is Karuta your version of Go Fish?” She narrows her gaze, and I elaborate. “A game for children.”
 “A child can surprise you, every now and then, but they are for the most part predictable in their chaos.” She appraises me. “Some require more attention than others. The special ones.”
 “Special like gifted or special like short bus?” I haven’t unfolded my arms.
 “With Coyotes it’s often both.” She smirks. “Your father is well known amongst my clan. That his son is ignorant is—”
 “Listen, just stop, okay? Stop the gloating and all the bullshit, I’m on the clock. You don’t like my dad? I hate him.”
 Surprise delays her words. Her fingers brush the speed-dial on her phone, hovering over the button labeled Security a few seconds. “I’ll call a cab for you.” Shiko dials the phone and proceeds with the call. “Shouldn’t be more than a few minutes.”
 “Uh, I spent my cash on the cab ride here. I can’t really afford another trip.”
 “You want me to pay a Coyote’s cab fare?” She looks at me dubiously, as if this could still be an elaborate ruse on my part. Sure, I’ll laugh it up with the boys later about how I scammed a Fox out of twenty bucks. Huzzah.
 I empty out my pockets, showing my cards, my empty wallet, and what loose change I have. “Sixtyfive cents. That’s it.”
 “What exactly are you looking to do, anyway?”
 “Filch back the urn my father stole from the Riordan, preferably right in front of Father Coyote.”
 Shiko exhales hard over the coins and turns her gaze on me, serious. “Okay, wait. Wait. I help you, Justin Crain suffers?”
 Thank you, Rob Reiner. I lean forward, my face inches from hers. “Humiliations galore.”
 Her grin matches my own. “Give me the sixty-five. I’ll cover the rest.”
 I watch her take the coins. “Wait, you’re actually taking my spare change? I thought that was just part of the reference.”
 The Fox smiles. “These are a Coyote’s coins. I’ll be using these on some scratcher tickets tonight.” She writes a quick note and hands it to me, along with some money from her purse. “Tell the driver to take you here. He won’t be hard to find, and they should let you right in.”
 I stare at the address. “This is four blocks from my building.” I chuckle, but it’s more pained and pathetic than anything else. “I’ve been running all over the City looking for this guy today and he’s four blocks from where I started?”
 Okay, I’ll just take the win here, not give Fate any reason to have another laugh at my expense. I plan for Dad to be a hell of a lot more entertaining. I thank Shiko, which she seems to relish, and head outside once I see the cab pull up. I give him the address and lean back in the seat, taking a deep breath.

So, Spence, you’re going to swipe back the urn.
 All right then, genius, how do you plan on doing that?
 According to procedural shows, this period of downtime would be where I’d review the events of the last few days, and suddenly some obscure piece of information that seemed extraneous would be the key to everything. I’d solve the case or save the life or pull off the con just in the nick of time, and still have enough minutes to work out that romantic subplot before the credits roll.
 Instead, thanks to the conversation with Shiko, my brain is overfocused on favorite lines from The Princess Bride. Damn it, why did that have to be such a quotable movie?
 The building that the cab pulls up to is, expectedly, a bar. Well, I would’ve put money on a strip joint too. It’s a two-floor building, so I guess there’s loft space above, or a pool hall, given that Billiards is etched into the front window. If the place has a name, it’s long since worn away from the door. It doesn’t sound all that busy.
 I’m about to turn around and see if the cab can take a few more laps around the block while I figure out what exactly I’m going to do, but it’s gone already, replaced by a silver Mercedes and the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.
 “Spencer, come over here, please.” Her voice is sweet, dark, inviting. Hell yes, I will go right over there. “Get in the back.”
 I readily comply, opening the door. I’m not alone in the backseat, another Coyote is there, but he’s not important, nor is the weird stone thing between him and I, there’s only her. God, this is the most magnificent creature I have ever laid eyes on.
 “Spencer, you know Justin, right?”
 Blearily, I look at the other Coyote, who’s just as dreamy-eyed as I probably am, but why wouldn’t he be? We’re the luckiest bastards on earth, in the backseat of a car driven by the perfect woman. But the nice lady asked me a question, so I nod readily.
 “Justin tells me you helped get my urn back. I wish you’d told me which urn it was when I last saw you, Spencer. It would’ve made me so happy. I never would’ve let you out of my sight after that.”
 I am such an asshole. Why didn’t I tell her? God, I might’ve gotten to touch her if I’d just told her about the stupid urn. “I’m sorry. I should’ve told you everything.” I blush hard. “You’re really pretty though. I didn’t think. I was distracted.”
 “Oh, don’t worry, Spencer. You and Justin are here with me now, so there won’t be any more problems. You’ve returned my son to me, after all.”
 In the warm ecstatic muck that my mind is quickly becoming, something clicks. What I heard is important. I know this.
 Justin speaks up, sounding drunk. “I am happy to be of service, my lady. I would do anything for you.”
 “That’s why you’re my favorite, Justin. You always come back to me. No matter how many times you run away or try to forget me, you remember who you serve, don’t you?”
 He nods repeatedly, a dopey grin crossing his face.
 Time passes. Minutes? Hours? Who cares? I just get to look at her, that marvel of femininity. The car parks, I don’t know where we are. The door opens, and she beckons for us to follow her. Justin picks up the urn, proudly. I pick up a bag that I think is mine, and follow. We’re in the woods now, but I hear cars. Maybe the park? My head’s starting to feel weird.
 “Justin, put the urn down here.” She smiles beamingly at him, and he obeys. Her gaze falls on me, and all of the background noise just fades away. “Spencer? What do you have there?”
 I hold up my messenger bag, meekly, and she takes it from me, going through it, finding my books from school, notes, all of it casually tossed to the ground. She stares a moment. Her hand then appears from the bag, holding a steak knife. “Is this yours, Spencer?”
 “Yes, Selah.” I smile just as proudly as Justin.
 She advances on me, her fingers trailing over my chest, something cool and metallic grazing along my throat. God, she’s sexy. “Who told you that name?” Even when she’s pissed.
 “I heard it in a story.” I try to kiss her, but my neck suddenly hurts when I do that. “It was about a sorceress who taught a hound how to be a man, and she fell in love with the man, and she told him…” Her hand covers my mouth, and I press my lips to it, kissing gently.
 “Who told you that story, Spencer?” Her hand goes away from my lips. I can see the moistness of my kisses still on her skin. I grin widely. I did that.
 “Redmond O’Rourke.” The same hand slaps my face, my grin not fading. I felt where I kissed her graze over my cheek.
 “Don’t lie to me, Spencer, he couldn’t have told you that story. He can’t tell it to anyone, but—”
 The words flow out of my mouth. “I bind your tales to the worlds before, for kings, queens, lovers, and no one more.” I continue my dopey grin. “He calls me gradhan.”
 The beauty starts to crack in her face. “You bedded my husband?” My mind has fits and starts. She’s so beautiful, but for some reason I’m thinking I should be terrified.
 She casually motions at the ground with the knife, her words sounding strange, not English, but I still understand them. “Bind him.”
 Within seconds I’m on the ground, on my back, my wrists and ankles entangled in roots. I struggle, but pain is my reward, sharp thorns growing from my bindings. I no longer find the lady pretty. “Let me go!”
 She kneels over me, drags the tip of the knife down my cheek. “I don’t care what Redmond told you, Spencer, but you know too much, and I can’t have you telling anyone. You understand, right?” Her voice is still as sickly sweet as before, seductive.
 So I spit in her gorgeous face. “Fuck you. Let me go.” I should try to get more info out of her, but who gives a shit what her evil plan for world domination is? I wanna live!
 “No, Spencer. You were doing everything you were made for. Why else would I have my favorite breed with human trash? My boys are better than that now. I am better than that now.”
 Or, maybe she’ll just spill her plot without any encouragement. Apparently she’s never seen a Bond movie.
 “I was made for something?” Yes, I think that’s bullshit.
 “Of course. For many things, like that you don’t look like my boys, so the Kitsune didn’t suspect you, and you found the urn. My son.” She looks back toward Dad, who’s still gleefully clutching the urn. “And tomorrow night I’ll get him back.” She keeps the knife against my face.
 “Are you going to kill me?” That’s all I care about right now. I wish I were braver, but…
 Oh God, the knife is so close, what if she cuts out my eye? What if she…
 “Of course not, Spencer.” She takes the knife from my face and kisses my cheek. “I couldn’t kill you. You’re one of my boys, one of my favorites. I was going to let you be here when I raised my son from the ashes.” She pouts softly, hurt. “But I can’t do that, now.” She gets to her feet, vanishing from my view. “And Justin, I could never kill your son. You understand that, right?”
 “Yes, my lady.” Dad sounds just as drunk as he did in the car.
 “Justin? Do you love me?”
 “Yes, my lady.” His voice is much more eager, like a puppy being taunted with a rubber ball.
 “Good.” I lean my head far enough forward to see her hand my father the knife. She turns toward me and smiles cruelly before kissing my father long and hard. “Kill your son.”




Chapter Twenty

Chaotic Neutral
“Dad? Stop. Please stop. You don’t want to do this! I mean, I know we’re not really getting along but we can talk about the whole reconciliation thing, right?”
 My father sets down the urn and walks toward me, dazed and wearing an “I’m gonna get laid tonight” grin. Also, holding a knife. A sharp knife I usually use to cut sandwiches when all the butter knives are dirty, and oh yeah, I should probably do some more dishes when I get—
 Not important!
 Oh God, I can’t die, there’s still so much shit that needs to be done. You can’t die if you’ve got homework due, right? Oh God, fuck, please, I don’t want to die, I don’t want to die, I don’t want—
 “Damn it!” Dad is hopping about on his left leg, cursing, his face a mask of pain. I see a big rock near where he’s dancing about. What the hell…

And may you always stub your toe so I’ll recognize you by your limp.
 Holy shit, that curse really worked!
 “What are you doing, Justin?” The lady sounds pissed, definitely ugly when she’s angry. My father immediately stops hopping, the idiotic smile gracing his face again as he submits to her gaze.
 Wait… She’s looking at him, he’s obviously looking at her. So who’s looking at me?
 Fuck, fuck, how did that part of the story go? They were playing a game or something and Rourke remembered the Song of the Moon and…
 And my legs are way too skinny for those roots to hold me now! Aw yeah! Suck on that, bitch!
 A whole lot of twisting and squirming later, I’m on my feet, all four of them. The changing instantly will take some getting used to, but…
 “He’s free, kill him, Justin. Kill him!”
 But it’s time to run away. A little more Hot-roddicus supersonicus than Overconfidentii vulgaris.
 If I thought about it, I’d probably trip over my own feet, but my body seems to have no problem breaking into a run while I exit stage left as fast as fucking possible.
 Dad gives chase, oddly silent save his footsteps. Probably still grinning and holding that knife. I cut left, circle around, make my path as weird and confusing as possible. Unfortunately this only serves to get me lost. Sure, I’ve worked cards in Tolon Park, but it was on the main paths and during the day. Running along the paths, in the lights, is practically asking to be seen.
 My ears prick up, which is a weird feeling, at the sound of…club music? Wait, The Palace. It’s right across the street from the park, I know where I am, but…
 But there’s always a long line, and a coyote running across the street is going to attract attention. Damn it, why does this stupid trick have a catch? I run toward the music regardless, because maybe someone will try to stop Dad from stabbing me to death in front of two hundred witnesses. I mean, he would care about that, right?
 Fuck, this is all too confusing. I just want to be home and in bed and worrying about stupid shit and bitching on the internet about TV. I just—
 Oh God, I was just howling, wasn’t I? And I sounded pathetic.
 “Hey!”
 I look over at a rather unassuming Volvo with some well-tanned guy with black hair behind the wheel. He reaches over and pushes the passenger door open. “Get in.”
 I can hear Mom in my head telling me not to take rides from strangers, but…I’m a coyote right now. How would that guy know I could understand him? I trot out of the park and worm through the crowd, like a stray dog going back to his master, I suppose. I hop in the passenger seat and slip into the back, where it’s a bit roomier. He closes the door and pulls into traffic, just as I hear shouts and screams from the crowd. I see my father emerge from the park, still crazed and holding a knife.
 Instinctively, I lie down on the seat, out of sight.
 “So, you called?” His voice is a little deep, but smooth, almost oily.
 I poke my head between the seats quizzically. He’s dressed in a suit, loose tie and shirt, all relatively cheap-looking.
 “And given how Justin looked, I would suppose you were around my ex?” He chuckles. “Change back, would you? I hate one-sided conversations.”
 I look around, and we’re at a stoplight, people passing by, and he’s right there. The whole world is telling me I’m a coyote, and no amount of trickery will change that. After a few seconds, I feel a chill run through me, and suddenly the Volvo has become a high-end SUV. With tinted windows.
 The man glances off to his left, away from me, and suddenly all of the pressure drops off. Who’s to say that the coyote and I didn’t switch places in that instant, right? Kind of how the moon and the sun are never really in the same place at the same—
 “Weren’t we in a station wagon? I mean, who are you? How did you do that?” My clothes are dirty, my wrists and ankles sore and bruised, but at least I’m bipedal and able to speak again.
 “We’re in Allora, flash blends better. And to answer your other two questions, I’m a god. I get what I want.” He looks back over at me, his eyes flashing golden for a moment, mirroring mine. “What about you, kid? You get what you want?”
 “You’re…” Oh shit. “Father Coyote?”
 He smirks, and I feel at ease, though I don’t quite know why. “Grandfather, in your case, but I still don’t know why Justin wasted good seed on a human.” His eyes sweep over me once. “Well, with that little trick you picked up…” He snickers, shaking his head as he turns his eyes back to the road. “My boys always have to prove me wrong, don’t they?”
 “How did you find me?”
 “You called out. I can hear all of my kids when they need me. Aren’t usually trying to kill each other though.” He glances over. “You’ll have to excuse Sel, she can get a little possessive.”
 I blink. “I’m sorry, what? You know that crazy bitch? She… She…” God, where do I even begin? “She, like, brainwashes people! She got my dad to try to stab me to death in the middle of Tolon Park just because I…” Probably not a good idea to tell the Grand Poobah I’m nailing the competition. “It doesn’t matter, what the hell is she?”
 “You don’t have to worry about Sel taking you out. I’ve told her in no uncertain terms to never harm any of my kids. As for what she is, you know, I’m not really sure anymore.” The car rolls through an intersection, the neighborhood still Allora, but we’re heading toward Beckettsville. “She started out as one of them, but…” He grins lecherously. “Who really cares? Still sexy as all get-out.”
 I look at him dubiously. “Firstly, no one says sexy as all get-out anymore. Secondly, all that means is that she just has to get someone else to kill me. Thirdly, you have to be a little more clear on who them are.”

“Them are the sorcerers. Who else matters?” He motions out the window at the crowd beyond. “All those marks out there? They’re practice, kid. Even the Foxes and Dogs, they’re advanced study. You trick them, maybe you can trick Ra’keth.”
 “Not going to spit?”
 Another smirk from him. “You didn’t.”
 “I’ve never met one. Listen, please tell me what exactly the Silver Lady is, okay? Maybe it’ll help me get the urn back from—” I’m practically thrown into the windshield as he slams on the brakes.
 Okay. Ow. Really really really ow. Seat belts are there for a reason, Spencer. I buckle mine slowly and rub my face, feeling sore. Damn it, how am I going to explain coming home looking like I was beat to hell?
 “Selah has the urn?” No more smooth and oily. Dead serious. Guessing from the look in his eyes, if I don’t tell the truth the emphasis will be on dead.
 “Yeah, not my fault, though—” I’m shoved against the window, the seat belt having magically disappeared.
 “You think I care about blame right now?” He growls with a coyote’s head, baring teeth at me now. “Where is she?”
 “Back in the park, she was…” The car lurches and leans as he peels out, doing a one-eighty, the momentary g-force adding nausea to my growing list of injuries. “She was going to raise her son or something. I don’t see how. It’s only ashes, right?”
 “You are green, aren’t you? She was a sorcerer, she still has a lot of that power, and just because resurrections don’t exist anymore, it doesn’t mean she doesn’t know the loopholes!” He seethes. “Stupid pup. That urn was safe with the Foxes, who the fuck stole it from them?”
 Uh-oh.
 “Actually, uh, it was stolen most recently by my dad.” See? I’m not lying. Damn, maybe I’ve hung around Rourke too much. “Wait, you aren’t in the loop? I thought you were a god.”
 “I’m a god, not the God that those marks are always yammering about.” He sighs wistfully. “To have gotten in on the ground floor of that one. Too stodgy, though. I’m not omniscient, kid. I like my boys to get a little independence.” He glowers at me. “For better or worse. The only reason you aren’t decorating my grill is because you tricked a Dog into telling you how to shape-change. How, by the way?”
 “Anyone ever tell you that you jump subjects a lot? What about the urn and the crazy bitch we’re speeding through traffic to get to?” I look at him, his face back to a human guise. “The whole her-raisingher-son? That’s a bad thing. We’re trying to stop it, right?” I shudder. “Oh God, this is how the zombie apocalypse starts.” Damn it, I should’ve paid more attention to Romero. “I need a shotgun, do you have a shotgun?”
 “Kid.”
 “You always need a shotgun. The guy with the shotgun always lives longest, and he gets the best lines, and usually gets to sleep with the hot chick during the ten minutes they find a good safe house and—”
 “Spencer.”
 “But the guy with the shotgun usually gets killed near the end just so the girl can live. Wait, I’m bi, maybe I could be the hot girl. I don’t mind taking it in the ass if I get to live. Damn it, where is your shot— ”
 A hand is now covering my mouth. “Shut. Up.”
 Hey, go through the shit I’ve been through tonight and see if you don’t have a little breakdown, okay?
 “She’s not a sorcerer anymore. Gave that up so she could live forever. Her son? He was. And the last thing this world needs is another damned Ra’keth. We’ve got our hands full with the one we have now.” He glances at me. “Why else do you think Fate keeps us around?”
 “So what are we going to do?”
 He laughs, his face becoming a coyote’s again. “What we, white man? You think I’d trust this to a pup? Tell me how you became a coyote, kid, now.”
 “I promised I wouldn’t. I’m sorry.” The car comes to a halt shortly after. I get my bearings. I’m about fifteen blocks from home.
 “Promises are for marks. Now I could be a real bastard and maybe mention your mother, some of your friends, little bits of your life I can well and truly fuck up. I could even tell you that I can make you human, take every bit of my blood out of you, make you just like all of them.”
 I stare at him. “Really?”
 And he reads me. “Ahhh. I get it. You want out, don’t you?” He doesn’t wait for me to answer. “Tell me how to do it, Spencer. Let us learn that trick, and all of this goes away. Your father, your brothers, the Feud, everything. Tomorrow morning you’re just a normal kid. You and your mother are out. Forever.”
 I want to say that I have morals, that the promise does mean something, that I spit in his face. I want to tell you that I don’t give in to temptation, but c’mon, I’m just a dumb kid, okay? You know how easy it is for someone like me to drop my problems on someone else’s doorstep and walk away whistling a happy tune? Too easy.
 Too goddamned easy.
 So I open the door and get out, closing the door behind me. He rolls down the window, and I lean in slightly. “I’ll be all right on my own from here on out, thanks.” And I give him a smirk of my own. “And I’ll have that urn long before you or my father do.”
 “And what makes you think that, pup?”
 I let the smirk become a grin. “Fate’s on my side, man, I’m the hero. Don’t you watch TV?”




Chapter Twenty-One

Puppy Dog Eyes
By the time I make it to Grunstadt, I’m flirting with curfew.
 I duck into an alley, behind some Dumpsters, and once I feel that no one’s watching me, I practice changing back and forth for about fifteen minutes. Coyote to human is easy, because I know I’m human, or close enough. It’s more like relaxing a muscle. Becoming a coyote, well, I don’t think it has anything to do with the Song of the Moon or anything that was happening during the story, it’s more what I felt during that part of the story. Once I get a handle on accessing that feeling, it’s a lot easier to do the switcheroo.
 So now I know the big trick of the Phouka, and I can apparently do the big coyote trick as well…
 Coyotes can cloak however they want, as long as they appear human. But if I’m currently in the shape of a coyote, could I look however I want, so long as I resemble a four-legged canine? Might as well give it a shot.
 I think back on when Rourke brought me to his apartment and outted himself as a Phouka. He kept changing into the dog to mess with me, but I’m likely not the only person who’s seen him looking like that. So I imagine him in his dog form, the big Irish wolfhound with the shaggy ebon coat, bright golden eyes, only this time I imagine something extra around the neck.
 I head to the front entrance of the building, following another tenant into the lobby. There is no way that Rourke is going to let me up, but maybe if I can talk to him face to face, I can work this out. The key is getting in. So, pathetically, I paw gently at the glass door keeping me from the elevators, and whine at the tenant checking her mail, using my big soulful eyes.
 “How’d you get in here, big guy?” She kneels in front of me, her face smooth and pretty, long brown hair braided to pull forward and lay across her, well, she’s got a nice rack, okay? I play it up, lolling my tongue out and smiling. I look toward the doors, then back at her, whimpering.
 Her eyes fall to the illusion of the collar around my neck, along with an ID tag in shiny brass. “Oh! Your owner’s upstairs. How’d you get out?”
 I answer with another doggy grin and paw the door.
 “Well, I’d better take you back up to your owner.” She opens the door and motions for me to follow, which I readily do, and sit patiently in front of the elevators, waiting for a car to show up.
 The ride up is quiet, though she scratches behind my ears, which feels kinda nice, and proceeds to tell me about the puppies she had when she was seven or something. I don’t really listen, I’m checking her out from the underside and, damn, I gotta look her up sometime.
 Hey, I know the world could very well be coming to an end in the next few hours, but I’m still a guy, and just because I’ve been plunging in the male end of the pool lately, I still appreciate a fine pair of breasts that proudly give the middle finger to gravity.
 I follow her out of the elevator and trot down the hall, the carpet much more forgiving to paws than accursed linoleum, and sit in front of Rourke’s door. She knocks politely, and a few seconds later Rourke opens the door partway, looking angry, betrayed, his shirt half-open, eyes smoldering, but it quickly fades once he sees the woman.
 “I, uh, I found your dog downstairs, Mr. Rourke. I don’t know how he got out, but…”
 “I don’t have a…” Rourke looks down at me, and I pray that the illusion holds, because if he sees me as I am, there’s no way I’m getting in. “Ah, yes. He’s one of mine, yes, like a family member, actually. Thank you for bringing him here.” He pats my head gently. “He’s a clever one.”
 Rourke proceeds to spend the next minute flirting with the, well, gifted tenant, and by the end of it has her apartment number and a standing date. And what drives another nail in the coffin for me isn’t that I feel jealous, it’s that I don’t. I mean, if I loved him, I would care that he’s flirting so casually so soon after being allegedly betrayed by me.
 Rourke finally steps aside and lets me in. He closes his front door and walks to the kitchen, the clink of glasses being set on the counter soon after.
 “I take it you’ve heard something. Is it about the boy? Have you seen him?” There’s a harder edge near the end there. I don’t answer, though. Rourke comes into the living room, sitting down on the couch with a full tumbler of whiskey. “He claimed innocence, that Justin Crain is responsible. Told me he was going to get the urn back for me.” He’s conflicted. I think he wants to believe that, but there’s evidence to the contrary, thanks to Dad. Asshole.
 I just sit there, silently. I really do want to know where I stand with him. I cock my head to the side, and he takes a swallow of his whiskey.
 “You must be a pup, eh?” He smiles warmly. “Waiting for your king to allow you out of his presence so you can change back?” Rourke shakes his head with a chuckle and grandly waves his hand off toward his bedroom. “You may change in there.”
 Damn it. If I don’t he’ll know that something’s up. But if I do go in there I’m going to have to change, and then comes the confrontation that I really don’t want to have. I’ve got an idea, and I want to run it past him, but I need to know that he’ll listen.
 Also, it would seem that cloaking does in fact fool people other than humans. Good for me, but it means that my earlier threat to turn Dad in to the cops didn’t hold any water so Dad knew I was just spouting BS, but then again he was trying to stall me…
 I can think about that later, I still have to deal with Rourke.
 Reluctantly, I pad into his bedroom, breaking his line of sight, and I feel the eyes of the world off me. I let go of the shape, of the illusion. I’m very tired all of a sudden, and I need to sit on the floor, my back against the wall while I catch my breath. All of my muscles are sore now, my face hot, my chest tight. I hug my knees to my chest, trying to just breathe.
 After a minute the tightness starts to go away, but I still feel like crap. I also notice a pair of legs next to me, and I raise my head to look up at Rourke, who glares down at me.
 “You…” He looks back out into the living room and checks his bathroom, before returning to me. “How…”
 “I didn’t do it to trick you. I just want to talk to you.” Despite how pissed off he is at me, if Rourke believes he was tricked, well, him and I will lose a few precious hours. “I don’t know why I can do it. I just remember how I felt during parts of the story you told me, and then boom, I’m a coyote.”
 “But you were…” He sighs. “You can cloak even when doing my trick.” Rourke pulls me to my feet and is about to shove me toward the front door when he notices my bruises, the black eye I might be getting. “Who did this to you?”
 I shrug, trying to smile. “Who didn’t? My brother, my dad, Sel—” His hand immediately covers my mouth.
 “Never say her name. Don’t want her knowing where you are.” His finger traces along the small nick from the blade on my neck. “This was done while you were trying to retrieve the urn?”
 “Not exactly. I was trying to find Dad before he took the urn to Father Coyote, who, by the way, is kind of a dick. Then the Silver Lady shows up and everything’s a blur until I’m in the park and she’s pissed at me for sleeping with her husband.” I give him a look. “You could’ve told me you were married to that crazy bitch.”
 “Oh, now she’s crazy? You should’ve seen yourself when I described her for you in the story. You were enrapt, as well as interested.”
 “Well, you’re a good storyteller. Of course I was enrapt and interested.”
 His hand runs over my crotch. “No, you were enrapt.” He then squeezes my stiffening erection. “And interested.”
 “Does this mean you’re not mad at me anymore?”
 “I’m angry enough with you, but we have greater problems. What do you remember from your time with her?” He lets go of my groin and sits on the bed.
 “Dad brought her the urn.” I hear him growl softly, but hopefully it’s not directed at me. “She said that I was made to retrieve it from the Foxes, which makes no sense.”
 “Your clan does not breed with humans, and even when they do, the children are always human. You are…a special case, it would seem. There are many traditions, forgotten, but not gone, that deal with the conception of children on specific days, times, under certain conditions to produce desired traits or to withhold others. The Ra’keth introduced them, to produce any sort of offspring they desired.”
 “That’s disgusting. And insane.” I sit on the bed, opposite Rourke. “Is that the whole reason Dad stole Mom from you?” I turn to look at him. “Oh God, Rourke, was I supposed to be your son?” Considering everything that him and I have done, I shudder at that thought and to hell with those stories on the internet. Hot in theory does not necessarily equal hot in practice.
 “If your father had not taken your mother from me, you would not even be born, or at least you would be much younger. I believe in taking my time with a woman, she must be courted properly and shown the respect she deserves.”
 I cock a brow at him. “But guys you’ll bone on the first date?”
 He smiles slightly. “Males won’t bear any bastard progeny, so why not?” I can tell he’s returning to the matter at hand, though, because the mirth fades from his face. “What else did she say?”
 “She wanted Dad to kill me. He was going to do it too. I barely got away. What’s up with that, anyway? How come I don’t get all googly-eyed over mentions of her anymore?”
 “She’s lost power over you. You’re not supposed to know her as she is, only as this Silver Lady. Names have power, why else would I have so many?”
 “She’d kill me for knowing her name? Is it really that important?”
 Rourke shakes his head. “Spencer, if I ever told you my true name, I wouldn’t let you out of my sight. You don’t know what a sorcerer could do with a name, or what they would do to know one.”
 I think a moment. “What sort of things could they do with a name?”
 “Everything. Anything.”
 “Then how did you learn hers?”
 He just gives me a look. Right. That way.
 “Okay, Rourke, what do I do? I mean, she wants to bring her son back to life—”
 His hands are on my shoulders. He moved so quickly I didn’t see. Holy shit, he looks really intense. “She’s going to do what?”
 “She wants to bring him back from the dead, that’s why she needs the ashes. She, uh… That’s not possible, right?” I chuckle nervously. “There’s not going to be, like, zombies, are there?”
 After blinking in confusion, he resumes the intensity. “It is very possible. With the correct rituals, a proper sacrifice, she could raise anyone from the dead. She’s bound by more rules, since she gave up some of her power to live forever, but it should be enough.”
 A proper sacrifice.
 “She’s going to kill Dad.” I get off the bed, heading toward the door. “I have to stop her.”
 “It won’t be tonight, Spencer.” When I turn to look at him, he’s standing near the bed, the distance evident. “The time must be very precise.”
 “But she was going to kill me tonight.”
 “Likely you were to be a simple murder rather than a sacrifice. You know her name, after all.”
 “So, what, the planets have to be aligned correctly?”
 “The rituals that she’ll be using were created before the planets were found. This will be more constant. There is a reason she chose your people as her servants. You are all susceptible to a certain kind of goddess.”
 I arch a brow. “Crazy and hot?” I see him motion upward with his finger. “What, the moon?” That would make sense, I’ve always thought the moon was pretty. No wonder Father Coyote went after her. So the moon probably has to be full for her to pull it off. And it’ll be full tomorrow night. Shit. “She’s a moon goddess?”
 “Close enough to fool you. It would amaze you how well that can work some— Spencer, are you listening to me?”
 A whole lot of things just clicked in my head. If they believe I was made with certain traits, maybe I could use that and con them into thinking they got a lot more than they bargained for. It’s crazy, but it could actually…
 “What were you saying before? That whole thing about conceiving kids at certain times?”
 Rourke tilts his head at me, I suppose a bit of the hound peeking its way through. “Sorcerers would do this, yes, to ensure certain traits.”
 “And she did it with you, didn’t she? When she had your son? That’s how you know about this stuff, right?”
 He nods. “Yes, but what does it matter?” Rourke meets me by the bedroom door. “What are you plotting?”
 I grin wide. “Let me borrow your car.”




Chapter Twenty-Two

Belligerent Sexual Tension
“Obviously you need my help.” Shiko is dressed in a red cocktail dress, strapless, which brings out the ebon hair of her human guise. I guess Coyotes aren’t the only ones who cloak. I picked her up as she was heading into an A-list restaurant in Destry Bay. “How did you know where I was?”

I playfully shrug, forcing my eyes to look at hers instead of her cleavage before turning my attention back to the road. “I said that you were the last person I needed to see in the world, out loud.”
 She rolls her eyes. “Someday we’ll figure out your luck, Coyote.”
 “Any reason you’re dressed as arm candy?”
 Shiko glares. “I do not look like a heroin addict.”
 “No, no, arm— Don’t you ever watch those red-carpet event shows? High-society stuff?” When I look at her, I’m getting a sweet god, how gay are you? look. “What? Sometimes nothing’s on. And the people tend to be hot.” I sigh. “But anyway, yes, I need your help.”
 “In the beginning, this was a bit of a coup. A Coyote asking a Kitsune for help makes your clan look bad, not mine. But if you keep asking for help and I keep giving it to you…”
 Then her side looks like they’re just around to help us, making them, and her, look bad.
 “What if I said it’s bigger than the Feud?”
 She shakes her head. “You’re not Phouka, so there’s no guarantee I can trust anything you say. Besides, not many things take precedence over the Feud.”
 “What if I said a crazy wannabe moon-goddess was masterminding an evil plot to raise her son from the dead?”
 She covers her mouth politely while she giggles.
 “And what if I said that dead son was a Ra’keth?”
 That shuts her up.
 “You have my attention. Make sure it’s not wasted.” Her eyes are serious, and the casual way in which she draped herself over the leather seat is gone.
 “I heard a story that your clan once stole names from the Sorcerer Kings. Is it true?” A soft growl is my reply. I pull over the car. “I don’t want you to show me how to do whatever that taught you, I just need to know if it’s true.” I try the smile I save for girls. “What, don’t you want to lord your clan’s advantage over me? I heard you guys can…” I lower my voice. “I heard you know magic.”
 A few seconds pass, her eyes hard, but I can see the wheels turning in there. “Why do you ask?” Might as well be a yes.
 I lean closer. “How would you like to trick a sorceress? Well, not an Emerald in the Snow, more like a Cubic Zirconia in the Frost.”
 “I’m listening.”
 “If we pull this off, she won’t raise her son, she’ll be powerless, and not only do you get to take some credit for stopping it, Justin Crain will have to admit you saved his life.”
 Her hand gently brushes my face. “That is a very tempting offer, but if you believe I’ll help a Coyote with Coyote problems just to show up a rival, you’re mistaken.”
 Shit. “Even if a sorcerer returns?”
 “There are already plenty of sorcerers out there, and they tend to take care of their own, but there is only one Sorcerer King at the moment. A new one would be so preoccupied with culture shock he’d make an excellent mark. Why prevent my clan from achieving another Emerald in the Snow? Even though the Kitsune did it first, no clan has ever done it twice.”
 “Fine, what do you want?” I place a finger on her mouth before she speaks. “You aren’t getting any of the stories I’ve been told.”
 “What makes you think I want anything?”
 “Because you can shake me down for plenty. I know you want to help. How often does the opportunity come along to trick the Silver Lady and prevent a Ra’keth from being raised?” I bite my lower lip a second. “That is a bad thing, right? And uh, he won’t be a zombie, will he?”
 With a soft snort, she opens up her purse, a tiny little thing, a clutch I think it’s called, and removes a silk handkerchief. She takes out a pen, and scribes some characters that look Japanese on the white silk, which strangely holds the ink. Shiko hands it to me, along with the pen. “Sign here, and we’ll talk.”
 “What is this?”
 “Essentially? ‘I hereby owe Shiko three favors.’ This is Coyote business, and as embarrassing as it might be for a Coyote to need the help of a Kitsune, it is humiliating for a Coyote to acknowledge that he owes his success to a Kitsune. Even more so if he agreed to favors.”
 “You want me to just sign that? I don’t even know what you can do.” She places the handkerchief on the dashboard, letting the pen rest atop it. Shortly afterward, she gets out of the car and starts walking down the street, in the direction of Grunstadt.
 After a few seconds, I exit and follow after her. “Shiko!”
 She slows, hugging her arms to her chest, glancing over her shoulder at me.
 “You must be cold.” I drape my jacket over her shoulders. Mom raised me right in those regards, at least.
 “Thank you.” She looks to the side, demurely.
 “There’s always going to be a Feud, isn’t there? I think you’re a pretty cool lady, but it’ll always be like this between us, won’t it?” I stuff my hands in my pockets, out of the night air, cast my eyes down and away.
 She leans her head into my view. “You were hoping for something more? And here I thought your heart belonged to the Dogs.” Her mouth is then against mine, her tongue smooth, delicate, gentle against my own. I close my eyes, lean into it, let my hands slip around her waist to pull her to me. It’s nice, the kind of kiss you wish you could come home to.
 “Shiko?” I hold her against me, sharing warmth in the late spring air. “You’re right. I do want something more.”
 Her eyes meet mine, God, like an autumn night with two shining stars. “Yes, Spencer?” Her voice is soft, sweet.
 “I just don’t think I can go on without…” I kiss her again, embracing her, and pull back for a second. “My wallet.”
 She smiles again, but it’s natural, and I get the feeling that I’m seeing her real smile, the one she saves when no one’s around. I feel the ever-so-slight pressure of her hand brushing against my pocket, and she steps back from me. “I’ll have to keep an eye on you, Spencer Crain.”
 “And I’ll have to watch out for you, Shiko… What is your last name anyway?”
 She covers her mouth again, giggling, the front already back up before she nods politely. “I’ll stop dealing on the Ace of Clubs? An odd code, but there’s no trick a Coyote can imagine that a Kitsune can’t puzzle out.”
 Shit, I forgot about that card in there from the trick I showed Miss Scott, but if Shiko wants to burn time on it, she can go ahead. Besides, I’m just happy that I’ve got my wallet back and that I’m not grinning like a moron.
 Well, I’m happy about my wallet at least.
 She walks away, into the night, and I guess I have to close out that part of my idea. Kitsune magic would’ve gone a long way in selling the con. Nothing much left to do but move on to the endgame.
 I return to the car and remember that my jacket is still on Shiko, who has now vanished from sight. I shake my head gently, muttering as I get into the car. “Damn Foxes.”
 By now it’s getting more than a little late, so I call Rourke from his car phone to let him know I’m heading back, and that I’ll need a ride home. Now it’s another drive out to Grunstadt.
 “Going to let me in on the trick?”
 I wish I could say I respond coolly, but I almost swerve into oncoming traffic and shriek like a girl as Father Coyote appears in the passenger seat.
 “Holy shit, what the fuck is wrong with you?” My knuckles go white on the steering wheel. “Jesus, you can’t just…just… How the hell did you do that, anyway?”
 “My grandson is driving the King of the Phouka’s Lexus. I’m intrigued. As for how I did it, must I reiterate that I’m a god? Still though…” He tsks softly, glancing out the window. “Fucking Dogs, stealing kisses from Foxes, are you sure you want out? Seems like you’re working the Feud well enough on your own.” His eyes are on me. I try to keep my mind off the fact that my eyes are his as well. “So what’s the trick?”
 “It’s not a trick.” I am telling the truth, because recent events have ensured a trick just isn’t possible now. I flick my gaze at him. “Is it true, what the Silver Lady said? That I was made for a specific purpose?”
 “Why do you think I didn’t approve of Justin and your mother? As much as I love Sel, I wish she’d stop screwing with my boys. My family is not a eugenics program.”
 “She’s done this before? There’ve been others…like me?”
 “Hell if I know, but she still tricks the lot of you plenty.” He grumbles, muttering under his breath.
 “What?”
 “I said I’ll be paying for that one night for the rest of eternity, it seems.” He grins, but it’s fake. God, it’s fake.
 “You stole her from Rourke.” I sigh and pull over the car. “Dad was telling me that the best way to get back at a Dog or Fox was to steal their girlfriend. That’s twice you guys have done that to him.”
 “And you aren’t doing the same?” His fake smile recedes into a knowing smirk. “You used him, strung him along to get what you want because you don’t have the balls to tell him you don’t love him.” Coyote shrugs once. “But hey, if you want to prank the King of the Phouka, it’ll carry you far in the Feud… Oh right, you want out.” He leans close to me. “So I guess you’re just a prick, or a bitch. So don’t judge me, pup. I stole her from him because Fate didn’t want them squeezing out any more damned Ra’keth.”
 “I’m just trying to figure out how to tell him.”
 He chuckles, and it does not put me at ease. “No, you’re trying to trick him into not hating you, or trick yourself into thinking it can work. It doesn’t happen like that, kid. Just ask your father.”
 “Or you.” When I look at him he’s glaring, and I shrug. “Please, we all learn this shit from our parents. Is that how it happened with you and her? You tried to make it work?”
 “Look at me, kid. I look like the type to settle down?” He motions to himself, his clothes, a roguishly charming smile that’s his, Dad’s, and God, probably mine too.
 “No, you don’t. So who was the girl or guy you cheated with? Must’ve been someone to risk pissing off a sorceress.” I switch off the engine and turn in the seat toward him. “C’mon, I’ve got a knack for people telling me stories, so out with it. I want to know how she went from a Ra’keth to what she is today. I want to know why all of us lose our minds whenever we see her. Tell me the story of How Coyote Loved and Lost.”
 “It was a trick, that was all.”
 Coyote reaches into his pocket, removes a pack of cigarettes, and lights one. Great, my grandfather has a penchant for the dramatic. “This used to be our land, you know, before we had to change, before all of them…” He motions dismissively out the window at the passing pedestrians. The passing humans. “Before they changed us. Sure, I know the stories, I was clever in some and an idiot in others, but damn it, those people learned something from me. And now what? Now people hear my name and think of what, a cartoon? Some scavenger nosing through their garbage? But back then, oh, back then…” He takes a pull off his cigarette. “Me, Raven, Fox, Bear, Deer, all of them, we meant something. And then gods from other places showed up, hitching rides on ships with their people. Nipponese, Olympians, Loas, Celts… It wasn’t a war, not really, we just got smaller. Get smaller every time the world ends.”
 I let him talk, smoke, whatever he wants.
 “Sel and I, this was worlds ago, you understand. She knew what I was. She’d heard the stories about how I tricked men and gods and mountains and the moon, and about as many with me falling on my ass. It was part of the appeal, you know? I was more dangerous than the Dog, it didn’t take much to sway her, I can be damned sweet when I need to be. She was…willful. Ra’keth can be that when they need to be, too. Sel was a challenge, that was the allure.”
 “And that’s why it ended? No more challenge?”
 Coyote takes another drag and stubs out the cig in the ashtray. “She knew full well going in what I was. There are countless stories about me running off with brides and a few secret ones about me running off with grooms. And there was… One of the Olympians had a very pretty wife.” He grits his teeth, cracks his knuckles, his face a mix of emotions until he looks at me, knowing in his eyes. “Damn it, you are a Bard.”
 I shrug, but he smiles, nothing sinister, there’s almost pride there.
 “I’m no fool, pup. Well, I am, my family’s the best kind, and Fate does right by us, but you get what I’m saying. The Dog told you his story, didn’t he? That’s what Bards do, get stories, no matter whose they are, no matter how well guarded they are. You learned the Phouka’s Emerald in the Snow, didn’t you?”
 I freeze, because if the saying’s true that you can’t bullshit a bullshitter, then I don’t want to know the difficulty involved with the self-proclaimed god of bullshitters. “I swore I wouldn’t tell. I didn’t even know I’d learn how to—”
 “Shh.” He holds up a hand. “Tricked a Fox and a Dog and you learned a damned Emerald in the Snow.” A bit of mirth returns to his eyes. “You boys just love to prove me wrong.”
 “So who was the girl? The god’s wife? What happened there?” I try to get back on topic and away from possibly having to compromise my promise to Rourke. I don’t think there’s any mystical bond keeping those words safe, just the weight of my word, and I want that to mean something.
 “Finest looking woman I’d ever seen, legs here to there, pure and terrible all at the same time, anything you needed her to be, anything she wanted to be, that was her. Should’ve done my research better, but…” He sighs, but with the edge of a smile. “I’m a fool, not a human, and my path doesn’t change. I figured I’d make this all-powerful forest god rethink coming to our land by seducing his wife. Didn’t take.”
 “She rejected you?” I wince slightly.
 “Oh no, she went for it, was an amazing night, but it turns out her husband was a god of lust and virility.” He smirks at me. “Difficult to make a husband angry about some guy fucking his wife if said husband is fucking the guy at the same time. It was like I wasn’t even there as far as they were concerned, but at least my boys are welcome at his nightclub.”
 I blink. “The Palace of Wisdom?”
 “Got it in one.”
 “But I take it that Sel—” He covers my mouth.
 “Don’t say it. But yeah, she wasn’t as understanding or open-minded. So, she swore revenge on me, and all of my boys have had to pay for it.”
 “That’s why when she’s around…” I remember something that Thornton said back at the Palace when he first mentioned the Silver Lady. “So that’s why we all have relationship issues?”
 He grins. “Not entirely, but sometimes… I told you she’s not a god, not really a sorcerer, right?” He fishes out another cigarette to light. “So she’s not immortal, not the way that I am, or the way a lot of those mythics are, or the other clans. She needed a way to supplement her life, her youth, and if it pisses me off, all the better.” He lights his cig and takes a long pull. “I should be pissed about it. At the very least she’s messing with Fate, and Fate is one lady you never want to mess with, kid, trust me.”
 “You’re not making any sense.” I turn the car back on so I can crack a window to let some of the smoke out. To his credit, he blows his smoke out the small gap.
 “You remember meeting a were at the Palace? Tiger? French-Canadian?” He shrugs off my look of confusion, because I don’t really remember anything like that. “You probably got his number, which Sel took.”
 “Okay, she goes off and hooks up with guys who like us to get back at you for cheating on her?” I arch a brow. “That’s her grand plan for vengeance?”
 “No, kid, she devoured everything you might’ve had with that guy.” I still look confused, so he continues. “Let’s say you called that guy, and you hit it off, you meet his parents, you have a long passionate affair that goes the distance, since weres are all about fidelity. Imagine all of those future years of bliss and happiness as a thread, and now imagine someone yanking that thread out of you and eating it.” “That’s…disturbing. And kind of sick. How long has this been going on?”
 “Through so many worlds I’ve lost count, which is a lot considering it was my job to end them.” He shrugs. “You get over not being the Destroyer anymore, gives you time to work on your masse and bank shots.” Coyote chuckles at me. “You know how long it’s been since I’ve been able to talk about this shit?” A finger is waved in my face. “No sharing, though.” He checks his watch. “Looks like it’s just about time for you to get home.”
 “I have to get the car back to Rourke, then I’ll go home.” Coyote laughs at that, and I look at him warily. “What’s so funny?”
 “Pup, do you trust Fate?”
 “I trust Fate to screw me over at the worst possible time, usually, but I’m a big believer, yeah.”
 “So let her lead you, kid. And to answer the question you’re about to have? I told you. I’m a god, I get what I want.”
 And just like that, Coyote vanishes in a literal blink of an eye. I open the door and get out, finding myself parked perfectly in front of my building. In Beckettsville. Even though I was in Destry Bay when I parked.
 “How the hell did I get back…”
 Oh. Right.
 Well, it would appear that Fate doesn’t want me to return the car right at this moment. Normally, when people on TV are told their fate, they do everything they can to rebel, which always works out so well. I’ll just do whatever the lady has in mind for me, thanks.
 After an uneventful elevator ride, I find an empty hallway, but it is pretty late, so I’ll be read the riot act, as my mom puts it, the moment I open the door. Given everything that’s happened tonight, I’m kind of looking forward to getting good and grounded by, well, getting grounded.
 And as I open the door, it occurs to me that I really shouldn’t have thought that, seeing as I just threw Fate the softball she needed to knock one out of the park, which happens to coincide perfectly with the punch I take in the face when I step inside the apartment.
 I stare up, blearily, through a lot of sparkling lights and pain at the visage of my oldest brother, who picks me up off the floor roughly before putting me back down on it with another punch. I curl into a ball, whimpering, covering my face, shielding my chest with my knees.
 Henry drags me into the living room, where I see Thornton against the wall, his hands behind his back, his face as bruised as mine probably looks. My mother is seated on the futon, staring straight ahead, unblinking, off in her space. Seated directly next to her is my father, a bottle of whiskey in front of him on the coffee table, sitting on a pile of my yet-to-be-looked-at homework.
 “Spencer.” Dad smiles grandly and motions to Henry, who lets go of me and proceeds to sit on the other side of Mom, looking at her and then at me with a menacing grin.
 “Let’s chat.”




Chapter Twenty-Three

Parental Abandonment
“You are aware you’ve won, right?” God, I sound awful. “You’ve got the urn, just leave me out of it.” I glance over at Mom, knowing the sight of Dad sent her deep in her head. A wellspring of anger bubbles to the surface, that she might not come out this time. I gotta stay cool though. “Hey, Thornton.”

“Hey, Spence.” Ugh, he sounds worse off than me. “Nice place.”
 “Yeah, it’s great. IKEA really doesn’t deserve the bad rep, you know?”
 Henry glares at the two of us. “Shut up!” Dad raises a hand at him, and he calms down. “Henry, take it down a notch, okay, son?” Dad shakes his head dismissively. “Not much of a sense of

humor beyond grade-school stuff. But bullies are tricksters in their own right, if you ask me.” “I didn’t.” I pull a few tissues from the box near my feet and dab at my face. Yep, blood. “This why 
 you’re here? Listen to yourself speak? What do you want from me?”
 “The Silver Lady needs a sacrifice, and since I’ve missed so many birthdays and Christmases, I’m
 going to let you choose who she—”
 “I pick you.” I manage a smile that considering how messed up I look could be seen as disturbing.
 “Already spoke at your wake, gone through the mourning period, even had my grief sex, so it’d be a time
 saver, really.”
 There’s a flash of movement, and suddenly my father’s hands are at my mother’s throat, a glint of
 metal in his hand. Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit.
 “Stop, Dad! Just stop!”
 “Choose, Spencer.”
 “Dad!” Thornton growls harshly. “This is way beyond a prank now, it’s fucking nuts. Let them go.” “Son.” Dad smiles at Thornton, the blade still at my mother’s throat, her face placid. “I’m getting in
 on something bigger. The Silver Lady will revive her son, a true Sorcerer King, no matter what any of us
 do…”
 “So you’re giving in to the supervillain to avoid his wrath and maybe pick up some perks?” I laugh 
 lightly. “Yeah, because that always turns out well. You’ll be first to die just so he can prove his
 phenomenal powers that we mere mortals are no match for or some other hackneyed cliché.” Not the smartest move, but it gets Dad off the couch, and he shoves me against the wall, the blade at
 my throat.
 “Dad! You can’t do this to me!” Thornton squirms, true desperation in his voice as he starts to stand.
 “By the laws of Father Coyote, I chall—”
 He’s put to the floor by Henry. Thornton’s eyes are closed, though it looks like he’s still breathing,
 thank God. Dad nods to Henry. “Thank you, son. Didn’t want a delay.”
 “Seriously, Dad?” I try to suck in my neck away from the blade. “You’re all over the place right. You 
 want me to pick someone to die or you’ll kill me? Besides, can’t you see that…thing is messing with your
 head?”
 “I love her.” His eyes are crazier now. “I’m her favorite. Me. I’ve given her everything she’s wanted,
 and she’s going to let me be a father to her son. One that won’t be a disappointment.”
 I glance at Henry, who’s still glowering over Thornton. “Really? You’re okay with that, Hank? Not
 even insulted a little?” I roll my eyes at him. “Sycophant.”
 “Spencer.” Dad presses the blade gently against my skin to reiterate the severity of my current
 situation. “Choose. Your brother or you.”
 “Kill Hank, you’ll have to use him anyway when I make my highly improbable escape.” Dad chuckles at the suggestion, but the blade pulls away half an inch, letting me breathe normally.
 “Oh, I have to hear this.”
 “Well, for starters?” I grin wide. “Thornton’s not knocked out.”
 Hank looks at me, shocked, and then downward at Thornton, who yanks on Hank’s ankles. Hank falls
 backward, his head clacking off the coffee table, and with that my oldest brother’s out cold. Dad turns to
 face the table and catches the whiskey bottle in the face, putting him to the floor as well, the knife clattering
 away from his grip.
 My mother drops the broken bottle neck on my father’s chest, her eyes intense, but lucid. She
 snatches the knife and points it at Dad, trembling. “Get out of my house, and take your bastard with you.” “Mrs. Crain?” Thornton gets to his feet, scratching behind his head. “I think he’s out. We’re not a 
 hardy folk.”
 I stare at him. “Weren’t your hands tied?”
 He winks at me. “I’m an escape artist. That’s my knack. Saved me from some very kinky weekends.”
 Thornton appraises the room and winces as he moves, sore as I am. “We need to get out of here.” “Mom?” I take her hand, the fire starting to die in her eyes, panic setting in. “Mom, we’ve gotta go.
 Like, now. C’mon.”
 I tug her toward the front door, Thornton in tow. Mom is quiet, but her free hand is covering her
 mouth. Please, don’t let her fade off. God, I really don’t need that right now.
 The elevator is still on our floor, and I thank Fate for having my back on that. As exciting as it would
 be to have one of those scenes where we madly mash buttons and the doors close just as Dad or Hank
 appear, I think we’ve had enough thrills, chills and spills for the day.
 The doors close, and the car starts its descent. Thornton leans against the wall while I hug Mom close.
 “It’s okay, we’re safe. We’re going somewhere safe.”
 “Spencer, what’s going on?” Her voice is weak, strained, barely clinging.
 The elevator dings and the doors slide open. Again, thank Fate, Dad and Hank aren’t waiting for us
 just as the doors open. I pull Mom out to the exit, Rourke’s Lexus still parked in front. I beep the alarm and
 motion to the passenger door. “Get in.”
 “Did you steal this?” Her tone is more shocked than parental. I open the door for her and nudge her
 in. Thornton gets in the backseat while I take the driver’s side. Seconds later we’re pulling into traffic, not
 really going anywhere, just putting distance between us and the building.
 “Uncle Rourke let me borrow it.” Thornton gets a severe glance in the rearview, and he nods in reply.
 The last thing I want Mom to know is that I’ve been sleeping with a guy who used to go out with her and— Okay. Not carrying that train of thought into dark and squicky places.
 “Spencer, what is going on?” And there’s the parental tone.
 “Mom? I can honestly say I have no idea how to explain. Plus, I’m driving, so I shouldn’t be
 distracted and uh…” I catch Thornton’s eye in the mirror again. “I see you’ve met my half-brother
 Thornton.”
 “Hi, Spencer’s mom.” He weakly waves and lies down on the backseat.
 “Don’t change the subject.” She trembles. I don’t know what she’s seeing right now, but she has to be
 on the verge of breaking down.
 “I’m in trouble, Mom. We’re both in trouble. Some bad people are trying to do bad things. I know
 about it, I’m trying to stop it, and they aren’t too happy.” I glance at her. “I’m sorry, but that’s the best I
 can do. I need to get us somewhere safe, okay?”
 “Spencer, I need you to tell me the truth, damn it! Stop treating me like I’m fragile—” “You are. One mention. One mention of Dad or Rourke or anything outside the damned apartment,
 and you blank out for days and I have to take care of you. Do you have any idea what would happen if
 someone found out? They’d take you away and you’re all I’ve got. Do you think I want this bullshit?
 Hustling people and the stealing so we won’t lose our home?” I sniffle a bit, setting my jaw and staring at
 the road.
 The car moves on in silence until we get to Grunstadt.
 “Hate to break an awkward silence, but…” Thornton peeks his head into the rearview. “Any reason
 we’re rolling into Little Dublin?”
 “Need to bring the car back.” I guess I’m still a little pissed. I mean, it wasn’t really called for, and
 Mom’s been through enough today, she doesn’t need me yelling at her, especially…
 Considering she hasn’t said anything.
 I pull the car over and see that Mom is staring ahead, blankly. She’s gone, again. I lean forward,
 resting my head against the steering wheel. No one to blame but myself. Suddenly my fist is slamming into
 the steering wheel, the horn honking repeatedly, an enraged sound tearing its way from my throat. Mom
 doesn’t even twitch.
 “Spence.” I feel a hand gingerly touch my shoulder. I grip the steering wheel with white knuckles as
 Thornton’s hand squeezes gently. “C’mon, brother, just hold it together.”
 “I can’t fucking do this. Christ, I am so fucked right now. Mom’s… God I don’t know if she’s ever
 coming back out and—”
 “Spence! I need you to hold it together a little longer, your mom does too. We’re both pretty banged 
 up and could use some looking at. Can you keep going for ten more minutes?” Thornton’s eyes in the
 rearview are concerned, but they’re the eyes of a follower, I can tell.
 “I had an idea, but I think it’s blown. I don’t know whether to fight or run. I don’t know if we can, if
 those Ra’keth are anything like everyone’s been saying.”
 Thornton squeezes my shoulder again. “I guess it’s a good thing that we’re not fighters, we’re
 tricksters.” He rubs his face, wincing. “Well, maybe not that much of a good thing. I should sign up for
 karate.”
 I take a deep breath. Mom still sits patiently, staring ahead.
 Thornton pokes my shoulder again. “Hey, did you hear the one about the blonde who got an AM
 radio?”
 “Took her a month to realize she could play it at night.”
 And yeah, we both laugh, because you gotta laugh, right?
 I pull the car back out into traffic. “Dad told you those too, huh?”
 “Guy’s a damned encyclopedia. My mom doesn’t really appreciate them.”
 “She’s blonde?”
 “Nope, just finds them offensive to women, though she has to try her damnedest not to laugh. Usually 
 fails.” He looks over at the passenger seat. “So, uh, what’s the deal with your mom?”
 “She blanks out sometimes. She could come out of it in an hour or a few days. It’s kind of like
 sleepwalking. I can lead her places, she’ll eat, use the bathroom, but other than that, she’s really not there.” 
 I take a deep breath.
 “What, it’s just you to take care of her? She doesn’t work?”
 “She’d kick your ass if she knew you were saying that. She’s an author, and she takes that a little
 personally.” I smile, remembering a long lecture once from Mom about how much work goes into a book. “Mom hasn’t really written anything in a few years. Every time she gets a good idea, she’ll be partway through it, something will remind her of Dad, and well…” I motion to her, as she stares emptily ahead. “A few days later, she’ll scrap it. Around the time the money started running out, I did a game of Three Card for lunch money at school and brought home about twenty in singles. A couple weeks later I’m down in Tolon Park with the other sharks, learning the trade, turning those singles into fives and tens. Mom still gets
 some money for her old books, I just close the gap.”
 Thornton is silent for a few seconds. “God, this is weird.”
 “What?” I glance at him in the mirror.
 “Just this. We’re fleeing from Dad and Hank, and in the middle of all of it I’m getting to know my
 little brother.” He shrugs. “Glad it happened, though. Nice to have a brother who actually, you know,
 talks.”
 I chuckle, feeling a bit of tension ease. “On TV, that’s what’s called a dramatic break, gives the
 audience a chance to catch their breath.”
 “Little brother, I get the feeling you watch entirely too much TV.”




Chapter Twenty-Four

Always Read the Fine Print 
 “I understand that I’m putting you in a tough spot, but I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t an emer—” Rourke’s fingers run gently across my face, a tinge of pain whispering at his touch. His face starts shocked, but quickly turns stern. “Ye gods, who did this to you this time?” Despite that he’s dressed in gray sweats and a T-shirt, it’s difficult not to imagine him in his regalia at this moment.

“Our dad.” Thornton peeks around the doorframe, still in the hall, holding Mom’s hand. I’m surprised she isn’t freaking out at him, considering he and Dad look alike, but maybe she’s just too far-gone to notice. “Well, our brother did most of this.” He motions to his own face, then to mine. “But Dad might as well have. I don’t know what’s happened, he’s gone a little crazy.”

Rourke looks past Thornton to inspect my mother, who thankfully, is free of injury, physically, at least. “You are putting me in a terrible position, Spencer. I can’t offer haven to Coyotes.”
 “What about me? What about Mom?”
 Rourke sighs gently. “Your mother, I will give her shelter. You, you are an exception.”
 “Because he’s half?” Thornton quirks a brow. “And the Dog—the Phouka aren’t in the Feud anymore. What does it matter if you give us space to take a breather for a night?”
 Rourke’s eyes settle on my brother, a growl rumbling under his voice. “Boy, I would advise you to cease speaking out of turn.”
 “Rourke, c’mon.” I place my hand on his forearm. “Please.”
 The King of the Phouka turns his severe gaze upon me. “Feel fortunate I am offering you shelter at all.” He takes my mother’s hand from Thornton. “Rachel, you are, as always, welcome in my home.” Rourke leans down to meet her eyes. “Please go in and have a seat.”
 Just like that, Mom sleepwalks over to the couch and sits, waiting patiently.
 Rourke motions to Thornton. “You may go.”
 “Rourke, please.” I squeeze his arm, and he glowers at me.
 “Spencer, I’m certain a Coyote will have little trouble finding himself a place to hide while he licks his wounds.”
 “Rourke!”
 “Spence.” Thornton interjects, putting a hand between Rourke and I. “Don’t sweat it. It’s okay. He’s right.” He reaches into his pocket, pulling out a gas-station receipt and a pen, and writes a string of numbers on it before handing it to me. “That’s my cell, call me when you’ve got a plan, all right?”
 I study it before sticking it in my pocket. “Okay.” I give him a hug, complete with back pats to keep it brotherly, and it feels a little weird, but a good weird. Shortly afterward, Thornton heads back to the elevator, waving before getting on. I return the wave, and follow Rourke back inside.
 “So I’m the exception because…” I motion for him to follow me into the bedroom. Probably not a good idea, but I hardly want to talk about the sex I’ve had with Rourke in front of my mother, whether they used to go out or not.
 He follows me in and closes the door behind him. “Because you’re my chosen consort.”
 “I thought I still had a day or two to decide on that.”
 He smiles, his nice easy smile, and I can already feel myself erecting, longing for his touch. “No, Spencer, you still have time to decide whether you wish to live with me. You are my consort.”
 Oh, shit. Okay, stop staring at his crotch, no matter how much you want to. No, no, eyes aren’t a good spot either, they’re too soft and sweet and entrancing. Chest. Right, his muscled hairy chest with dark nipples that call for my tongue and…
 The floor. Yep. The floor. “How exactly did that happen?”
 “When I took you, Spencer.” His fingers lift my chin upward. “Don’t you remember how I was dressed?”
 “Uh…” There was a cloak, and he didn’t take off his shirt, only opened his pants enough to let his dick out. There was a metal thing on his head. And then I remember the key phrase: you will lie with the King of the Phouka. “So…because you were wearing your crown when you…”
 His lips brush mine, I’m losing the will to resist. “When I took you, yes. That you had never been with a man before me only sweetened it.” Rourke inspects my face and furrows his brow. “Though this puts me in a difficult position. Someone has harmed my consort, marred his beauty, and for that, I am allowed to take retribution. However, if it was your father who is responsible, that complicates matters, especially since he’s a Coyote.” He sighs. “Wait here. At the very least I can tend your wounds.”
 “You’re not going to…” I glance down at his groin, seeing a very insistent erection there to match my own.
 “Oh, I wish to, have no doubt of that, but there are more important matters. Rest, Spencer, I’ll be right back.”
 He puts me before sex, even though we both obviously want it. And I still don’t love him. What the hell is wrong with me?
 I lie on my back, stare at the ceiling, the pain of my wounds settling into a warm throbbing. What feels like seconds later, something cool is pressing against the side of my face, stinging a little, but nothing I can’t handle. I didn’t even notice that I’d closed my eyes. Rourke is seated next to me on the bed, dabbing my cheek.
 “That smells awful.” I crinkle my nose at the odor of rotting plants and stale coffee, but he snaps his fingers at me.
 “Lie still.” He rubs an equally pungent paste under my eyes. “This will reduce the swelling. I’m afraid the cut on your brow will leave a scar.” He attempts a weak smile. “It’ll add to your roguish charm, I’m sure.”
 “Is Mom okay?”
 “She seemed fine, though exhausted. I gave her food, she ate it when I wasn’t looking. It’s been some time since she’s been here.” He glances toward the door to the living room, cracked open. “Odd, don’t you think?”
 “What?”
 “That I would pursue her, but be here with you. I must admit I’m thankful my courting of your mother didn’t succeed. Our relationship would be rather awkward.” He gently kisses me. “Tell me what happened.”
 “Dad needs a sacrifice, like you said. He wanted me to choose between me and Thornton.”
 “And you chose?”
 I shrug, smirking. “I chose Dad. He didn’t approve. Thornton and I escaped with Mom, got in a couple licks on Dad and Hank, and we came here. Needed to bring back your car anyway.” I glance down and see that both of us are still ready for a night of passion. “So, uh, I’m your consort, is that why I’m always…”
 He reaches down to gently massage my bulge. “Ready for me? Yes. In older times, to be named my consort would make you my husband, but times have changed.” He pulls a wet-looking burlap-esque bag away from my face and sets to applying more modern bandages from a box outside my range of vision. “To begin, if I were to take a mate to share my throne, I would require the approval of Her Majesty, as it would take time away from being her Record Keeper. However, I can still keep you to sate my passions.”
 “I suddenly feel like brushing a USDA sticker off my chest.” He snaps his fingers at me, and I lie still while he places a Band-Aid on my eyebrow.
 “I’m royalty, and marriages among us are rarely for love.” He kisses me softly, his leg swinging over my waist to let him straddle me, and his sweats are doing a very poor job of obfuscating that he’s forgone his boxers.
 “Rourke?” My eyes are glued to his erection, and the damp spot it’s making in his crotch. “You should take care of yourself. I mean, I want to, you know I do, but uh…”
 He lowers himself slowly, his tented sweats stroking along the bulge in my jeans. “But?”
 I look at him plainly. “Rourke, we’re loud. Seriously, I wasn’t vocal until I met you, and you tend to make a lot of noise, especially at the end, and it’s really hot, but uh…” I look around him, toward the door. “But my mom’s right out there, and no matter how zoned out she might be, I really don’t want her to hear her son and her ex-boyfriend having sex.”

That and you don’t love him and you really need to stop this from going any further before it ends badly and you end up hurting the only guy who’s ever loved you. Just say it. Sack up, Spencer, c’mon.
 “We could always shower together. I could suck on your cock, and you could chew on a washcloth in case you get too vocal.” He drags his hand over my groin, fingers hovering over the fly of my jeans.
 “Shouldn’t we… Shouldn’t we, like, plan something, for getting the urn back?”
 I feel my fly get unbuttoned, unzipped, his fingers trailing along my erection. “We’ll certainly be in a better state of mind to plot after we’ve both had a good hard fuck to clear our heads.” He scoops me off the bed, carrying me into the bathroom and sets me down in the clawfoot tub before starting the bath. He sets himself behind me, wrapping me in his embrace as the tub begins to fill. “We’ll go slow, gentle, and I’ll keep you safe in my arms.”

God damn it, Spencer, just tell him!
 “Okay, but we need to be quiet.”

Ugh, you fucking wuss.
 Rourke is careful to be tender, his lips brushing against my neck. “I’ll arrange for your mother’s protection in the morning, it’s the least I can do for you. I won’t be able to request more than a squire, but I’ll make sure to ask for Duke Tremaine’s finest. He owes me for a tale I told him of his ancestor. He’s typical noble, loyal to his oaths, but I fear his temper will be the death of him one day.”
 “Stories are worth that much?” The heat of the water is relaxing, Rourke’s arms helping me the rest of the way.
 “Tales of the worlds before, yes. He was permitted to be present when I told the tale to Her Majesty, Queen Summersword. In many cases, little is left of those worlds but stories, which is why Bards are so prized.” His teeth nibble gently at my ear. “Hence why my title carries so much weight in Her Majesty’s court.”
 “King of the Phouka?” I squirm slightly, helping his erection wedge into the cleft of my ass.
 “Riordan, Her Majesty’s storyteller.” His right hand drifts down to my groin, the feeling a little weird now that it’s immersed in hot water. “It would seem you’re collecting a few of your own.”
 “Thornton said I need to watch what I say. Bard’s tongue, I think he called it. He said it’s common with Phouka.” I stroke along his thigh.
 “With most, yes. I have the luxury of saying what I care to, though my words still carry weight in the right company.” He slips his right hand under me, working himself free of my ass so he can begin probing at me with his fingers. “I’m surprised your brother has heard of them though. We guard our lore closely, except, of course, around Bards. It would explain some of the attraction, if you are indeed a Bard. I’ve longed for someone to share my stories with, as I please. There are many Phouka who would kill to learn what I’ve told you.”
 “You don’t go for your own kind?”
 He shudders as he turns off the water with his foot. “Spencer, every Phouka is in some way related to me, and the idea of taking one of them as my consort is rather chilling.” I gasp audibly as he slips a finger inside me. “And as I am King of the Phouka, and the Queen of the Fae will not be abdicating any time soon, my tales are for only her, my wife or prince when or if I find one, and you, my consort.”
 I need to keep focused here, because the last time I gave in to sex with Rourke I came to hours later. “What about, uh, her? The Silver Lady?”
 “She is neither my queen, nor my lover, and she gave up being a Sorcerer King to remain young and beautiful. My tales are no longer for her.” He pushes another finger inside, and my breath catches in my throat. It doesn’t hurt, not really, nothing I can’t handle after the day I’ve had. Rourke chuckles softly.
 “What’s so funny?”
 “Not funny, more amusing. This reminds me of when…” He sighs wistfully. “Reminds me of the first time I was with a man.”
 “You did it in a tub?”
 “More he did me in a tub, and considering the size of them back then, it was an impressive feat. Then again, I was shorter, everyone was.” His free hand caresses my chest, the heat of the water definitely working on my aching body.
 “Let me guess, he pulled you into the tub and probably did to you what you’re doing to me right now, right?” I smirk back at him. “I believe you, but there are a lot of stories on the internet that go like this, it’s not hard to guess the ending.”
 The King of the Phouka snorts in my ear, stroking me fast now, the water starting to splash audibly. “Is that so, Consort? Pray tell, His Majesty would like to know how this particular wanton tale ends.”
 I want to say I have a witty retort, but I have three fingers up my ass and a hand with centuries of masturbatory skill working my dick toward a sprint finish, so I think I’ll just ride it out and have a bit of happy to end out a pretty shitty day, okay?
 I do close my eyes and try to visualize Rourke being with a guy for the first time, when he felt another man entering him, letting go inside him, the first time he probably did the same to another man. Considering how lecherous he admits himself to be, I have to wonder just how many guys he’s been with, if he’s ever been with a girl since Selah. I mean, he was dating Mom, but they never went all the way, and…
 Uh-oh.
 “Rourke.”
 “It’s all right, Spencer, just let go, let it all out, come for me.” His lips nibble at my neck, adding to the array of hickeys he’s left there.
 “No, Rourke, we have to—”
 Rourke asked how this wanton tale would end, and if this were a story on the internet both of us would stop talking and just fuck and fuck and have simultaneous orgasms for the next eight hours. Instead, I see the corner I’ve painted myself into, the softballs I’ve thrown Fate’s way, and now here I am, gleefully taunting her to hang me with all that spare thread I’ve given her.
 The bathroom door opens.
 I see my mother’s face peek through, her gaze falling on Rourke and I. Though she can’t see anything over the high lip of the tub, the realization spreads through her face as it’s not hard to figure out what him and I are doing. The hundreds of questions clog up her throat, emerging as shattered, barely phonetic fragments.
 When I was learning the grifter’s trade in Tolon Park, I was told that the best of the best can come up with a perfect story, on the spot, zero prep. The great ones can talk their way out of anything, with anyone.
 And I am not one of the great ones, because I cannot think of a damned thing, and Rourke can’t lie our way out of this. So, in a panic, I manage a few of the same fragments, before contorting my face into a flimsy mask of rage.
 “Jesus Christ, Mom, don’t you knock?”




Chapter Twenty-Five

Weakness Is a Sign of Strength 
 “That was the best you could come up with? So what, are you calling from jail?” I look around the bustling lobby, people seated, walking, on laptops, cell phones, arcade machines, while the bank of pay phones goes largely unused. “Might as well be, Thornton, but no. Mom wasn’t that pissed. I can’t believe I’m saying this…” I hide my mouth and the receiver from view. “But I almost wish she’d blanked out when she saw us.” I slink down the wall, the steel-wrapped phone cord long enough to let me sit underneath. “It’s me, isn’t it?”

“You’re going to have to be a little more specific. What exactly did you do?”
 “I think Mom sees us for what we are. That’s what’s making her, well, not right. If I’ve looked like this all my life, then maybe that’s why Mom’s always…” I clench my eyes tight. “I’m just making her worse, aren’t I?”
 Thornton’s voice drops low over the line. “What’s going on?”

Just hang up, man. Hang up, sack up, and get back to work. C’mon, Spence, game’s not over yet.
 No response on the line, but I hear him.
 I take a breath. “I bought a ticket to the Capital. One of my friends from the park is in a crew up there, maybe I can learn the trade, come back eventually, I don’t know, I…”
 I’m a fucking coward.
 “I don’t need you to bail me out. I’m…” I look around the lobby again, as if my location’s changed in the last ninety seconds. “I’m at Victory Station. At the bus terminal.”
 “Shit, what are you doing out there? Forget it, you can tell me when I pick you up. 95th and S, got it. See you in a bit. Stay strong for me, okay? Don’t drop anything.” An audible click follows, and I hear my change rattle down above me, the last of my quarters eaten up.
 95th and S? Victory Station’s in Allora, why would he think I’m out in the Benedict?
 I want to give some grifter’s chestnut that’ll justify what I’m doing, but there isn’t one. I’m running, plain and simple. And I’m not proud of it.
 I called Bank a half hour ago, and he can give me crash space. His brother could use a short-con guy for fundraising.
 This’ll be over and done. I should be free of it right about the time the bus rolls across the North Bridge, a little after two in the morning.
 “Hey, you got a quarter?” The voice is small, soft, and when I look up I see a guy in dirty blue jeans, and a gray hoodie with the hood pulled up, and looking as beat to hell as I probably do, his eye a bit nasty. I wouldn’t put him much older than me.
 “Just used my last one, honestly. Nine-one-one’s a free call, though. What, you get mugged?” He sniffs back in a way that signifies he’s either got a cold or he’s been crying, and it’s not cold season. “You okay?”
 He shakes his head, and I exhale, pat the floor next to me. “Getting mugged happens. It sucks, though, I know. Been rolled a few times myself.” I attempt a chuckle. “Bit of advice? Never skim off the local gang’s cut while you’re counting the day’s take. You’ll end up with your ass kicked and out two hundred bucks.”
 He seems more apprehensive now, but after a brief pause, he sits next to me, on my right, his hood obscuring his face, though he tugs it farther forward regardless. “That what happened to you?”
 “Nah, this was my dad. Don’t get me wrong, it’s not like this is a regular thing. My brother, though, every time I see him he hits me, seems like.” I shrug. “I don’t know, maybe he’s got a pituitary problem or something, whatever kind of hormone imbalance fucks people up in the head.”
 He turns toward me, enough for me to see a lock of red hair, and his right eye, the non-swollen one, a nice shade of green. “So this happens a lot.”
 “Mugging or getting smacked around?” I smile. “I don’t know, in this city…” I reach to pat him on the shoulder, and he immediately cringes away. “Oh damn.”
 Beat up, black eye, at a bus station with no bags, wearing clothes that probably haven’t been washed in a week or so, winces away from people touching him, reacts to mentions of abuse…
 Shit. Awkward…
 “Listen, I didn’t mean to make light of anything. I mean, if your dad is hitting you, then you need to— ”
 “My father doesn’t hit me. My brothers don’t either. My family isn’t like yours.”
 So I laugh, ’cause you gotta laugh, right?
 “God, I hope not. I wouldn’t wish my family on anyone. My mom’s snapped, or she’s about to, my grandfather’s got a crazy ex with serious boundary issues. One half-brother belongs in jail and the other will someday be devoured by pubic lice, and hell, I’ll probably end up a third-rate con artist.” I smile to him, friendly, because really, it is kind of funny when I lay it all out like that.
 Didn’t I want out, though? Wasn’t I going to be the hero?
 “You’ll just say all that to someone you don’t know?”
 I shrug playfully. “Stranger’s confessional. We’ll tell anyone anything if we think we’ll never see them again.”
 He mutters something under his breath that I don’t quite catch.
 “What was that?” I lean toward him, taking care not to touch him. “It was a crack about my hair, wasn’t it? It’s okay, think of it as a life lesson to never get drunk with a chick who thinks you’ll look hot with highlights and streaks.” Might as well use the stock excuse.
 I lean to get a better look at his face. Black eye, fat lip, a lot of bruises that look old. Laughter might not be the best medicine here. “Listen, uh, I’m sorry if I’m cracking jokes. Just what I do, you know? Be straight with me, you okay?”
 A few long seconds pass before his eyes meet mine, and he looks downward, shaking his head slowly.
 “You don’t have to tell me any details, it’s all right. Besides, uh…” It’s pretty obvious now. “So you’re leaving…her? Him?”
 The word comes out, small, choked back, and he starts to tremble with the onset of tears. “Him.” He takes a few ragged breaths. “I just…I just looked in the mirror and saw…” His fingers touch his face. “God, I was so stupid. He’s gonna be so pissed, he’s—”
 “Hey.” I place my hand on his forearm, he doesn’t shy away. “You’re doing the right thing here. It’s the brave thing.”
 Unlike what I’m doing. He’s escaping, I’m doing an exercise in cowardice.
 “I can’t go anywhere. I don’t have any money, I just came here because…” The sobbing starts. “I just ran out, I grabbed some clothes and ran. Everything is back there, I don’t have any ID, I can’t get a ticket and…” His voice breaks down, and a few people look our way, but no one comes over. I guess they figure I’ve got it covered, since I’m not trying to drag him off anywhere.
 The poor guy doesn’t even have the cash to get a bus ticket. Then again, my cards are my American Express. I reach into my pocket and take them out, and he looks at me inquisitively.
 “What’s that?”
 I fan five cards out at him. “Your bus ticket, or well, it will be once I find a couple fish.” I scan the crowd, look for a place to set up where I can get out quick if need be. Victory Station isn’t exactly the bus lounge in the Benedict, after all. There are cameras and cops here. It’s not like I can grab a cardboard box and set up shop. “I work this right I can get you bus fare to Idaho if you want in fifteen minutes.”
 “But what if you lose?”
 I smile indulgently and pat his forearm. “You’re adorable.” I lay the cards out in front of him, three at first, showing the queen and two aces, and go through my shuffle. “I don’t lose, okay? When I do, it’s hooking a fish. It’s not pride, it’s because I know how to work the cards. More than that, I know how to work the mark. It’s about distraction, that’s why we talk and use rhymes and chat up the crowd, keep the tempo going. If I can get you to take your eyes off the cards for a second, I’ve won.” I flip the cards over, showing the same queen, but two different aces.
 “How’d you…”
 “Magic.” I grin widely, and, for a second, a smile peeks around the corners of his mouth, but it quickly disappears. “Seriously, though, it takes a lot of practice, observation, all that. A little natural talent doesn’t hurt either. Place like this is good to set up, if you’re doing short games with a low take. People will play because you’re the only game in town, and they’re not going anywhere, and as long as you don’t take more off them than a couple Jacksons, they’ll get on their buses and be pissed about it, but you won’t have to worry about cops.”
 He looks at the cards, then me, incredulously. “They don’t know it’s obvious that you’re cheating?”
 I laugh. “Man, everyone knows I’m cheating. Doesn’t stop them from thinking they can beat the game anyway. It’s like the lottery, or casinos. The odds are stacked against the mark but they line up to throw their money away because they’re convinced they can beat it.” I sigh wistfully. “God, pride is a lucrative sin. Greed too. Even if they know you’re cheating, there’s ways around it, you play it straight to throw them off or you do a turnover or pull a drop…”

So 95th and S, got it. See you in a bit, stay strong for me, okay? Don’t drop anything.
 When I play back the conversation I’d had with Thornton in my head, a few things seem odd. I’d told him I wasn’t in jail, but he kept using terms that implied I was. And there was the bullshit address. That he accented “drop” was only hitting me over the head with it. Considering our mutual admiration for Canada Bill Jones, it’s not much of a stretch to assume my brother would know the significance of the word.
 A drop, where Three Card’s concerned, is a distraction move. Basically you drop a card on the ground, act like you can’t reach it, and ask the mark or your shill to grab it for you. While the mark’s watching the card getting picked up, you switch a card out, either to let him win and keep him on the hook, or to take the last Jackson off him before you fold the case.
 TL;DR? You do a drop when there are eyes on you.
 Thornton’s been taken. He did a drop so I could switch out and get away clean.
 And I’ve seen enough buddy cop movies to know that when someone risks their ass so you can escape, you risk everything to save them right back.
 “Um…”
 Right, I trailed off there. “Sorry, I just uh…I just realized that I have to get out of here.” I hold up a hand, calming any suspicions that I’m bailing. “Do you know anyone in the Capital?”
 He nods once. “My father, well, kind of close to there. He’s in the Mews.”
 “All right.” I take my bus ticket, place it in his hand. “This is what you’re going to do, okay? You get on the bus, ride it to the Capital, and when you get off, look for a black guy with bleach-blond hair wearing a motorcycle jacket. His name is Bank, tell him the cracker had to give you his exit.” I gently lift his chin. “What are you telling him?”
 “The cracker had to give me his exit?” The words come out like he’s trying to speak a foreign language. He looks at the ticket. “I can’t take your ticket, though—”
 “Yeah, you can. Think you need a getaway more than I do, you know?”
 “No, I mean…” He sniffles, relief crossing his face. “They check identification and I don’t have mine and—”
 “Relax.” I smile at him, take out my wallet, fishing out the license that had gotten me into a few strip clubs, a couple of bars, one pack of cigarettes (a coughing fit off my first one saw the rest traded to Bank) and a slew of R-rated movies when I was sixteen. “Just show the driver this when he checks the new passengers. I bought the ticket with that one, and I can always get another.”
 He takes the ID, inspects the photo, furrowing his brow. “I don’t really look like this.”
 I try to not sound like a dick. “I hate to say this, man, but right now? You don’t really look like anybody.” I pat his forearm again when he shuts his eyes in response. I don’t want him to start crying. “Listen, it’s awful that this happened to you, but right now, as bad as this sounds, it actually works in your favor.”
 “How?” There’s more than a little disgust in that word.
 “No one’s going to pry or ask twice. Yeah, you don’t look like the picture, but given your condition, they’re going to give that minefield a wide berth and let you slide. And if anyone asks from now until you get home to your dad, your name is the one on the ID, okay? Hey.” I lift his chin again and try to be reassuring. “Hard part’s over, man. You’re going to be all right.”
 He looks at the ticket, then the ID, then me before nodding once, solemnly. “Thank you. You’re saving my life, you’re my hero.”
 I’m a hero.
 “Don’t mention it.”
 I’m the hero.
 “I don’t even know your name.”
 I’m the goddamned hero.
 I chuckle softly. “Well, seeing as I’m kinda smuggling you north, just call me a coyote. Only, y’know, without the extortion and shit.” I get up, help him to his feet. “Your bus is over that way, might as well get in line.”
 He nods again, then hugs me, tightly. I return it, pat his back gently. I watch him cross the lobby, and it’s time for me to head out as well, to find Thornton, to stop the shit with Selah, to end it once and for all with Dad.
 He turns back to glance at me, and I wave, grin slightly. “Hey, you never told me your name either.” “It’s…” He makes an approximation of a smile as he checks the ID. “James Black.”
 Jack Black would’ve been too obvious, you know? I nod with approval, turn away, and head for the exit.




Chapter Twenty-Six

Calling the Old Man Out 
 “Get in.” I’m no more than fifteen feet from Victory Station, the tower reaching up into the night, the moon full enough for my reckoning. A red scissor-doored sports car named for a dead Italian is in front of me, the windows down, my grandfather behind the wheel, wearing his human guise. Instead of getting in, partially because I don’t know how the door works, I lean in through the window.

“I think we’re past talking, so unless you’ve got some magical McGuffin in the glove compartment, I kind of need to find your ex and put her down before she kills my brother, okay?” I glance at the glove compartment. “Do you have a McGuffin? Hopefully not from ACME Incorporated?”

Coyote reaches over to unlatch the door, which starts to rise, so I move out of the way before it slaps me in the chin. “Hero thing not as easy as you thought, kid?” He pats the tan leather seat. “If you’re so intent on rushing headlong, you might as well rush a little faster.”

With a resigned sigh, I get in the car, where I’d normally be thrilled to be riding shotgun. I buckle up, understandably, and pull the door down a second before he peels out into traffic. “Given who you are, I’m guessing traffic tickets aren’t a concern. Or gas mileage.”

“So where to?”
 “I was thinking Tolon Park, seeing as that’s where she tried to kill me.”
 He looks at me, steering with one hand, the car weaving through the late-night rush. “You think she’ll

go back there? You got away.”
 “Well, other than going where Thornton presumably told Dad and Hank I was, I don’t have a lot of
 ideas.” I’m trying very hard to not squeak in fear as he’s not watching the road.
 “You do realize I’m not going to let you kill her, right?” Plenty of teeth in that smile. “Are you serious? You don’t want her stopped?” I shift a little in the seat to face him better. “You
 have any idea how much she screws with your kids, both literally and figuratively?”
 He turns his eyes back to the road, yanks on the emergency brake, sending the car into a slide, my 
 body pressed hard into the door as the car swings into an intersection. All I see are headlights of late-night traffic, the grills of economy and luxury cars, terrified drivers, an angry chorus of horns flooding my ears.
 At this moment the only things I can concentrate on are keeping my bladder tight and my sphincter shut. The engine roars, followed by raucous laughter in the seat next to me. “Oh, if you could see your face
 right now.”
 “Crazy motherfucker!” I cringe, as this really isn’t a guy you spout profanity at. He swings the car
 back into traffic, and we return to our journey at high speed.
 “Well, that’s what you get for the ACME crack. Fucking Chuck Jones.”
 “Don’t you get what’s going on? Can’t you take any of this seriously?”
 Coyote smiles roguishly. “Kid, the second I start taking anything seriously I stop being who I am.
 Serious is for marks. Besides, my grandson is now the official fuck-toy of one of my primary rivals, so do
 you really want me taking shit seriously?” He leans toward me and arches a brow. “Hmm? And of course I
 know what’s going on. The question is, do you?”
 “She’s bringing back her son, a Ra’keth, and then everything gets bad.”
 “How do you know?”
 Okay, he’s got me there. “I don’t! I just…know that Ra’keth are a bad idea. Who the hell wants to be
 around someone who’s all-powerful? Either you’ll get killed or life gets boring really fast.” “Sounds like a decent enough reason, but that’s not what I’m asking.” Another intersection, but
 thankfully he doesn’t drift through this one. “And kid, every trickster thinks Ra’keth are a bad idea until
 they meet one.”
 “Meaning?”
 “Sorcerers are Mount Everest.” Another intersection, and by the time we leave it we’re both in the
 back of a limo with drinks in our hands. Apparently Coyote’s whims have changed. I try to adjust but end
 up spilling my drink in shock. Here’s hoping he can just have the leather seats cleaned on a whim as well.
 Regardless, he doesn’t break stride, only responding to my faux pas by flashing a grin before continuing.
 “You don’t move around it, you don’t take it down, you climb it and plant the damned flag.” “Yeah, that whole Emerald in the Snow thing, but you’re still not answering my question.” I look
 toward the closed partition. “Do I want to know who’s driving?”
 “Turn your nose up at that trick all you want, kid, but it’s one of the most important tricks in all the
 worlds that were and are to be.”
 “What, because it helps us win the Feud? Because we get neat new tricks to fleece the marks with?” Coyote shakes his head. “I’ll explain it, but you’re not going to get it, not really, not for a while. The
 Emerald in the Snow reminds a Ra’keth what they are, what they always have been.” He leans closer to me.
 “When a trickster pulls an Emerald in the Snow, a Ra’keth accepts a truth which terrifies them more than
 anything.”
 “Uh…their power?”
 “No. Their humanity.” He looks down. “My first son, he tricked a Ra’keth, to ease my pride, at least
 at first. Afterward, as he told me the story, as he died…” He takes a long drink. “You won’t get that tale
 from me, Bard, not quite yet. In a trick like that, there is no mark, no Prime Mover.”
 “So what should I do?”
 He shrugs. “You think I know? You think I spend this much time with any of my kids, much less
 grandkids? Fate keeps throwing you in front of me. Not my job to question though, just to be what I am.” “So what’s my job, then?” I set the empty tumbler to the side and notice that the adjacent seat is now
 clean and dry. Damn, where do I get a car like this?
 Coyote grins and lights up a cigarette that he produces through sleight-of-hand. “Thought you wanted
 out? Isn’t that why I found myself outside of Victory Station picking you up?”
 I look at the floor and immediately his fingers tilt my chin upward.
 “Uh uh uh, none of that. Look at me.” His human guise is gone, replaced by a coyote’s head, kind of
 like Dad’s, Thornton’s, my various and sundry cousins and uncles, but there’s a scraggly charm to him. His
 eyes shine, a swindler’s twinkle in them. “You, Spencer Crain, are sunkmanitu, ma’ii, cleasaí, wanderer, 
 trickster, and a hundred other names, always travelling, never away from home. You are Coyote. That is
 the life you were given, don’t fight it.”
 His fingers brush along my face, a gentle warmth spreading through my skin, my vision clearing. The
 pain fades from a dull ache to nonexistent as his human guise reasserts itself. I touch my face, the
 swelling’s gone. Nothing hurts or stings. “How did you—?”
 “One of my jobs may be the embodiment of Want, kid, but I told you, I get what I want.” I arch a brow. “You’re the embodiment of Want?”
 “Thank Mark Twain.” He sees my confusion, and rolls his eyes. “Sheesh, turn off the damned TV and 
 pick up a book every once in a while.”
 “So Fate led you to me?” I tilt my head incredulously. “And you do whatever Fate tells you to?” “I am what I am, kid. No more, no less, and I have no plans on changing. Trust me, Mama Fate
 doesn’t approve when you stray from your path.” He takes a long drag on his cigarette. “It’s like a long con 
 going through its phases until you get paid and do the walk-away. Now you’ll allow the mark a little
 leeway because you can’t plan for everything, but when the mark really starts to go off course, what 
 happens?”
 “Con’s blown unless you can pull off some impressive bullshitting. Sometimes you get pinched
 anyway.” I shrug, as I haven’t got a lot of long-con experience, mostly just what Bank’s told me, and what
 I’ve seen in heist movies. “So what you’re saying is I need to be what I am so Fate won’t step on my nuts?” Coyote shrugs and stubs out his cigarette.
 “Okay, how do I do that?”
 He laughs in response. “How should I do my job, kid?”
 “You’re Father Coyote, I’d think you’d have that figured out.” I stumble through a couple of sentence
 fragments while he waits expectantly. “I don’t know, okay? I’m not you.”
 “Exactly. So why do you think I can answer the same question? I know plenty of stories, kid, but I’m
 no Bard. I know plenty of ways to fleece a mark, but there’s not a drop of human blood in here.” He taps
 his chest to make the point.
 “I don’t understand that at all.” I peer at him. “Aw, man, it’s one of those ‘magic feather’ things, isn’t
 it?” At his look of confusion, I continue. “You know, one of those things that makes perfect sense right
 before I die and, God willing, lets me make my miraculous escape and find victory all thanks to the
 epiphany? Grandpa, that is the most tired trope out there. C’mon, just break with tradition and tell me
 exactly what I need to know and we’ll go find a bar, okay?”
 The limo pulls over to the curb, and suddenly I’m back in the front seat of the Italian sports car.
 Coyote puts it in park and looks past me out the window. “Looks like this is your stop.” The seat belt
 unbuckles on its own and the door unlocks with a soft clunk. I can take a hint, so I get out, running my
 fingers along the roof wistfully. The window rolls down and Coyote leans over. “By the way, how’s your
 masse?”
 “Um, that’s pool, right? I only know how to break, really.”
 Grumbling, he shakes his head. “You make it through this, come find me. I’ll show you how it’s
 done.” He peels out in what’s becoming his signature fashion, the engine roaring as he vanishes into the
 night. No traffic, weird.
 As I get my bearings I become acutely aware of why there’s no traffic when I see the intersection. 95th and S.
 I’m in the Benedict, the industrial slums, where Thornton said he was bailing me out of jail. There is
 not, by the way, a precinct office here, just a warehouse, a vacant lot and two closed machine shops. But by
 closed, I don’t mean for the night.
 “Well, I wanted to save Thornton. Good a place as any to start.”
 There’s a click behind me that I’ve watched enough cop shows to recognize, so I raise my hands over
 my head. “Well that was quick. So am I being arrested, mugged or killed?” Holy shit, that’s a gun, that’s a
 gun, that’s a gun, that’s a—
 Be cool, damn it.
 I turn, and my father steps out of a shadow, holding one of those little revolvers with the short barrel.
 It’s pointed at me. Dad’s wearing a different T-shirt, still in all black. He does not look amused. “Seriously, Dad? A gun? No tricks or pranks or quips? You’re just going to shoot me?” “I’m tired of tricks, son. I’m tired of being at Father’s beck and call, at having my day fucked up
 because some dipshit needs a life-changing experience. So the Lady and I are going to end that.” He takes a step closer, his eyes have a tinge of red, like he hasn’t slept in days, but his hand is steady, the barrel of the 
 gun filling my view now.
 “She here?”
 He shakes his head once. “She’s getting things ready. I told you to make a choice, Spencer, and you
 did.” Another step, the gun’s even closer now. It’s getting harder to steady myself, because I mostly want
 to fall to my knees and start sobbing. I’m not ready to die yet. But what he said, about making a choice… “She’s going to kill Thornton?”
 “It was you or him. She wanted you, seeing as you’re fucking her husband, but the goal is more
 important, so I get to kill you.” He motions with the gun for me to get down on my knees. “Are you serious?” My voice is trembling, but fuck, wouldn’t yours be?
 “Dead-cold serious. On your knees. You’re still my son, so I’ll make it nice and quick.” Serious is for marks…
 “Do I get any last words or requests?” Tears stream down my face, my knees threatening to buckle 
 from fear.
 “Go ahead.”
 I take a deep breath, running through the words in my head a few times. I don’t even know if it’ll
 work, but there had to be a reason he kept Thornton from saying it so…
 “By the laws of Father Coyote, I challenge you.” I honestly have no idea what’s going to happen next,
 if there’s more that I need to say or if he’ll just shoot me for having the audacity.
 Instead, he laughs derisively, but not in any way that leads me to believe he’ll punctuate it with a
 bullet. “You’re challenging me?”
 “You told me yourself the son never beats the father, so why not? If you shoot me, you’ll never know
 for sure. C’mon, Dad, I’ve tricked Dogs and Foxes, how do you know you’re a better trickster than me?
 Besides, you’re still Coyote, and by Grandfather’s laws, you can’t just walk away from this.” “That a fact?” He smirks. “Son, do you even know what it means when you challenge me?” Shit.
 He lowers the gun, thankfully, but I get the feeling I’ve stepped into murky territory here. “You see,
 Spencer, you think that I need time to prepare, that there’s a big ceremony, that you can stall everything
 until this challenge is settled.”

I do?
 “But it doesn’t work like that?”
 Dad shakes his head. “We settle it here and now. And then, after I win, I shoot you.” “Okay, well, if I win you don’t shoot me, you let Thornton go, and you leave me and Mom and him
 alone forever.”
 This, understandably, earns quite a laugh from Dad. “Don’t work like that.”
 “I think it does, and you’re just trying to make me think otherwise. My old man’s a liar, remember?” I
 grit my teeth, as that gun is still in his hand. “Okay, no matter what happens, I lift that curse off you.” This
 gets his attention. “If you’re going to be nailing the Silver Lady, you’d want to get rid of it, right?” “Why, ’cause I might stub my toe during sex?”
 I smile, remembering the night of the wake. “May your stories be remembered as lies, and your

prowess be remembered as laughable.” A chuckle slips out of me. “You really want your number-one crush
 thinking you’re a two-pump chump?”
 A few seconds pass as he mulls it over. I keep expecting for a car to roll by, but the City might as well
 be empty. He narrows his eyes, cracks his knuckles. “You drop the curse, you come with me, you take
 Thornton’s place, and he walks, and that’s all you’re getting.”
 “I win, I drop the curse, Thornton walks, you leave Mom alone forever, and you walk away. And if I
 lose, I go with you, you still let Thornton go, and right before your new girlfriend slits my throat I tell you
 how the Dogs managed an Emerald in the Snow.”
 And Dad laughs, enough to bend over slightly, hugging his sides, convulsing with the hilarity of the
 statement. “You? You know an Emerald in the Snow?” He holds up a hand as if to ask me to stop, and then 
 places it over his chest. “Oh God, that’s hysterical. Son, if you actually know one of the Emeralds, I’ll let 
 you pick the challenge.”
 An uncomfortable moment passes as his laughter fades, and he notices that I don’t look offended or
 indignant. I don’t look like anything at all.
 “No fucking way, Spencer.”
 I smile knowingly. “Long ago, when the world was a leaf in a pond of amaranthine fire…” He trembles with shock, fear in his eyes now. “He wouldn’t have told you. He can’t.” “And yet, I know it, and you’ve already seen proof. How else could I have escaped you earlier in the 
 park, Dad?” I fold my arms, smirking, and it’s his smirk, I know, but I don’t care. “So I get to pick the
 challenge, huh?”
 “Yeah. So what’d you have in mind?” He cracks his knuckles again, rolls his neck, limbers up. “Simple challenge. Riddles. If you miss one, you lose.” I chuckle darkly. “And I’m a Bard, Dad, I’ve 
 gathered riddles from the darkest recesses of humanity’s soul, questions that have made the spirits shiver,
 with answers arcane and maddening.” I can feel my eyes burning as I lean forward. “But since the son
 never beats the father, you certainly won’t mind me going first.”
 And I see my payoff. He swallows hard, his hand trembling. He grips the gun tighter before nodding 
 once. He extends his free hand, spits hard in his palm. I do the same, and we shake on it. Okay, Spence, time to be a Coyote.
 “Why do blondes hate M&Ms?”
 What, you thought I was serious with that shit?
 The look on Dad’s face is priceless, though, and he stumbles through a few syllables before catching
 himself. He glares, but it barely masks a grin of pride. “They’re too hard to peel. Christ, son, I taught you 
 these. What do you call a blonde with ninety percent of her intelligence gone?”
 “Divorced, but you’d be familiar with that. Yeah, you taught me dirty jokes when I was seven. I was

real popular in elementary school. Why do blondes work seven days a week?”
 “So you don’t have to retrain them on Monday. That’s what this is about? Getting back at me for
 walking out? Grow the fuck up. What do you call a blonde with a runny nose?”
 “Full. And this is about saving my brother and my mother. I finished mourning you a long time ago. I
 wasn’t kidding about the grief-sex, either. I fucked Rourke an hour after your wake, and believe me, after
 getting fucked in the ass by the King of the Phouka I can definitely see why you needed to knock Mom up
 before he touched her.” I feel icky for saying that, but it rattled him, by God. “What’s the difference
 between a blonde and a bowling ball?”
 He doesn’t miss a beat, but he taught me that one too. “You can only get three fingers inside a
 bowling ball.” A seven-year-old doesn’t get a joke like that, but that doesn’t stop the principal from sending
 a note home regardless when it’s repeated for show and tell. “I cared for your mother, but my Lady means
 more to me, okay? And just because you were conceived to con Fate, it doesn’t make you any less my son.
 What do you call a blonde with pigtails?”
 I blink a few times, and before he can claim I don’t know, I take a breath, my nostrils flared. “A 
 blowjob with handlebars. And fuck you. You were going to shoot me five minutes ago! Hell, you probably
 still are, so don’t even try to pull any of that father-of-the-year bullshit on me.” Oh shit, I’ve got an idea.
 “Besides, you don’t even know what the hell you did, Dad.” He wants to play dirty? Fine. “How do you get
 a blonde off her knees?”
 “Come. And what are you talking about? You turned out exactly how our Lady wanted. How do you 
 sink a submarine full of blondes?”
 I stumble, as he changed tack by going “clean”, and with the joke you’d think the answer would have
 something to do with seamen, but… “Knock on the door. Half-and-half’s never been done, Dad, ever think 
 there’s a reason? With all of the Coyotes nailing everything with a hole and a heartbeat, don’t you think it 
 would’ve happened just by pure luck by now? What’s the difference between a blonde and most men?” Dad furrows his brow, pushing through my words, but not the riddle. I’m about to call him on taking
 too long, but he spits out the answer. “Blonde has the higher sperm count. Don’t try to bullshit me. What do 
 you call a blonde skeleton in a closet?”
 I up my tempo. “Last year’s hide-and-seek champion. You know that I didn’t see shit until someone
 told me what I was. I never claimed to be half-Coyote, that’s all you guys. And you really think I could
 trick Phouka and Foxes and learn the name of the Silver Lady with relative ease within days of discovering
 what I am if I was just a third-rate trickster?” I step closer to him. “What you did with Mom, making sure all the stars were aligned and shit, you sure you got it right? The sorcerers didn’t do that shit just to breed 
 new kinds of people, they had other legacies to keep up.”
 I take another step toward him, and I can see in his eyes he’s starting to work it through. “C’mon,
 Dad, Father Coyote only fucked your new girlfriend to keep her from breeding more Ra’keth.” I smile, and
 it’s his smile, Grandfather’s smile, and my own too. “You could almost think it ironic…” I show some
 teeth and move in for the kill. “Tell me, Dad, what happened when the blonde coyote got stuck in a trap?” Dad looks around wildly, his ears pricking up, making a definite effort not to look me in the eye.
 “There’s no way. No fucking way. I would’ve known, damn it, I would’ve!” He looks off to his right,
 toward Beckettsville, Allora, Tolon Park. “You… She… You couldn’t…”
 “I didn’t quite get that.” I step closer while he trembles. One last nail in the coffin. If I’ve got him sold
 on me being a sorcerer, there is one thing he will never want me to say. “Did you have an answer for me,
 Justin—”
 “Don’t say my name!” He brings the gun up but I swat his arm back. The gun clatters to the sidewalk
 as he backs away, eyes mad with fear. “Don’t fucking say my name! You won’t… You…” “I can do everything and anything with that name, Dad, or should I say Justin…”
 He takes off into the night, not looking back, leaving me and the gun behind. A few seconds pass
 before I kneel and pick up the revolver, and then do what the heroes on TV usually do—I empty out the
 bullets and toss it in a nearby Dumpster.
 A minute later I finally react to what just happened.
 “Holy shit.” I giggle, rubbing my face. “Holy fucking shit, he bought it.” The giggle grows into a
 relieved chuckle. I walk a couple of blocks to a pay phone and call Rourke.
 The phone rings about five times before he picks up, his machine apparently off. “I can only guess it’s
 you.”
 “Mom okay?”
 “She had plenty of words for me, not a one of them good. She seems pleased with placing the blame
 squarely on my shoulders. ‘Taking advantage’ was one of the terms she used. I imagine, though, that she
 has plenty of words for you as well.” Strangely enough, he doesn’t sound angry. “Where did you get off
 to?”
 “Had a moment of weakness, but I got through it. Is Mom still there?”
 “She drank half a bottle of my whiskey and is currently asleep on my couch. For your information,
 she’s beginning to believe she’s a bad mother. I would suggest you alleviate that right quick.” I know it’s wrong, after what happened the last time I was with him, but his voice is working for me,
 and I’m aware of what I just did to Dad. “Rourke, I need a couple of favors, first.”
 He sighs, and I know he’s probably shaking his head on the other end of the line. “Dare I ask?” “Well, for starters, I need a ride to Grunstadt, I’m at 95th and S in the Benedict. Mom will be safe at
 your place, right?”
 “I seriously doubt my home would be attacked. After your father’s burglary, I told the front desk to
 not let anyone up until I see them personally. And the other favor?”
 I squirm, my pants feeling painfully tight. “Well, you know what it’s like for me when I trick
 someone?”
 He chuckles, a lecherous tint to it. “Indeed I do.”
 “I just tricked Justin Crain into thinking I’m a Ra’keth.” I can almost literally feel my erection trying
 to throb its way through my jeans. “So uh… You can kind of guess what—”
 “I’ll bring the Rover, big backseat.”




Chapter Twenty-Seven

Better As Friends
When dawn breaks I’m on my back, Rourke on top of me, his lips brushing along my neck, the windows so steamed up I don’t even know what part of the City we’re in. I’m almost certain I’ve done everything two guys can do sexually in the back of a Range Rover without causing physical injury or property damage.
 “I’m going to miss school today, I’ve been going all night.” I smirk at him. “You know what I mean.” His tongue slips in my mouth, the heat of his body making the weight bearable a bit longer. I could fall asleep right here, in his arms, wouldn’t be a bad way to wake up either—
 Wait, am I falling for him now? Is this because I want to wake up with someone or because I want to wake up with him? God damn it, I watch too many chick movies.
 I mean, he’s a good kisser, and there’s no one on earth who knows my body better than he does, and I can trust him if I need to get off—

No, Spence, you’re describing a friend with benefits. Close, but not Three Words worthy.
 Rourke breaks the kiss and rests his forehead against mine. “We should get dressed before we get an audience.”
 “Did we even talk about my idea?” I wriggle as he maneuvers off me, pins and needles flooding my legs as I paw around the floor for my underwear and pants.
 “You started talking about visiting a rice warehouse, but that it didn’t open until seven in the morning. After that…” He smiles and kisses me. “We passed the time.”
 I chuckle as I slip on my underwear and then hand him his boxers. “That part I remember, yeah.” I put on my jeans while his fingers trail over my chest, and I shiver and make happy noises. I turn my head to kiss him, closing my eyes, and let it linger before I finish zipping up my jeans and start the search for my shirt.
 “Spencer?”
 “Yeah, Rourke?” I lean over the back of the seat, grab his shirt first.
 “You don’t love me, do you?”
 I freeze, various syllables and fragments and beginnings of exit strategies and apologies and contingencies catching in my throat. This is it. How I do this is going to carry a lot of weight. How many movies have I seen where someone truly fucks up this conversation, often for dramatic or comedic value, and the fallout lasts well into the third act or…
 But this isn’t a movie, it’s my life.
 “I’m sorry, Rourke.” I slip back into my seat, my shirt limply in my hand. “I mean, I…” I really don’t want to look at him while I’m doing this. “I’m eighteen, Rourke, I’m just a dumb kid, okay? I have no idea what love is. I mean, we haven’t even been together a week. I like you though, I do. I care about you and I don’t want to see you get hurt and I trust you and I keep thinking that something will click and I’ll realize that that’s love but…” I sigh quietly. “I’m so sorry that I strung you along like that, but God, please don’t think I’ve been using you, this wasn’t a trick.” I finally bring myself to meet his eyes. “I just didn’t want to hurt you.”
 And, strangely enough, he doesn’t appear angry. Just quiet.
 The silence grows more unbearable with each passing second. I wait for him to say something, to rage, or pat my shoulder and tell me it’s all right, or kiss me or slap me or God, just something. I’m the first one to break.
 “How long have you known?”
 “Since you told me you loved me in return.”
 I stare at him, letting it sink in. “You knew I was lying?”
 “Spencer, I have been with many men, many women, and a fair number have been called my lover. I am also part of a race of individuals bound to never lie, which engenders an old Phouk like myself to become an expert in reading the truth buried in petty honesties. If a duke with decades of practice cannot mislead me, I doubt you would possess the ability.” His fingers caress my cheek. “But you wanted to love me, and I believe you did not truly wish to hurt me as you put it.”
 “You knew all along and you still told me that story?”
 “You’d extracted a promise three times, there was little I could do. But you didn’t do it for my Emerald in the Snow, which showed me that you didn’t see me as—”
 “A mark.”
 He nods once. “Not to mention your vow to retrieve my son’s ashes, an oath one of your clan would never be beholden to, but you risk your life to keep it.” Rourke smiles, and his lips press to mine. “I would suppose I fell in love with a glimpse.”
 “Meaning?”
 He leans me backward against the door, his hands running over me. “For now, today, I would call you a friend and consort, but I don’t believe I would take you before Her Majesty and inform her that I am courting you. I believe, though, that someday you will be that man I glimpsed, and as I am rather longlived, I can be patient.”
 “So, you think we’re right for each other, just not right now.” How many TV series have been built on that premise, I wonder? “We’re still friends, then?” I see his hand drifting toward my crotch. “With benefits, I take it?”
 He nods, a wisp of his lecherous grin creeping around the corners of his mouth. “I doubt we could keep our friendship chaste at this point.”
 My body readies for another go, but I remember some important things that faded in the haze of passion. “Rourke, why did you keep his ashes for so long?”
 That, understandably, gets his hand off my groin. “He’s my son.”
 “Well, yeah, but I get the feeling there’s more to it than that.” Rourke looks at me dubiously. “Fine, someone suggested I ask, but it is a good question. It doesn’t mean I’m going to give up on getting the urn back, but I would like to know more about it.”
 “Such as?” He begins putting his clothes back on, not making eye contact.
 “Well, why did Se— Er, Miss Crazy wait until now to take it? How did the Foxes manage to get it from you? Why didn’t you get it back if it’s this important to you?” I sit up, face him. “And, Rourke, c’mon, you told me the story, your son was a private island and a Persian cat away from being a full-blown Bond villain.”
 “He was still my son, Spencer.” Anger is working its way into his voice, but I’m on the clock. Selah is going to kill Thornton tonight with the full moon. I don’t have time to walk on eggshells.
 “Did he or did he not try to stab you with the Bloom of Hasseth so that he could feed your soul to the Crevasse of Screaming Diamonds and in return find the Finger of Guk’san?”
 Don’t ask. I’ve had that story rolling around in my head for a while and I still have no idea what the fuck any of it means.
 No answer. “I get it, Rourke, if you stand mute it’s not lying, right? If you were worried about him being raised from the dead and wreaking havoc, why have the Foxes had him for…how many years now?” I’d been told but honestly I’ve forgotten. “If I could get the urn back then you would’ve had no trouble. And please, they blackmailed you into pulling out of the Feud? And something else that’s hinky now that I think about it?” I get in his face, his breathing heavier, nostrils flared. “It seems awfully convenient that he just happened to die before his mother could kill him, and that you were there to witness—”
 Oh God. I just hit myself over the head with it.
 The ferocity leaves my voice as I sit back in the seat. “Oh shit. You killed your son, didn’t you?”
 He doesn’t reply.
 “But, he was a Ra’keth. No offense, Rourke, but unless you tricked him into falling on his own sword—”
 “He was my son.” His voice is soft, quiet. “He was my blood.” A few seconds pass before he continues. “Tainted blood, he called it. We weren’t meant to mix with their kind. She was so much stronger than him, he blamed me for that.”
 “That’s why she wanted to kill him?”
 Rourke shakes his head once. “Power. Why else? Weak though he was, it was still power for her to take. And fear. He was my blood, but he was hers as well.” His eyes glance toward me. “Blood was important to them, in that world.”
 “So, he could kill her because they were the same blood?” He nods in response, and I chew my lip, mulling it through. “So if she brings him back, they’re still of the same blood. She could kill him and…”
 And become a sorcerer again. Oh shit, I figured it out.
 “So, why not take a road trip to Destry Bay and scatter his ashes? If the whole point is keeping the ashes away from her, that seems like a good way to…”
 Rourke doesn’t give me anything to go off. I finish getting dressed. “I have to wonder if you’ve ever told anyone this before. This have to do with me possibly being a Bard, whatever the hell that means?”
 “No ‘possibly’. You are. No one else could collect so many stories in so short a time, know the workings of fate innately—”
 “I just watch a lot of TV, Rourke, I mean, a lot. If Fate is cribbing her ideas from sweeps week, I lucked out.”
 He smiles knowingly. “Why do you think those things interest you? You are a Bard. Only paladins come across more trustworthy, but there hasn’t been one of them about in decades.”
 “Paladins, really?” I tilt my head. “God, please tell me you’re not into Dungeons and Dragons, otherwise I’d really have to stop sleeping with you.” After a few seconds of no response, I explain. “It’s this game that really nerdy virgins—”
 “I know what it is.” Rourke snickers. “Someone could take advantage of how easily you get thrown off the scent, you know.”
 “It’s more that I’m waiting for you to give me an answer.”
 “As you’ve seen, Spencer, simply because I have to speak the truth doesn’t mean I have to tell the truth. I’ve been around long enough to learn that well.”
 “Speaking of which, just how May-December is this thing between you and me? If you remember all of those worlds from your stories…” I climb into the passenger seat and buckle up.
 He checks his blind spot and pulls into traffic. “I honestly don’t know anymore. Long enough that I remember Ra’keth living openly among the people, but not so long that I remember a time before gods.”
 “So…more than fifty. Do all Fae live as long as you?”
 He glances to my right. “Tell me again why I’m dropping you in the heart of Kitsune territory?” We’re into Little Tokyo, and the crowd reflects it, several Foxes making their way toward Ten Oaths to start the morning shift. Nice to know that tricksters need day jobs too.
 “It’s for my idea, and you didn’t answer my question. I’ve already figured out the whole ‘asking three times’ thing, so could we save the third one?”
 “Why do you need to know?” He pulls up to the curb and unlocks the doors. A Fox passes by, sees the two of us and immediately pulls out a cell phone, dialing.
 “Well, it’s not really a matter of needing to—”
 “Then I don’t need to answer.”
 I smirk. “So they don’t live that long, you’re special. C’mon, Rourke, refusing to answer is the same as admitting it.” I take a stab in the dark. “It’s the urn, isn’t it? That’s why you don’t get rid of it, it’s what’s keeping you alive. So let’s lay it out, okay? The Kitsune supposedly stole the urn, and used it to leverage you into pulling out of the Feud, preventing any reciprocity, but you didn’t get the ashes back. That’s where it goes off the rails for me. I think you wanted them to take the urn because they could keep it safer than you could, and you’d be able to honestly say the Foxes took the ashes and let everyone assume they stole them.”
 “I was right. I do need to keep an eye on you.”
 “Shit!” I’d jump out of my seat, but the seat belt prevents that as I twist about to see Shiko seated demurely in the backseat in her human guise, wearing a blouse, a pleated black skirt, black pumps, and my jacket which looks out of place, understandably. “Where the hell did you come from?”
 She takes off my coat and hands it to me. “You forgot this. You’ll be happy to find I cleaned out your pockets for you.” She shivers slightly. “Don’t thank me, they really needed it.”
 I look between the two of them, in simmering silence. “Neither of you believe in answering questions, do you?”
 She nods curtly to Rourke. “Good morning. Why is the King of the Phouka parked in front of my workplace?”
 He tilts his head toward me. “Dropping off the pup. My guess is he’s here to see you.”
 She smiles genially. “We’ve developed a rapport, yes.” God, this could get awkward given that kiss last night.
 There’s a flash of movement as Shiko quickly draws a small knife from… God I have no idea where, and before Rourke or I can react, she draws the flat of the blade along my throat. A second later, while I’m trying not to wet myself, the blade vanishes from her hand. She produces a small compact and applies foundation to her cheek.
 Rourke is the first to speak. “What…”
 “The fuck?” I press my back to the dashboard, keeping my eyes on her as she preens.
 She finishes her makeup. “Fulfilling an obligation. I was asked to drag a blade across your neck. Pity it wasn’t specified which part of the blade.” Satisfied, she closes the compact and it vanishes through sleight-of-hand.
 “You were asked?” I blink a few times. “Jesus, Mr. Kazuhiro is that pissed?”
 “Oh no, of course not. Any vengeance on Kazuhiro-kun’s part will involve trickery. Don’t be surprised if you step into a men’s room stall and suddenly find yourself in the Pine Barrens of New Jersey. Your father asked me to kill you.” She shrugs off my shock. “He didn’t compensate me well enough for discretion, so why not tell you?”
 “My father asked you to… Wait, what? Compensation?” I’ll admit I have the morbid curiosity of wondering just what my life is worth to him at this point.
 “Yes, he renounced legal claim on a possession I took from him some time ago, and returned something of mine that is quite dear to me. He was quite emphatic that I would not break the laws of the Feud if I killed you, though I’m curious why.” She peers at me, and then looks to Rourke. “I don’t suppose he actually is of your clan, Phouk? I was so certain he was half-blooded.”
 “He is half-Coyote, as you thought, though it appears his trick on Justin Crain worked a little too  well.”
 I slump against the dashboard. Dad tried to stab me to death, I’d be shot dead in an alley right now if not for my knowledge of blonde jokes, so what’s surprising about him calling out a hit on me? But Shiko? Why her? And…
 “Why didn’t you kill me? Don’t get me wrong, I’m thankful you didn’t but…” I shrug.
 The Fox smiles knowingly, her eyes darting to my coat for the barest of seconds. Ah. That’s why.
 Don’t worry, I’ll explain later.
 “So tell me about this trick, Spencer.” She rests her hands in her lap and waits expectantly.
 “I tricked my dad into believing I’m something I’m not.” She doesn’t prod further, at least not with words. Her eyes narrow slightly, and I can see the wheels turning. Might as well just tell her. “A Ra’keth.”
 “You…” Shiko points to me. “You got Justin Crain to believe that you…” She points at me more emphatically. “Are a sorcerer?” A few seconds pass before she looks to Rourke, and he nods in confirmation. Shiko looks between the two of us. “And you two are going to carry that trick further, ensnare his mistress, make her believe you’re capable of binding her with her Name…”
 Actually, I had a different idea, but that does sound more workable.
 She shakes her head quickly, but she’s laughing as she does so. “Oh no. No, no, no, no, no. The Kitsune will never allow the Coyotes and the Phouka to work together on a trick, especially not with a former sorceress as the mark. That’s tantamount to an Emerald in the Snow, one for each clan but ours. It would tear apart the Feud, and there would be chaos. You’re leave me only one path of recourse.”
 Rourke doesn’t say anything, thankfully, even though he never really agreed to help me out on this more than giving me a ride to Grunstadt. Still, I can see a twinkle in his eye, a roguish curve to the grin that’s spreading on his face.
 Someone has to take the bait, so it might as well be me. “Okay, I’ll bite, what are you going to do?”
 She smiles, and it’s the one from last night, her real smile. “Destiny has pitted us against each other for so long, perhaps it is curious what we might accomplish if we work together.”




Chapter Twenty-Eight

Teeth Clenched Teamwork
Obviously, I don’t go to school. But I might as well be there.
 “Okay, could you try that again? Only a little, uh, slower?”
 I’m at a coffeehouse on Tolon Avenue, seated on one of the couches, my espresso and four-dollar

brownie on a nearby table being used for positive reinforcement. Faking being a sorcerer is more about talking the talk than walking the walk. They have their own language, Lorus, and it doesn’t make a damned lick of sense. Rourke is trying to teach me, and every time I get a word right…

Well, the fact that my espresso is room temperature and my brownie is going stale should be some indicator of my progress.
 Seriously, what the fuck is a soft K?
 “If I speak any slower, Spencer, I’ll be talking backwards.” Rourke takes a moment to have a sip of his own coffee and a bite of scone. Asshole.
 “When you say the words, I hear them in English and when I say them, I sound like I need a tinfoil hat.” I reach for my brownie, but it’s snatched away quickly by a new hand, white furred, a bit of black showing under a blouse cuff.
 Shiko takes a bite of it and nods approvingly. “How’s it going?”
 Rourke sighs, stretching. “I’ve long known that Coyotes were fools. I just didn’t take the meaning to be so literal. What have you discovered on your reconnaissance?”
 Shiko takes a seat while I fume quietly. When I try to sneak my espresso her hand quickly slaps mine away. “So far? A large portion of the clientele thinks that you’re a new linguistics professor and that Spencer here is sleeping his way to a grade.”
 Rourke hmms at that. “Well, I have been to university, several times, actually. I suppose it could be a nice switch from selling cars. I’ll have to keep it in mind.” He smiles to me. “Think I could pull it off?”
 “You, in a suit, in a position of authority, with that accent?” I make a move to cover my groin with a magazine from the table. “Christ, I’d go into student-loan debt for that.” I look to Shiko. “I think he was asking about the other recon, though.”
 “You wouldn’t go into debt for me?” She puts on a face of mock indignation, complete with a hand delicately pressed to her heart.
 “Shiko, you’re hot, any guy would go into debt for you.” I pat my jacket nonchalantly to drive the point home.
 Shiko takes another nibble of my brownie and sits on the table to face us. “After Justin spoke to me last night, I shadowed him to where he met a woman I can only assume was the mark, considering she held some sway over him. Another Coyote was with them—”
 “Was it Thornton?” More than likely Shiko and Thornton have never met, so I describe him as best I can.
 Shiko sighs, clearly not enjoying having been interrupted. “No, this one was taller, broader. He took the urn into a small crypt and remained to stand guard. He’ll likely be at Sunset Grove all day.”
 Rourke arches a brow. “You shadowed him out that far? And you weren’t seen?”
 This time her indignation isn’t the mock kind. Besides, Sunset Grove?
 “A cemetery?” I chuckle, but the pitch is a bit higher than I expected. “At night? With a full moon? Um…did you see any, uh, zombies, you know, while you were there?”
 Shiko blinks at me a few times. “No.”
 I slump in relief. “Thank God. I mean, I don’t want to be the first to die. The funny guy always dies first, for shock value, you know. Rourke would get killed next, because it’d be a heroic sacrifice or something.” I motion to Shiko. “You’d live, though, unless you had sex.”
 Rourke and Shiko are now gaping at me as if I admitted I was keeping trained wolverines in my pants who were about to brew up some chamomile tea.
 “What?” I glance between them. “It can happen at any time, okay?”
 Shiko has the look of an addled kitten, complete with head tilt. Rourke sighs and leans toward her, embarrassed.
 “You’ll have to excuse him. According to his mother he has an irrational fear of something called the zombie apocalypse.”
 “It’s not irrational!” Seriously, think about all the medical and scientific breakthroughs coupled with the might of the military-industrial complex and toss in the idea of weaponizing a zombie plague. All you need is one butterfingered lab tech, and you’ll be wishing you had a stockpile of MREs and ammunition.
 Shiko turns back to Rourke. “Moving on. I didn’t see a third Coyote, he’s likely being held at another location.”
 Rourke rests his chin on his hand. “And we could scour the City, but I doubt we’d find him. Were they preparing for a ritual?”
 “Looked like it. I made a map, got a few places I can set up depending where Spence here wants to put on the show.” She points at me. “How’s he coming along, anyway?”
 Rourke grumbles. “I am now well aware of why his schooling requires supplemental assistance.”
 “I suck at learning from lecture, okay? And I have an excellent vocabulary, don’t make me kick your ass at Scrabble to prove it.” I rub my face again. “I still don’t get Lorus, though.”
 Shiko kicks Rourke in the shin, “You’re actually teaching him Lorus? The Coyotes hardly need to know—”
 “You believe Fate would ever allow them magic, Kitsune? Besides, I’m teaching him a sentence, not the entire language,” Rourke says matter-of-factly, rubbing his leg now. “And I’m free to help him learn it. Unlike some clans, my people were taught Lorus, rather than stealing it.”
 Shiko can tell she’s being baited, but replies with a shark smile. “Perhaps those people wanted to learn it without having to be lapdogs to Ra’keth.”
 I put my hand between the two of them. “Okay, time out. There’s still a running clock. Like Rourke said, I’m learning a sentence. Phonetically. I don’t even know what it means. Rourke could be giving me the Lorus translation of the last thing you should ever say to a woman.”
 Shiko glances toward me. “Which is?”
 I shrug, chuckling, and try to pick out the various phonetics that Rourke’s been spouting at me all morning to no avail. I think of Scrabble tiles, the weird Gs and soft Ks and flexible Ys lining up into words that would reap dozens of points. No luck there, so I answer Shiko’s question. “I can’t talk to you when you’re emotional like this.”
 Both of them stare dead at me, and I cringe. “Okay, I’ll admit, it’s kind of sexist, but you should hear some of the blonde jokes I know.” Rourke’s mouth drops slightly, Shiko looks a cross between angry and afraid. “Okay, okay, it’s a lot sexist. I’m sorry, okay?”
 Rourke places his hands on my shoulders, and produces a stream of phonetic sounds that sound like gibberish. A second later, he switches to English. “What did I say?”
 Shiko’s attention is fully on me, just as impatiently awaiting my answer as Rourke.
 I swallow hard, looking between them. “I don’t know. Why are you mad?”
 “That was perfect Lorus, Phouk.” Shiko pushes Rourke backward, getting in his face. “What have you been teaching him?”
 Huh? “No it wasn’t.” I get between them again. “Seriously, you two, public place, let’s not make a scene.”
 “He’s a Bard, Fox. Plain and simple. A Bard must tell his stories, no matter the language barrier. Granted, it’s a talent I thought exclusive to the Bards of my clan, but Fate has her own agenda.” He uses his salesman smile on her. “If you don’t believe me, speak a few phrases in your language, see if he can tell a joke or two.”
 I suffer a barrage of rapid-fire Japanese. She studies my face intently for a second afterward. “You didn’t understand a word of that.”
 I shake my head. “It didn’t sound nice.”
 “All right then…” She sneers. “Bard. Tell me a funny story.”
 “Um, did you hear the one about the blonde coyote?”
 Now she shows teeth. “Nihongo.”
 How the hell did the situation get like this? I was speaking English before, right? What, am I speaking in tongues?
 Still, I can sort of see the phonetics of what she was saying in my head, not really Scrabble tiles this time, just… I don’t know. Rhythms?
 “What did the blonde say when the doctor told her she was pregnant?”
 Shiko doesn’t speak.
 “Is it mine?” Wait a minute. That wasn’t English. “Hold on a tick.”
 “So he can speak the languages, he just can’t understand them.” Shiko politely covers her mouth, giggling. “Oh, Spencer, that is going to get you into all manner of trouble. Especially considering you come across like an idiot tourist who drunkenly memorized a phrase book.”
 “I was speaking Japanese?”
 “Quite badly, but yes.” She surveys the crowd, who have all returned to their coffee. “Sometimes I wonder what they hear us talking about.”
 Rourke seems to have calmed, appraising me still. “I’m beginning to believe there might be truth to the lie that Spencer told his father.”
 Shiko immediately turns back to Rourke at that. “You don’t think he’s actually…”
 “No, of course not, but in order to have Spencer turn out like he did, he had to be a bit more special than intended.” Rourke finishes his coffee and sets the cup on the table.
 I raise my hand. “Still confused.”
 Rourke nudges my espresso toward me, and gratefully, I start drinking it. It’s cold, but after the night I’ve had I need caffeine. Seriously, I’m going to sleep for a week when this is done.
 “I do believe, Spencer, that you were conceived at a specific time in a specific way—”
 “Specific way? Please, no details, I don’t want to imagine my parents having kinky sex, okay?” Shuddering, I continue to drink my cold espresso, hoping the nasty taste will serve as a weak mind-bleach.
 “Positions have little to do with it, Spencer. The stars, the weather, the presence of music, where specifically the act was, and…” Rourke smiles knowingly. “Whether conception actually took place.”
 Shiko ahhs softly, but I’m still confused. “I for one know that you passed Sex Ed.” She looks at Rourke. “Had his school record checked out, before you go getting all jealous.”
 “I don’t get it. What, I wasn’t conceived at that specific time, that’s what you’re saying?” I check the crowd. “Is this really the place to have this conversation?”
 Rourke shrugs. “Humans. They hear what they want. And there are a few possibilities. While conception was largely a mystery in those days, humanity has all sorts of ways to science it out.”
 “Science isn’t a verb.”
 “What I’m saying, Spencer, is that it appears what worked once doesn’t quite work anymore. If everything had gone to plan, you would be as you are, only subservient to your Lady and powerless to resist her. Instead, you were born a Bard as well as a half-blood.”
 So I try to remember what little I do from Sex Ed, outside of abstinence being the only effective means of birth control and giving myself testicular exams. “Okay…for the sake of my sanity, let’s call our participants Man A and Woman B, all right?” I take a deep breath, imagine two featureless mannequins in the place of my parents. “Man A has intercourse with Woman B.”
 In my head the male mannequin just falls on top of the female.
 “When that happens,” I say, and in my head it switches from mannequins to a bad sixties filmstrip complete with cheesy marching music playing in the background. “Sperm is ejaculated into Woman B, entering through the cervix into the uterus where it makes its way to the fallopian tubes. Either on the way or in the fallopian tubes, they hit an egg and fertilize it, and that’s conception. At least, I think that’s how it works, I only got a C in that class.” I figure I’m done, but I remember a question from a pop quiz. “But it doesn’t happen immediately. Ovulation might not have occurred but the sperm can live in the uterus for a day, maybe two, three on the outside, so…”
 I got it.
 “So no matter how much planning you put into the special conception time, it’s going to happen when it’s going to happen. It’s in the hands of Fate.” I look at Rourke. “And Fate doesn’t seem like the kind of lady who’d want someone telling her exactly when and how to spin a thread. Now how do I use that?” I shrug at them. “Seriously, I’m open to ideas here.”
 “Fate abhors nothing more than a sorcerer.” Shiko stands, stretching, and smiles when she notices me watching. “But she knows that the only means of stopping one Ra’keth is to raise up another. Sorcerers are beyond the reach of Fate once they ascend to power, but what’s to stop Fate from conditioning a would-be sorcerer beforehand? They are, after all, human, and just as easily led as Coyotes.”
 She pats my face patronizingly. “Regardless, your original trick still has a chance, if I aid you, but I doubt you’d be able to say what’s necessary in Lorus, even if you can spout it off like an idiot-savant.”
 I look to the Phouk. “Rourke’d know what to say, so we can just do a Cyrano.” They both mull it over, before nodding to each other and me, though Rourke looks mildly surprised. “What? I do read occasionally.”
 Well, not the book, but that’s what Wikipedia is for, and they’ve done it in sitcoms a few times and it always turns out okay.
 At least I think it does.
 Fuck.




Chapter Twenty-Nine

Mama Didn’t Raise No Criminal
For all the times I know it would suck for life to be more cinematic, there would be a distinct advantage. The montage.
 In heist movies, you’d see my cohorts doing their heavily edited preparations in jump cuts showing different parts of the day with voiceovers explaining the intricacies of a big con. Rourke would expound on his praising of humans for their technology while he buys a Bluetooth headset and a throwaway cell phone. Shiko would discuss doing perfect recon, and setup however Foxes manage to do magic.
 During all of this, they’d espouse their personal philosophies on trickery, certain shots serving to punctuate their points. At first glance they’d run counter to each other, but deeper analysis would show the similarities. Also there would be occasional shots of me snoring and drooling onto a pillow while cool “sneaky” music plays in the background to keep the mood light, because we’re the good guys after all.
 God, I hope we are. If I’m personally preventing the Second Coming or something… Anyway, the montage would be better.
 When I wake up, I’m on the couch in Rourke’s apartment, and my mother is sitting across from me on the coffee table. Her eyes have dark circles underneath, but are stern. Her face is gaunt, her jaw set, and I can see the disappointment there.
 We stay like that for a minute.
 “I’m sorry.” It seems like a good place to start.
 “I…” She closes her eyes, using anger to hold back tears. “I don’t know what to do with you, Spencer.”
 This conversation can end very badly.
 “Mom, please, I know I screwed up, I’m sorry—”
 She holds her hand up. “Spencer, you’re eighteen. I’d be stupid to think you weren’t already sleeping around, considering who your father was.” Ouch. “I could even be angry that it was Robert, though I had a few words for him too. I just don’t know what’s going on with you.”
 Usually when Mom’s mad, she yells, like most parents. She’s quiet, subdued.
 Defeated.
 “Spencer, I’ve tried. I know it’s been hard, with Justin leaving, you finding your brother, everything happening between you and Robert, but…this has been building for a while now. Too many calls from the police, from the school, from…” She swallows hard. “But here you are. And you’ve done things to keep me safe.”
 Mom reaches forward and takes my hand. “I can’t do this anymore, Spence. I’m becoming a burden to you, and you’re old enough to…”
 Oh shit. “Mom, what are you saying?”
 She starts crying, leaning forward, her head resting on my shoulder. “I need help. I…I see things now, terrible things, all the time. Robert and Justin and, oh God, Spence, even you. It’s all wrong and not real but it doesn’t go away no matter how much I close my eyes and open them or sleep it just doesn’t go away and…” Mom’s breaking down. Breaking. I hold her close to me, believe she’ll get it out of her system, and maybe laugh, but that’s not going to happen.
 When she pulls back from me, she sees my grandfather’s eyes. That’s never going to change for her, this is a dream that she’s not going to wake up from, something she can’t learn to accept.
 “Maybe you should get away for a little, go see Grandma.” Normally this would be a bad idea. Mom and Grandma haven’t seen each other in ten years, or spoken in three. She never forgave Mom for messing things up with Rourke (to the rest of the world he’s a handsome and charming guy who owns his own business), or Dad walking out instead of Mom kicking him out, or me turning into a “hoodlum” and Mom doing nothing to stop it. I only remember a gray-haired disciplinarian in a housecoat who forced me to eat Brussel sprouts by the truckload. But she’d be a better alternative.
 Because if I tell her she’s not crazy, that all of this is real, she’ll go deep inside herself and never come out.
 “C’mon, Mom, we’ll go home, give Grandma a call, pack you a few things. She’s over in Allora, right? Won’t take more than half an hour.” After helping myself to a couple Jacksons from Rourke’s sock drawer, I get her to her feet, and she’s sleepwalking again, but occasional sobs let me know she’s still with me. “It’ll be okay. You’ll be safe. Just open with telling Grandma she was right. That should buy you a couple hours of peace, right?”
 We make our way to the elevator. I’ll call Rourke after I get home and let him know what’s going on, and that I owe him forty bucks. There’s plenty of time before sundown, and I’m a cab ride from knowing Mom will be taken care of without my supervision, maybe for longer than a day. I do feel relieved.
 And yes, I feel like a complete shit for that, but I can beat myself up later.
 We get outside without incident, I whistle for a cab, and considering we’re in a decent neighborhood, one quickly pulls up to the curb, though it’s occupied. I lean toward the window and see three women, one driving, the other two in the back. The driver is in her forties, evenly tanned, red but graying hair, cheeks marked with rouge, dressed in jeans and a blouse with a faded leather vest. The two passengers are younger and older, respectively. The girl, sitting in the middle, is in her early twenties, wearing a white sundress, long raven hair, almond eyes with a mirthful light. She reminds me of Selah, but there’s no wickedness underlying, and when she smiles at me, it’s like one from an old friend.
 The older woman looks like money, but not like a mark. She’s wearing a pantsuit, expensive, black, her hair white and tied back into a severe bun, eyes with crow’s feet, but black, like a shark’s. She does not, in fact, smile at me.
 The young girl beckons to my mother and I, her voice sunny. “Please, get in.”
 The older woman nods curtly. “We won’t mind sharing for a little while.”
 The driver glances at me. “You’ll have to sit up front, though, boy.”
 “Spencer?” Mom understandably sounds worried, her hand squeezing my arm.
 I glance between the three of them and feel an unbelievable weight pressing down on my words. I don’t think I have a choice in this, and I have no idea why. I’m not scared, we’re not in any danger, but…
 “It’s fine, Mom.” I grin, and she’s frazzled enough to miss that it’s fake. “We’ll be okay.” I look to the passengers. “We’re headed to B’ville, I hope that’s on—”
 “We know where you’re going.” The driver says it simply, matter-of-fact, no malice, but it’s chilling nonetheless.
 I help Mom into the backseat and get in the front. The young girl gently pats my mother’s knee, her face warm, sincere. The taxi pulls away from the curb, and the older woman looks out the window, letting the passing crowd take up her attention.
 The ride is relatively uneventful, albeit quiet. Mom sits stock-still, and I’m afraid if anything sudden happens she’ll break down again.
 “So, uh…” I glance back. “Where are you ladies heading?” I shrug at the driver. “Isn’t that how this works when you’re in the front of one of these?” The young girl smiles at me, amused, and I return it. “Got a smile.”
 “Spencer.” Mom looks at me, worry and shock in her eyes. “Please.”
 “C’mon, Mom, she’s a pretty lady, it’d probably be rude to not hit on her a little.”
 That earns a laugh from the girl, and it’s genuine and beautifully melodic. I give her a once-over again, making sure she can see. Definitely doable. And dateable. And hey, she’s already met my mom.
 Shit, everything that’s going on and I’m trying to score a girl’s digits. I really am a Coyote, aren’t I?
 “Sorry.” I return my attention to Mom, try to reassure her, but she just looks at my eyes. Not good, so I sit normally and cast my gaze outside, where Mom might not accidently catch my eyes in the rearview.
 The silence returns, and the trip goes quickly, every light green, all traffic easy to weave through, even Doris Day parking in front of our building. But it begs the question. “How’d you know where we were going?”
 The driver looks at my mother. “This is your stop, miss.” And then at me. “You should say goodbye.” Not good.
 Mom gets out, sleepwalking toward the front door of the building.
 “What’d you do to her? What’s happening?” I’d grab the driver and shake her shoulders but I get the feeling if I did I’d end up someone’s exempli gratia when defining a Bad Idea.
 “She’s doing what she’s meant to be doing, Spencer Crain, just as you are. I assure you that barring the meddling of a sorcerer, your mother will come to no harm, but you will leave her here and come with us.” The driver runs a finger along my face. “I see two paths that lead from here, Spencer. You will want to take the one where you say goodbye.”
 I swallow hard. “Am…am I going to die—?”
 “Yes.” The older woman flashes a dark grin and looks back out the window. I place my hand on the door handle. “And you can’t outrun me, boy.” She brings her hand up, and I see an old pair of scissors in her grasp, the edges bright and sharp. “Now do as you’ve been told.”
 My throat feels hot as I nod and get out of the cab. Mom is going through her keys. I touch her shoulder to get her attention.
 “You should head up, I need to pay the fare.” I take a breath. “Uh, call Grandma too, soon as you get in, pack. She can come pick you up.” Is this really the last time she’ll ever see me? I don’t want to die. But…if I am?
 I’d heard Rourke say a few blessings, and maybe if I’m a Bard, it’ll stick, even after I’m… I feel the sounds in my head rearranging, the words flowing out, my tongue unable to stop them as they emerge in Lorus. “May love and laughter light your days, and warm your heart and home. May good and faithful friends be yours, wherever you may roam. May peace and plenty bless your world with joy that long endures. May all life’s passing seasons bring the best to you and yours.” I sniff back tears a second longer, hold her tightly to me. “I love you, Mom.”
 When I pull back, her eyes are glassy, locked on mine, and she starts to tremble. She’s about to realize that she’s surrounded by things that shouldn’t exist, that her son is one of those things. I steel myself a moment longer and kiss her forehead. “Goodbye.”
 I wait by the cab until Mom gets into the building, and then get back in, finally breaking down myself as the taxi pulls into traffic. To their credit, the three women in the car don’t comment.
 “Do I get to know why?” I wipe my eyes with my hand, which only makes my face wetter. “I mean, I know it’s because of Selah.” I shrug once. “Hell, if I’m going to die I shouldn’t worry about saying her name out loud, right?”
 The young woman smiles again, shaking her head. The older woman is unmoved. The driver glances toward me and hands me a Kleenex from her vest pocket.
 “Thank you.” I dab my eyes dry. I look at the younger woman. “What’s funny? Is it going to be ironic? Am I going to fall off a cliff? Have a big rock fall on me with only a tiny umbrella to shield me? Perhaps OD on earthquake pills?”
 This only gets her to laugh, but it’s not sinister.
 “Listen, since I’m going to die anyway, you think I got a shot with you?” I try my easy smile. “I mean, I know I’m nowhere near being in your league—”
 She smirks genially. “You have no idea.”
 Okay, that stung a little.
 “I’ll admit I saw this ending differently. I’m supposed to be the hero. Heroes die, yeah, but not if they’re occasionally funny. Should’ve angled for a sidekick gig. I’d just have to worry about being kidnapped and unresolved sexual tension.” I look between the three of them. “Would one of you please say something?”
 The driver is the one to speak up. “I’m the only one you need to talk to, Spencer. My daughter has finished with you for now, and my mother isn’t quite ready for you yet.”
 “So who are you?” I settle into the front seat. “I mean, you’re obviously not human, right?”
 “No. We’re not.”
 “Did I do something wrong?”
 The driver’s smile is gentle, reminds me of Mom’s, actually. “Why didn’t you try to leave when we told you you were going to die?”
 “What, you’ve never read that story? The guy runs away and ends up getting killed even more brutally. If I’m going to die there’s not much I can do about it, especially if Coyotes are tied to Fate.” I glance, pleading, at the oldest woman. “I mean, I’m not all that excited about the idea, I’d certainly like to go out older, and in love with somebody, and maybe a kid or something so someone will remember me.” I look out the window. “I’m supposed to be in school not doing a paper on a rice factory.”
 “You’re doing exactly what you’re supposed to be doing.” The taxi pulls over, and the driver’s hand is on my shoulder. “Everything I planned, you’ve done it. You follow your thread, and in turn make my tapestry beautiful. So many fray the edges, tear, even pull their threads completely free, not knowing how interwoven they are.”
 “Who are you, really?” When I look at her, the driver is gone, replaced by the young woman. The backseat is empty.
 “I am the one who spun you.” She then shimmers before my eyes, the driver replacing her in a second. “And I am the one who weaves you.” She shimmers again, and the older woman is in her place, holding her shears. “And when the time comes, I am the one who cuts you free.” Her smile is wicked, but I don’t sense any malice, she probably just really likes the job. “One is to be cut this night, and should all go to plan, it will not be you.” The blades of the scissors are then held right in front of my eyes. “But do not tempt me, half-blood. I see where your thread leads, and all would work out finer if I were to slit it before the dawn. I’ll not have another usurper to the throne to keep my eye on.”
 I back away from the scissors, pressing against the door, and she grins wider, enjoying my fear, but the driver returns. Her hand draws away from my face, the shears no longer in her grasp.
 “You’re Fate, aren’t you? I mean, I didn’t think you were a real person, er, uh, people.”
 “We are not, as you put it, people.” The young woman returns. “We are gods.”
 “No wonder I’m so far out of your league.”
 And she laughs again, her lips pressing gently to mine. I don’t try to kiss her back, that would likely be grounds for killing me, so I just relax, and enjoy it. It only lasts a few seconds, but I taste honey, smell fresh flowers, dew. The touch of her lips to mine, even though I’ve made out with plenty of people, it feels like the first time I’ve ever really kissed anyone. “Your father and his mistress sought to command me, Spencer, to spin threads to their liking, with no regard for my mother’s tapestry. In return for their arrogance, for their insult to my station, I gave you everything you would need to face them and claim victory. You need only to trust in that.”
 I weakly nod.
 Clotho, youngest of the Fates, motions beyond me, where I can see we’re parked back in front of Rourke’s building, and both Shiko and Rourke approach the entrance from opposite directions. “Your companions have returned. The time is drawing near. Go, Spencer Jensen Crain. I have waited eighteen years for this night, for my honor to be avenged.” Her eyes darken with a long-simmering rage. “Reap what they have sown.”




Chapter Thirty

Genre Savvy
Right before a con, I run through worst-case scenarios. Bank says it’s a good way to keep from getting greedy, but we’ve still spent a few nights in jail (not prison, jail, there’s a huge difference). But if this goes south, I’m not going to the lockup, I’m going to die.

Yeah, sure. There clearly wasn’t enough pressure.
 “Is he going to keep staring off into space?”
 I’m vaguely aware of motion. I still taste Clotho’s lips on mine, hear her words in my ear. “You believe I would know?”
 I remember being asked why I bothered to hail a cab when there were two cars in the garage. I don’t

think they get Fate.
 “I would think so, considering even a Dog could smell the, ah, rapport you two have developed? 
 Especially in this car.”
 Rourke sounds unimpressed. “You can smell our rapport, you say?”
 “Why else would I sit in the front seat? I just bought this skirt.” Shiko leans toward me. “You still
 with us?”
 I blink a couple times. “Sorry, just, uh, processing.” I roll my shoulders and rest my head against the
 seat. “Let’s run through this one more time.”
 “For our benefit?” Shiko smirks. “Or yours?” She sighs and continues. “I take position at one of the
 spots I scouted earlier today.” She hands me a deck of cards. “Aces and the joker are marked, I only had
 time to do five, matched up according to the elements.”
 “You mean four.”
 “No, five.” She looks at me incredulously. “Tsuchi, Hi, Kaze, Mizu, Sora?” Shiko covers her face with
 her palm. “Right, you’re American. Fine. Earth, Fire, Wind, Water and… Well, save Sora for an
 emergency. I have to be able to hear you, project and use some theatrics so I’ll know when to trigger the
 cards and which one you want. Mizu going off while it’s still in your pants is just embarrassing. Hi… 
 Well…” She looks to Rourke. “If that one goes off by accident, I hope his mouth is adequate.” He doesn’t miss a beat, eyes never leaving the road. “He needs practice, but I have faith he’ll become
 proficient.”
 I lean between the seats now. “Wait, by accident? These things might go off at random? And how do I
 know which is which?”
 “I told you, they’re matched up according to element.” So matter-of-fact.
 “You just want me to admit I’m stupid, don’t you?”
 She pouts. “Not if you’re going to take all the fun out it. Don’t you read at all?”
 “Shiko.” I pat my jacket pocket, where a bit of white silk is poking out, and with an exasperated sigh,
 she nods.
 “Spades are Air, Clubs are Fire, Diamonds are Earth, Hearts are Water and the Joker is Sora. And
 they won’t go off at random, I do know what I’m doing.” She glances to Rourke. “Now that he’s paying
 attention, want to run through your bit again?”
 Rourke reaches between the seats and tousles my hair, disheveling it and making it hang over my ears,
 which I can’t stand because it tickles. “Better. Now they won’t see the headset. It’s in the bag under your
 seat.” As I retrieve the bag, which contains a cell phone and a Bluetooth headset, Rourke continues his part
 of the plan. “Keep the phone out of sight, and say everything I tell you, exactly as I tell you. And make sure
 it’s in Lorus.”
 “Rourke, I still don’t know how this Bard thing works, so we’ll have to hope for the best on that.
 You’re getting Thornton, right?”
 He nods. “I will try my best, Spencer. Remember to not use her name. Say it, even in English, and she
 will know you’re not Ra’keth.”
 “Uh…” I wince. “We might be screwed already, then. I said it to her not long after I learned it, it’s
 why I stopped being so moon-eyed over her.”
 “Ah, but that was before you ‘came into your power as a Ra’keth’. Sorcerers are born, not made, but
 most of them never awaken to their magic. Often they’re limited to ignorance, or worse only bring 
 bloodshed wherever they go with their petty revolts.”
 “I hate to bring this up, but…” Shiko looks between us. “There’s a real possibility of bloodshed 
 wherever we go. If this falls apart, I need to know if I’m fighting or running.” She eyes me. “Because
 fighting will require a deeper commitment.”
 “Will it? I think your honor would demand it.”
 Shiko glowers. “You had best not be mocking me, Coyote.”
 “Far from it. Justin Crain asked you to kill me. And didn’t he tell you that you wouldn’t be violating
 the Feud by doing so? Well that was a big fat lie, wasn’t it? So he tried to trick you into breaking the rules
 of the Feud, which would humiliate the Kitsune, and make you look very bad and—”
 “And though I saw through it from the start, that he would think me foolish enough to fall for it…”
 The natural smile graces her face again. “I do have to keep an eye on you, Spencer Crain. All right, but I’m
 not killing him, my honor doesn’t demand that much. Besides, I’d rather he live with his embarrassment.
 Still, the mark will likely not succumb to physical combat.”
 “I’ve got that covered.” I shrug off their disbelief. “What? I’m a Coyote, I’m on the job. Fate loves
 my ass right now. What’s wrong with trusting my clan’s pièce de résistance?” I look to Rourke. “Did I use 
 that term right?”
 Rourke reaches to pat my face, his tone warm. “Indeed, my chevalier d’industrie.” I blink at the term,
 and Shiko rolls her eyes at me.
 “It’s someone who lives by their wits alone. A swindler.”
 I cock an eyebrow. “You know French?”
 She smiles cryptically. “I know enough.”
 The sun’s going down, which I’m able to see because we apparently left the City during my spacing
 out.
 Shiko points toward a small stretch of dirt that serves as a parking lot for Sunset Grove. “Kill the
 lights and pull over there.” After Rourke does so, she gets out of the car and looks to the two of us. “All
 right, wait three minutes for me to get set.”
 “Showtime, huh?” I let slip a lot more anxiety than I intended.
 “Just stick to the plan, Spencer, no improvising.” I see her natural smile again. “If you make me look
 bad, Coyote, your constant humiliation will become one of my personal hobbies. Do we understand each
 other?” She vanishes into the night, and Rourke shuts off the engine.
 “Three minutes, then.” He motions to the front seat, and I climb into it. His hand is squeezing mine a
 couple of seconds after I’m situated. “I’m taking a risk, coming here.”
 “I’d imagine she won’t be too happy to see you out and about, yeah.” I look down at his hand and 
 squeeze it back. “I’m really glad you’re here, even after everything I’ve dragged you into.” “Well, whether you intended it or not, you played to matters of honor. This involves my son, an attack
 on my chosen consort and…” His eyes are on me exclusively now. “I’ve had more excitement in the last 
 few days than I have in the previous… Well, a while. Whether you meant to or not, you’ve helped me
 remember that my throne is more than just a title. I’m itching to dip back into the Feud, match my tricks
 against the other clans. I suppose it’s only appropriate a Coyote roused me from my stupor.” “You are aware if we pull this off and escape with our lives, we’ll both have worked a hell of a trick
 on a former Ra’keth.” I can already feel my body responding to the possibility.
 Rourke treats me to his easy smile. “Why do you think I brought the Rover?”
 “Rourke?”
 He leans toward me. “Yes, Spencer?”
 I drift closer to him. “Does this ever calm down? The libido?”
 “If you were a Phouk, I’d tell you it becomes manageable in a few decades. Granted, if you were a
 Phouk, we wouldn’t be sleeping together.” His lips brush against mine. “Now let me properly kiss you for
 good luck.”
 “One condition.” He arches a brow, but I give a lecher’s grin before continuing. “If we win, well,
 there’s something I want to do. No secrets, no stories, no one gets hurt, you have my word, but I’m aching 
 to do this one thing. I think you might like it though, so…”
 Rourke grins. “And you feel massaging my cock through my jeans will help your case?” I glance
 down, not even realizing I’d been doing that, but there’s my hand, rubbing and tenderly squeezing the
 bulge in his crotch. “I’ll reserve judgment until the time comes, Spencer.” His eyes dart to the clock in the
 dashboard. “Now let go, it’s been four minutes, and the Fox is likely wondering what’s keeping us.” I do so, with reluctance, but once he kisses me, my eyes close and for a moment I forget what I’m
 supposed to be doing. Even when he breaks the kiss I remain there, eyes still shut, vaguely tonguing the air
 until I hear his door close and realize that I’m alone in the car, and Rourke’s nowhere in sight. Sneaky, but
 probably necessary. I’m just thankful I don’t get off on being tricked, otherwise Shiko would have even
 more evidence of Rourke and I’s, uh, rapport as she put it.
 Okay, let’s do this.
 “Please God, don’t let there be any zombies.” I exit the car and follow the main path. The wroughtiron gate, of course, creaks and squeaks. “Shit, I’m the funny guy, and I’m half-human which definitely 
 makes me part of a minority group, I’ve had more than my share of sexual contact in the last twenty-four
 hours, and I’m walking alone through a cemetery, at night, during a full moon.”
 Almost on cue, a leprous hand shoots out of the earth behind me and grabs my ass, which not only 
 gives me undeniable proof that the zombie apocalypse is imminent, but also that apparently Rourke was
 taken by the undead legion and I’m his first appetizer.
 That or, uh, my cell phone vibrated in my back pocket and the headset immediately picked up the call. Regardless, Rourke is treated to a heaping helping of my panicked shrieks.
 Once I collect myself, I grumble. “Damn it, I’ve lost all credibility as a hero, haven’t I? Might as well
 put on a bleach-blonde wig and stiletto heels so I can twist my ankle and get it over with.” “Every hero needs flaws, but I wouldn’t lead with them. However, if you ever want to trick someone
 into thinking you’re a wee girl who found spiders in her hair, you’ll be quite convincing.” “I don’t know if I can do this, I’m never the roper.” I start walking forward, though. Thornton’s life is
 hanging in the balance, and the curtain’s up on this con.
 “I’d start by not responding to me, otherwise anyone watching you will know something’s off. You 
 are to act like a Ra’keth, as you did when you tricked your father. If it helps, Spencer, I believe you can do
 this.”
 It does.
 Okay, if I walk any slower I’m going to lose my resolve, and I don’t have time to risk here. “Hey!” I walk faster along the path, my voice carrying. “I’m not in the mood to stumble around in the
 dark so how about we finish this? Not that I’m in any hurry to see an ugly bitch.”
 I drop my voice to a small whisper. “To all the women of the world, I apologize for what I’m about to 
 do.”
 Rourke speaks up in my ear. “What are you doing?”
 “Anyone who’d force a whole clan to think she’s pretty must have serious self-esteem issues.” I speak
 up again. “Hell, if the Silver Lady went to a strip joint I’d toss her three Jacksons to put her clothes back
 on! She’s so ugly if I took her to a haunted house she’d come out with a paycheck! She’s so ugly her true
 name is ‘Damn!’ Don’t even ask me how fat she is!”
 Rourke sounds a bit concerned. “Spencer, tone it back, she’s heading your way. Shiko won’t be able
 to see or hear you unless you get closer.”
 I take the hint and run, the dark silhouettes of gravestones passing through my peripheral vision. See,
 Spence? No zombies, and even if there were, your brains are hardly nom-worthy unless the undead are into
 Scrabble.
 “What’s taking you so long, huh? Winded already? I can feel you coming, lady. Hell, New Zealand
 can probably feel you coming. You’re so fat when you go jogging you make iPods skip. You’re so fat if 
 you jumped for joy you’d get stuck. You’re so fat your blood type is Ragu—”
 There’s a few seconds of black, and when my eyes open the back of my head really fucking hurts. The
 moon is in a different position in the sky, maybe fifteen minutes have passed.
 Fuck.
 I’m lashed with itchy rope to something cold and hard, the urn next to my head, on my right, opened.
 The full moon is far above me, shining down. There are eyes on me, I can feel that. They won’t be falling
 for the same trick twice. The headset is gone from my ear, so Rourke won’t be feeding me words, and the 
 cards are still in my pocket, so signaling Shiko to trigger them would end badly.
 “Damn it, I forgot about the Simple Plan trope.” Ugh, I sound groggy. And drunk. “This is what I get
 for being genre savvy.”
 I try to get my bearings, but with the severity of the bindings I don’t see much. It isn’t good. Selah stands off in the shadows, nude, her skin an alabaster white in stark contrast to her ebon hair,
 which discreetly covers her breasts. I’d question the point of that as I can still see her goodies, but now
 doesn’t seem the time.
 Because right now I’m trying not to scream and whine and beg for mercy. It wouldn’t be manly at all,
 you’d lose any respect you had left for me.
 “A pity Ra’keth are so weak in this world.” She walks toward me, her words honeyed, seductive, but
 her eyes are two black orbs, and when she smiles at me I see needle teeth. If I weren’t bound so tightly I’d
 shudder in revulsion. Her fingers trail along my face. “No matter, you’ll still serve a purpose.” “You’re going to kill me, aren’t you?”
 She laughs, musically, but ugh, those teeth, and God only knows what the greenish shit dripping off
 them is but I don’t want any of it getting on me. “I could never kill you, Spencer.”
 “So Dad’s killing me? He already tried, you know. I had to put down his assassin. Pity too, she was
 way hotter than—”
 Her hand grips my jaw tightly, tendrils of pain wrapping around my skull. “He tried what?” She 
 doesn’t let me answer, not that I could without sounding ridiculous. “Is this true, Justin?” Her eyes dart
 behind my head.
 I don’t hear an answer, but the look on her face implies he responded in the affirmative. When she 
 returns her gaze to me, she quickly adopts a beatific smile. “It appears you are just full of surprises, aren’t
 you?”
 “You’ve got me, okay? Obviously you’re going to use me instead of Thornton, so let him go.” And she laughs, and it’s a terrifying one, because I can read the context. It’s the laugh the evil genius
 uses when the hero still hasn’t quite figured it out yet, even when it’s staring him in the face. Thornton comes into my view, smirking, his eyes steady, but amused. “God damn, little brother, you
 are easy.” The Silver Lady slips her arm around him, and they share a long, deep kiss. Ew. “Y’know, Dad didn’t think you’d really come here, but then again he bought that bullshit about you
 being a Ra’keth.” He rolls his eyes. “If that’s true, I just finished pulling an Emerald in the Snow, and that
 fucking deadbeat Father Coyote hasn’t appeared to congratulate me and tell me what I’ve won. Still, it’s a
 good thing you challenged Dad, he was supposed to just bring you here at gunpoint and keep you under
 wraps, but I guess his head’s not in a useful place anymore.”
 “Thornton, no, she’s fucking with your head, man! Her name is—”
 “Selah?” He smiles knowingly. “She told me the story herself, and I know every word, being a Bard
 and all.” He chuckles darkly. “C’mon, little brother, do you really think you were the first time she tried
 this?”
 Selah slips around toward the urn and dips her fingers inside while he continues. “You see, I know
 that little story too, the one that Dog you’re fucking told you. Only Selah told me.” He taps his head lightly.
 “Every word of it. And it turns out that to pull off the resurrection, you need a relative, or someone 
 intimately familiar with their story, from their life to their name. Someone like a Bard. Thanks for telling
 Dad you knew the story, saves us from having to tell you now.”
 “The hell you’re a Bard.”
 Thornton grins. “Long ago, when the world was a leaf in a pond of amaranthine fire, and magic was
 plucked from a crevasse of screaming diamonds…”
 Oh shit.
 He tilts his head back toward Hank. “First try didn’t go so well. Then they got me, and I’m perfect for
 the job. Only problem is that the ashes are kinda needed too and the Foxes would see me coming from a
 mile away. So, they try again, and get a half-blood. And thank God for that, right? After that, just had to 
 cloak up, tell the Dog that Dad was dead, and wait for you to walk right into it.” Thornton snickers. “Fuck,
 I’ve been playing you since the Palace.”
 “How can you do this? I’m your brother!”
 Selah drags some of the ashes across my forehead, chanting in a language that makes my ears hurt. “’Cause I don’t want to die! I was conceived to be a damned sacrifice, and now there’s a way out. It’s
 you or me, Spence, and it sure as fuck ain’t gonna be me.” His smile fades. “I’m sorry it turned out like
 this, but I’m not dying for you. I appreciate you going through so much for me, though. Nice to know
 someone cares.”
 So I spit in his face. What the hell else can I do? Wait…
 “May you always—”
 His hand covers my mouth. “Uh-uh. None of that.” Selah moves away while he leans down toward 
 my ears. “I knew you’d bring your boyfriend too, and you don’t want to know what’s going to happen to
 him if you start shit.” Oh fuck, they got Rourke. “You ever seen what cold iron does to a Fae? It ain’t
 pretty, and you won’t have to hear it if you do what you’re told. You going to be quiet?” He can see the rage in my eyes, but I nod once, and he removes his hand. I spit on it. “Fuck you.” Thornton shakes it off his hand with a sigh. “I deserve that, yeah, but nothing would change if our
 places were switched.”
 “Really? Let’s test that. Hop on the slab, I’ll smear some dead guy on your forehead and we’ll see if
 anything changes.”
 “Well, I’d love to keep this banter going, but it’s time to do this thing. You sit tight while I get the
 knife, and then we can get to sacrificing you, okay?” He vanishes from my sight, my ears still stinging as
 Selah continues her chanting, the skin she’d painted with the ashes starting to tingle and burn. Christ, this went straight south, didn’t it? No other options but wait and die.
 Fuck, I hate waiting.




Chapter Thirty-One

Death Tropes
Okay, I’ve seen action movies with far worse situations than this. Granted, those people had espionage training or were MacGyver, and I don’t have any paper clips on me. Jesus, the tropes were right. The genre-savvy guy does always die.

That’s right, Spence, make jokes even as your double-crossing half-brother prepares to kill you. You gotta laugh, right?
 What happened to me being Fate’s chosen one?
 It was too easy with Thornton. He happened to be at the same club, got to know me, kept an eye on me. Jesus, I spilled almost everything to him. But I trusted him, because I wanted a brother, and it was all…
 Well, it makes sense why Shiko didn’t see him during recon if he was in on the whole thing.
 Wait, Thornton mentioned that Rourke had been captured, but not Shiko, and catching a Fox would definitely be something to brag about. She’s still out there, somewhere, though why she’d come and rescue me when the trick’s gone to hell is beyond—

Sora.
 It’s the barest whisper of wind in my ear, but there’s a soft pop of smoke, and when it clears, I’m still there, bound on the slab, Thornton advancing on me, a long knife in his hand.
 He stands over me and raises the blade high. “I’m sorry, little brother.” Oh fuck, he’s really going to…
 The blade comes down in slow motion. I want to scream, and I swear I’m outside myself in that moment, watching the scene from a disembodied state as the knife penetrates my chest with a soft thunk, much like it had hit wood.
 Or the trunk of a log. Thornton pulls the knife free from the wood, confused, a playing card impaled on the blade, illuminated by the nearby firelight.
 The Joker.
 His eyes are wide with disbelief as I’m carried away from the scene, profanities starting to escape him, desperate rage coloring his voice. While he raves, I chance a whisper.
 “Shiko?”
 “I can vanish into shadow on a cloudless day, Coyote, hiding in the dark in the dead of night is kit’s play.” She sets me down behind a crypt fifty yards from the scene and cuts me free with a knife of her own. “What do you want to do?” Shiko glances toward the ritual and softly hisses. “Kuso.”
 “What?”
 “We don’t have a lot of time. Are you running or—”
 “Get Rourke out of here, Shiko.”
 Incredulously, she says, “This is beyond a trick, Spencer. I have to stop that ritual. Give me the cards.” Her eyes grow fierce, authoritative. I see a glimpse of how many years she’s logged on the job, and she’s not going to put up with any shit. “Now.”
 I remove the cards from my pocket and fan them in a flourish before handing them to her. Well, half of them after a little sleight of hand. I just feel I should hold on to two. “Get Rourke free, but stay close.” I meet her eyes and try to match her intensity. “Fate has something planned, and it has to be me.” I smile weakly. “I’m the hero, remember?”
 “This goes badly, I end it, do you understand?” she asks, and kisses me quickly. “For luck.”
 She vanishes a second later, and I slip out from behind the crypt, the firelight leading me back to the open space among the graves. I see the small mausoleum where the urn has been kept all day, Dad and Hank standing sentry outside. That’s likely where Rourke is being kept.
 Thornton sees me suddenly, his voice guttural, animal, as he curses me, but it’s just profanity. I don’t feel like Fate is about to give me the finger. I’m on her side, after all.
 Selah stands at his side, her hand dipping into the urn, fingers dredging up ash as she glances at the sky, concern in her eyes.
 My brother starts to vault over the slab, his leg kicking the log and making it roll off the stone, but an alabaster hand grabs his shoulder in mid-jump, slamming him downward. Selah holds him in place, drawing the ash across his forehead, chanting…
 Oh fuck.
 He’s still my brother.
 I run, I swear I run as fast as I can. Please God, believe me, I try to get to him in time.
 But Fate has already decided how this story goes. Thornton apologized, said it had to be him or me. Every time it’s been brought up, it’s always been him or me. And Fate made it quite clear that someone has to die tonight. Him or me.
 And I got away.
 Selah raises the knife.
 It comes down.
 The world seems to blur as I extend my hand.
 Most of my tricks I learned from my dad. The rest are from Bank, movies, and one of my personal idols, Mr. Ricky Jay. I learned a lot from his books and the acts that ended up on TV, like sleight of hand, palming cards and one other little skill: scaling. Card throwing.
 I trust Fate, and let the Ace of Clubs fly.
 Please.
 It strikes her wrist, knocking her backward as it explodes in a burst of blue flame, the knife dropping from her grasp. I rush to kick the knife away, and she shrieks, mouth wide in a rictus grin, needle teeth dripping bile. The sound brings me to my knees with agony, my hands clutched tight over my ears. Thornton rolls off the slab whimpering, trying to shield himself from the noise.
 She stops a few seconds later, my ears ringing as she retrieves the blade in her free hand, seeing as I apparently blew the other hand off. Ew.
 Dad and Hank are advancing toward me as well, but Selah raises a hand to stop them.
 “Any last words?”
 I cough, get to my feet. “Yeah, I can see why all your relationships fail. You’re so damned fat every time you fall in love you break it.” I stagger back, trying to get steady as my balance is off. She keeps coming toward me, holding the knife. I move away from Thornton, lock her focus on me. “You’re so ugly when you go to the beach even the ocean won’t wave at you.”
 Now what?
 “This is all you can offer? Words? Out of tricks, little one?” Still, she looks pissed.
 “You, uh, haven’t even begun to see my powers.” No response, other than a step closer to me. “What’s that? What powers, you ask? Uh… How about the power of flight?”
 Still nothing.
 “That do anything for you? How about the power to, uh, kill a yak? From two hundred yards away? With mind bullets.”
 Yes, I’m using “Wonderboy” by Tenacious D. I’m going with what I know, okay?
 I scale the Ace of Hearts at her (Now I realize why I needed two cards), and she anticipates, tilting her head to the side. The card floats through the air, toward the slab, and into the open urn. Beyond Selah, I see Dad’s and Hank’s heads knock into each other quite forcefully. They go down in a heap, and I catch the eyes of a Fox. I smile my grandfather’s smile. “How about the power…to Mizu.”
 The urn bursts with an explosion of water, the ashes scattering over the earth, the conjured liquid carrying them into the soil.
 The scream that follows from her I’m certain is heard even in Destry Bay.
 I expect her to rush to the slab, salvage what’s left of the ashes as her son rejoins the ecosystem. Instead, she comes after me.
 Understandably, I sprint like hell in the opposite direction. This is a bad idea, since I’m now playing into the death trope of running off alone into a cemetery while a crazy person with a knife chases me. I am literally asking to die right now, but you know what? Survival instincts don’t give a damn about pragmatism. So I’m going to scream and run, thank you very much.
 Considering how banged up I am, I’m not moving fast, even with the aid of adrenaline, but Selah’s only keeping up with me. Apparently having part of your arm blown off can slow your gait, so yay for me. I’m also concerned that she’s not bleeding. That’s not normal. The only time someone doesn’t bleed after a partial amputation and still remains ambulatory with no reaction of pain is when…
 “Oh fuck, Selah’s a zombie!”
 I make it to the path, my body feeling eighty pounds lighter from sheer panic. I will run forever if it means I won’t get turned into the shambling undead. I need a shotgun. Where can I get a shotgun? Damn it, this is a cemetery, ground zero for the zombie apocalypse, there should be a fucking shotgun dispensary!
 Think, think, think…
 What are some of those curses Rourke would yell in traffic?
 I push them out breathlessly, straining. “May you be afflicted with the itch and have no nails to scratch with!”
 Really? I start with that?
 I chance a glimpse over my shoulder, and she has indeed slowed down, a determined grimace on her face, teeth showing, eyes hard and enraged. Still, despite my previous comment I don’t think I can run forever. Fuck, what am I going to do?
 “May you always stub your toe so I’ll know you from your limp.” With that I cut to my right, into the field of headstones, and pray that it sticks. A few seconds later there’s a shriek of pain and a small explosion followed by crumbling rock. That was her stubbing her toe? I am so going to die.
 Cursing is not going to work.
 Clotho told me I had everything I needed, but…I’m out of cards, I’m exhausted, unarmed, and she’s looking at me so I can’t become a coyote. The curses are just going to inconvenience her rather than stop her cold and if I keep running through the gravestones then I’m probably going to stub my toe on one—
 Or I’ll just trip over one headlong and land flat on my face.
 She’s on me a few seconds later, tackling me as I try to scramble away. She straddles my waist, her strength unfathomable, enough to keep me in place as she raises the knife.
 “Your fate is sealed, half-blood.” The knife comes down, and this time there’s no illusion to save me.
 Fate… There’s something important about that.
 I wrench my body to the right, the blade punching cleanly into my arm, going in one side of my biceps, the point emerging from the other. I’m rather proud that I hold it together long enough to get out the words. “May Fate watch and keep you.”

I scream in agony as Selah pulls the knife free and presses my body to the earth, my blood flowing freely into the soil as she brings the knife down again.
 And a hand grabs her wrist tightly, halting the point of the blade just above my neck. I’d sigh in relief, but I’m busy whimpering.
 Both Selah’s and my eyes follow the hand to the slender waifish arm of a young woman, of Clotho. “We are quite displeased with you, Selah of the Burning Lakes. Me, most especially.”
 Selah’s face shows pure terror now, her voice small. “How… You aren’t supposed to be able to find—”
 “You should count yourself fortunate, Selah. You’ve had the honor of being blessed by a Bard. Even as you prepared to end his life he asked only that we, the Fates themselves, watch and keep you.” Clotho produces a long thread from the air in her free hand, and plunges the thread, and her hand into Selah’s heart. The Fate’s visage is both vicious and vengeful as she pulls her fingers from the fallen sorcerer’s chest, no wound visible there. “And we will. Mother is so happy that you’ve rejoined her tapestry. Grandmother is overjoyed as well.” Selah’s arm wound begins to bleed.
 Selah trembles, babbling in a language I don’t understand, but I can get the context of fear. I guess one of the things that would terrify someone as long-lived as her is the prospect of that life ending. Also, I would have to guess that I’m probably going to bleed out, seeing as I’m starting to feel light-headed and cold.
 “In fact, Selah, we’re all so pleased we’ve granted you a boon. We will wait until the dawn to come for you.” Clotho leans forward and kisses Selah gently on the lips. “You should start running now.”
 Selah doesn’t need any more prompting, and she bolts into the darkness the moment Clotho releases her. The goddess watches her depart with a knowing but eager smile on her face.
 “You’ve done well, Spencer, and avenged me, despite your brother’s betrayal. Mother and Grandmother are still disappointed, but…” Her lips press to mine, and I kiss her back. Hell, if I’m going to die anyway, might as well go for it. She only allows me a few seconds, but it’s one of those kisses you see in the movies, definitely third-act worthy. “I forgive you.”
 “Help me?” It comes out an almost-squeak, born of fear, desperation. God, I really don’t want to go.
 She smiles, runs her fingers along my face, vanishing. “It’s been taken care of.” No sooner does she finish the sentence than I hear the pounding of hoof beats…
 Wait, what?
 A black stallion clomps over to me, whinnying gently, and nudges my head to the side, away from it. What the hell is it do—

You don’t know what a Phouka is?
 Rourke.

I could’ve become the stallion but I don’t want to muss up my furniture, you understand.

I close my eyes tightly, though I’m afraid they might not open again. Tearing sounds fill my ears not long afterward, and when I let myself see, Rourke is kneeling over me, his shirt off.
 “I know we pulled off a trick, Rourke, but it’s not a good time.”
 Instead of chiding me, his shirt is tied tightly around my arm several times. Shortly after that he pulls me up against him, arms wrapping gently about me. “Stay with me.”
 “I’ll try.” I swallow, my throat feeling rough and dry. “Y’know, on TV all the supernatural people heal freakishly quick. I got any of that going for me?”
 “It’s not as bad as it looks.” I don’t know who he’s trying to convince. He squeezes me closer to him. “What happened?”
 “She stabbed me in the arm. Then a pissed-off goddess of Fate intervened and gave her until sunrise to get out of town. I saw the whole thing and I still have trouble believing it. Where’s Shiko?” I lean against him, concentrate on breathing. My face is wet. I don’t think anyone will fault me for crying here.
 “Binding your father and brothers.” Rourke starts to rock me softly in his embrace.
 “How’d they get you?”
 “Your brother came to me, acting as if he’d escaped, frantic, shortly after you were taken. Suddenly I was bound in…” A growl escapes him. “He was rather smug about it, how he expected me.”
 “He’s a Bard too. He knew the rules and saw it coming, went for the turnabout.” I press myself against his warm body, the wooziness starting to ebb. “So it was going to be death by genre savviness for me.” I smile weakly. “I saved his life though. Goodie points for me, right? No one died.” I remember the urn. “Oh shit, the ashes…”
 “Don’t worry yourself, Spencer.”
 “You’re taking it awfully well.”
 “My son died centuries ago.”
 “Doesn’t it mean you won’t live forever now?” I arch a brow. Now that I think of it, for an urn that had lasted as long as it did, it was odd that a burst of water made it shatter. “Where’s the real one?”
 “I wouldn’t know, probably better that way.” He stands, cradling me in his arms. “From what I understand, while the smoke was clearing from the altar and Shiko was rescuing you, another Kitsune did the switch, apparently from across the sea.”
 Mr. Kazuhiro.
 “You let them take it?”
 “They’ll keep it safer than I, and in exchange their honor is restored. As far as they’re concerned, you never won the urn from them. Not in a public fashion at least. I suppose there will always be whispers.”
 “Oh, be certain that Kazuhiro-kun will never live that down.” Shiko emerges from the shadows, and tchs at Rourke’s improvised bandage. “Your father and siblings have been sent away for now. They’ll be your clan’s problem when they return.”
 “Where are they?” I wince as she peels away the bloodied remains of Rourke’s T-shirt and begins to rebind the wound with a length of silk.
 She shrugs. “Some potato farm in the Ukraine, I think. If Justin’s anything like he used to be he’ll be back in less than a day, provided the three of them don’t kill each other.” She finishes tying off the bandage. “There. Now, we need to talk about what happened.” She looks at Rourke. “I know you want to play the strong protector right now, but he’s perfectly capable of walking.”
 Grudgingly, Rourke sets me down, and while I’m not steady, I’m able to walk as long as I lean on him. He doesn’t seem to mind. The three of us make our way back to the main gate.
 “So, you wanted to talk, Shiko?”
 “That was by far the sloppiest work I’ve seen in years. You had no contingencies, you let yourself get captured, it was blind stupid luck that the Fire card went off when it did. You had me dispose of two idiot Coyotes so you could face a former sorceress alone.” She gives me a haughty glare. “And song lyrics? Obscure ones at that? It amazes me that you survived. This is precisely why your clan will never win the Feud, and how the Coyotes ever accomplished an Emerald in the Snow will baffle me until I draw my final breath.”
 I shrug slightly. “We still won, right?”
 Shiko growls softly.
 Rourke snickers. “I think that’s her biggest issue, Spencer.”
 We continue on in silence for a bit longer, the car coming into view. But I can’t let this go.
 “Shiko, we defeated Selah, that’s something to brag about.”
 She steps in front of us and chuckles in surprise. “You believe I would boast about this? One aspect I’m sworn to secrecy on, the rest can be attributed to the pity of the Shichifukujin, not good planning, certainly not good execution, and definitely not the quotation of song lyrics.” Shiko takes a breath and rubs her face slowly. “Just… Do me a favor and never mention my involvement in this.”
 I shrug. “Sure. That’s one.”
 Shiko blinks at me. “One what?”
 “One favor.” I reach into my jacket pocket, remove the silk handkerchief and show it to her. “We agreed. ‘I hereby owe Shiko three favors.’ That’s one.”
 Rourke laughs, but tones it down enough to speak. “You did ask him to do you a favor, Fox.”
 Shiko grumbles, but I see a hint of her natural smile in there, anger in her eyes masking respect. She exits through the gate and moves around Rourke’s Range Rover. At first, I’m thinking she’s offering to drive, but as Rourke and I draw closer, we find another car parked behind it.
 Specifically, a 1967 Corvette.
 I stare at it. “Where the hell did that come from?”
 Grinning widely, Shiko gets into the ’Vette. “I had Kazuhiro-kun bring it over. Unless you’re asking where I got it, in which case the answer is: some dumbass Coyote who’s not allowed to press charges now.”

’67 Vette, gets all the girls wet, and that mister sister fucking drove off in it.
 I blink. “You’re a guy?”
 She or, uh, he grins even wider. “Never figured it out?”
 “So, do you identify as feminine then?” Shiko gives me a head tilt, and I elaborate. “One of my teachers is trans, she hasn’t had the operation yet but we were asked to refer to her as a her, so…” I look Shiko over again. “Well, I’ll stick with thinking of you as a her, you certainly put a lot of effort into it, so…”
 “You’re not shocked?”
 “A little, but it takes all kinds to make a world, right? Hell, you’re looking at a bisexual half-Coyote small-time grifter, and in the last week I’ve stolen, committed fraud and assault, and nearly killed someone. Who the hell am I to pass judgment?” I lean against the car so Rourke can get the door for me. “But if you’ll excuse me, I think I need medical attention.”
 She starts up her car, the engine roaring, and she calls over to me. “You still owe me, Spencer Crain.”
 “Yep. Two favors, Shiko-kun!”
 She returns her natural smile, and she shakes her head gently before putting the ’Vette in gear. “Damn Coyotes.”
 Shiko drives off seconds later, and Rourke helps me into the Rover, taking care when buckling me in. Once he’s in the driver’s seat, he looks over. “Are you still working for me this summer at the lot?”
 “You’re asking me this now?” He waits on the answer. “Fine, sure. You can show me how to sell a car before you try your hand at academia.”
 “Good.” He starts the car and pulls onto the road, and we start back into the City.
 “Any reason you asked?”
 “Indeed.” He gives me his easy smile. “All of my employees have excellent medical coverage.”




Chapter Thirty-Two

Earn Your Happy Ending
If you’re ever stabbed and bleeding in the City, I wholeheartedly recommend the emergency room at Mercy Hospital in Destry Bay. Sure, we had to drive farther, but Rourke was dead set on getting me the best medical care.

I didn’t even have to wait. The moment Rourke flashed his insurance card and said I was covered, I was on a bed and getting my wound cleaned and checked before I even had time to ask where I was going.
 They also gave me painkillers. Exceptional painkillers. In case you’re curious, hospital air tastes like purple, which tastes like chicken and waffles after really good sex.
 “So, how are we doing, Mr. Crain?” Where did the doctor come from? I get to see a doctor? Holy shit, I do have good insurance now.
 “I love you, Dr. Something.” I’ve also professed my undying love to the nurses, my IV stand, my pillow, the ceiling pattern, the linoleum, and everything else in sight in the last twenty minutes. C’mon, if we all just stopped and loved everyone, there wouldn’t be any war, pain, suffering or reality television. “Are you seeing anybody?” I can’t really tell if it’s a boy or girl doctor, but I’m bisect… Business-sex… Botoxical… Buy sex, you all? I’d fuck either.
 My God, am I high.
 “I don’t date family, sorry.” Huh?
 The doctor sighs. “We really shouldn’t have this conversation if you’re like this.” I feel a hand on mine and then…
 “Aw, dude…” Okay, nasty comedown. Ow. “What the hell?”
 “You were stoned out of your gourd.” When my vision clears, I see my grandfather (the one who’s a god, not the other guy who dropped out of seminary) standing over me.
 “Man, after the week I’ve had, don’t you think I could use some recreational time? That was probably the only time in my life I’ll get high since that shit messes up your game.” I check my arm, which is heavily bandaged, the pain a warm throbbing.
 “Going to be a scar there, but it’ll add to your mystique.” He pulls over a chair and sits, wearing a white coat and stethoscope. “Your mother’s in the next room, waiting. I thought we should talk.” “Is she okay?”
 “Physically? Fine. Mentally? That camel’s back is one straw away. But we’ll get to that. I told you I didn’t want my ex to die.” Considering the foreboding in that statement, I’m surprised he’s as glib as he is.
 “I didn’t kill her. And you told me not to kill her.”
 “So why did she call me, telling me that she doesn’t have much time left and it’s my half-breed grandson’s fault?” He pauses a second. “She was the one who called you half-breed, just in case you want to be offended.”
 “I thought Fate would’ve told you everything.” He arches a brow, and I lean forward. “You do know that Clotho’s after her, right? All I did was point Selah out. And she called you? What, you’ve got a cell number?”
 “Answering service. She wants to kill you, you know, your mother too. This is why I’m here right now.”
 “To protect us?”
 He smiles, but it’s not entirely reassuring. “That all depends on how this conversation goes.”
 “I’ll tell you everything, okay? Long or short version?”
 He looks up at the EKG. “Whatever you want, I’ve got a lie detector right here.”
 “The Fates gave my mom and I a cab ride so we could go to my grandmother’s house, and I can’t believe I just said that out loud.” Coyote’s eyes belie that I should go with the short version. “Clotho was angry because Selah tried to tell her how to spin a thread or something, on multiple occasions if Hank, Thornton and I are indicators. So she asked me to avenge her against Selah.”
 “And you did this, how?”
 “I blessed her. It brought her to the attention of the Fates. They gave her until dawn as a head start, and she took off.”
 “And why are my son and two of my grandchildren calling from different places in Eastern Europe?”
 “I honestly have no idea how to explain how something like that could be done.” Yep. Two favors, Shiko. “Wait, different places?”
 He nods. “Justin called from Prague telling me he’d be back before sunset and asked for permission to kill you. I told him I’d get back to him. Henry was with him, I think. Thornton called not long after from Kiev asking if he could spend some time in London and told me that not only did you save his life from being sacrificed to a dead Ra’keth, but that you very well might be a sorcerer.” Coyote shrugs. “Granted, they might be lying.”
 “You can’t tell?”
 “If I could, wouldn’t make for good stories, would it? Even I need to be fooled every now and then, when Fate deems it necessary.” He reaches into his coat pocket and retrieves a pack of cigarettes, lighting one. “So Clotho asked you to take care of Selah.”
 “Even kissed me a couple times. I don’t have a shot there, but hey, my fantasies will be more detailed.” His demeanor shifts, more at ease, relaxed. Whichever way he’s leaning, it’s decided. “She said she forgave me, but why? For what Dad and Selah planned? Me being half-blooded?”
 Coyote takes a pull on his cigarette. I keep waiting for the smoke alarms to go off. “I try not to understand those ladies. If they get mad at you, it might be for something indirect you did, something you did in another life or world. Hell, they’ll get pissed for shit you ain’t even done yet, ’cause with us, there’s no question that we’ll do it. Y’see, even Lachesis ain’t a perfect weaver, there’s a snag every now and then, but it’s easier to just blame the thread. If you got all three of them angry though, you’re going to do something bad.”
 I’m sure he can see me trembling.
 “Relax, Spencer, no point in worrying about it now. Besides, if Clotho forgave you, maybe you can make nice with the other two.” He takes another puff on his cigarette, exhaling the plume of smoke away from me. “Well, it’s a good thing I never called her back.” He removes his cigarette and drops it to the linoleum, crushing it out with his boot. “Goodbye, Selah. We could’ve had something good, but you turned out to be one crazy bitch.”
 “Uh, you did kind of cheat on her.” The glare I receive in reply convinces me to drop the subject. She chased me down and tried to stab me to death, so I’m not going to hop on her apology train. “So what happens now?”
 “Remember you asked me about your mom, and I said we’d get to that?”
 I nod.
 “Now we get to that.” A few beats pass before he speaks, and he doesn’t make eye contact. “I got to tell you, kid, this won’t turn out well for you one way or the other, by your reckoning.”
 “Please, just tell me.”
 Coyote looks toward the door and back at me. “That woman comes in here, that’s it for her. She’s a strong girl, no doubt, otherwise she would’ve cracked a while ago, but humans can’t handle this shit unless they’re sorcerers, and she ain’t one of them. I’ve got a couple of your uncles out there running block, keeping the waiting room nice and normal. That Dog took some convincing, but he agreed it was best for her. Can’t keep it up forever, though.”
 “What are you saying?” I can feel my eyes getting hot.
 “You did right by Mama Fate, none of my children died. You’ve earned a boon from me, and I think I know what it can be. But you’ve got to make a choice.” I think I hear Mom out there, asking an orderly for information and being told that the doctor’s in with me right now.
 My voice grows smaller, my eyes locking on the door. “What are you going to do?”
 “You wanted out. I can give that to you, you’ll be free of all this.” He leans forward, and pushes my chin over so I’m looking at him. “I’ll renounce my blood from you. You’ll be one of them. Human. Whether you end up believing all of this happened, that’s up to you. But…”
 I swallow hard and wait for him to continue.
 “If you do this, Spencer, nothing changes for her. She’ll still have seen everything. You’ll be normal to her, but she’ll be right there, on the edge. There will come a day where she goes into herself and never comes out, but at least you’ll know it wasn’t you that did it.”
 I don’t know how much time passes before I answer. “And the other choice?”
 “A trick is played on your mother. A grand one, and when it is done, she will believe completely that she has never seen the world as it is. Ever. And she never will.”
 “But?” The dread hangs over me.
 “For the trick to take, she has to forget, kid. All of it. Your father, your brothers, her time with the Dog…” Coyote looks reluctant to continue.
 “She’ll forget me, won’t she?”
 He nods once, and I feel my heart crumble.

I see two paths that lead from here, Spencer, you will want to take the one where you say goodbye.
 “Why do I have to pick one or the other?”
 “I’m calling in a favor from Fate herself, kid. This affects a lot of people, everyone you or her have ever been in contact with, directly or indirectly, and that is one hell of a job. I don’t get many of those kinds of favors.” He stands up. “I’ll give you a little time.”
 She makes grilled cheeses even at three in the morning while she’s writing, and doesn’t mind making an extra one if you’re up. She loves those formulaic romantic comedies because people deserve a happy ending once in a while. She will kick your ass if you’re even a minute past curfew and her groundings have no appeals. She has a laugh that brightens your day, and she can tell you that everything’s going to be all right with just a smile.
 “Will she be okay? If you trick her, will she be okay? I mean, will she still be…her?” I sniffle, and he hands me a tissue from thin air. “I don’t want her to end up a different person.”
 My grandfather puts his hand on my shoulder. “I can promise you she’ll be exactly who she’ll be meant to be.”
 Another minute passes before I close my eyes and softly nod. I hear the door open and shut a few seconds later, and then I finally let go.
 The door opens not long afterward, and Rourke enters, carrying a small duffel bag, crossing the room quickly to my bedside. There aren’t any words, he just drops the bag and takes me in his arms. I cry, even sob and wail a bit, but in the end, I did what was best for her. God, I hope I did.
 “Can I stay with you, Rourke?”
 “For tonight?” He reads my eyes. “As long as you need, Spencer.”
 “I don’t know if you… Coyote, he’s going to…”
 “It’s already done.” He sees my shock. “A god works quickly. It was… She didn’t even know me.” Rourke forces a smile. “I suppose both of us will be wishing it could have been different. At least one thing held, though.”
 I arch a brow. “What?”
 “There was a rather potent blessing on her, good luck, long life, peace and plenty. It survived the trick only slightly diminished. Fate will watch and keep her.”
 Rourke lets go of me and picks up the duffel bag, where clean clothes are inside. “Let’s depart, yes? We could both use a rest.” The bag is handed to me, and he turns around, respectfully, even though he’s seen me naked countless times now.
 “I think I’ll be a wreck for the next few days. That sounds like a good plan.”
 “As long as you’re not missing any school.” He looks over his shoulder and smirks at my surprise. “I feel the best way to honor Rachel would be to make sure you finish your education. Besides, I won’t have a dropout working at my lot.” Rourke motions to my yet-to-be-put-on clothes.
 “Do I have to go tomorrow?” I start getting dressed and check the clock in the room. “Or rather, today?”
 “You can have today. We have a lot to discuss if you’re going to be staying with me.”
 “Big step, especially considering the conversation we had earlier.” I finish dressing. “Not really the time, though. Hey, remember when I said there was something I wanted to do if we won?”
 “Yes?” I’m surprised that there isn’t a lecherous tone in his voice.
 “Could we just go home, curl up on the couch and watch TV?” I look at my feet. “I know it’s dumb and boring, but…”
 He pulls me to him, embracing me again, and we stay like that for another minute before heading into the waiting room. Mom isn’t there, nor my grandfather. I guess Fate had other plans for them, or maybe it’s just being made a little easier. Rourke signs me out, already having filled out dozens of forms while waiting, and we exit out to the parking lot to his Rover.
 I end up moving into the back when Rourke gets in and starts the car. He doesn’t comment. Since my blood is still on the front seat, I think he gets it.
 I catch a glimpse as we pull out of the parking lot. She’s on the corner, trying to wave down a cab, and before I can tell Rourke to slow down, we’re already passing her, a green light ordering us through the intersection. Like I said, only a glimpse, but I’ll remember it for the rest of my life. She’s smiling.
 “I love you, Mom. Goodbye.”




Epilogue

I’ll Never Forget You
Summer school sucked.
 Boring as hell. No one wanted to see any card tricks.
 I didn’t have anyone to blame but myself, considering all the time I skipped and how feeble my grip

on a June graduation was. I had to settle for early August instead. That’s right, Spencer Crain: high school graduate. I don’t know about college. I’ll take a year or two off, see how everything goes, though I’ll probably have to pull off the con to end all cons to afford four years of college in the City.

I finally got hold of Bank, let him know I’m sticking with the City for a while. He was cool with it. He’ll be back down in a few months and we’ll put something together. I asked about James, the guy from the station, but it turns out Bank got stoned off his ass that night and confused the AM with PM and showed up twelve hours late. I wonder if James made it home okay when he got to the Capital, but it’s nothing that’s keeping me up at nights. He got out, that’s the important thing.

I haven’t seen Dad or my brothers. I honestly don’t know what I’d do if I did see them. I saved Thornton’s life, but I’m still kind of pissed that he wouldn’t do the same for me. Seen a bit of Grandpa, though, learning a little here and there. I suck at pool, but at least I know what the hell he’s talking about when he starts digressing on masse.

If you’re curious how things are going with Rourke, well, considering I’m on my way home to my “graduation party”, and that said party will involve a certain Phouka and I fucking until neither of us can stand…

Friends with benefits is good. Roommates with benefits is awesome.
 I need to carbo-load, get some bottled water to stay hydrated, maybe a few energy bars considering I see the first few hours turning into a haze. And after we’re done, or at least need a rest, we’ll watch TV. I am so far behind. There are probably at least a dozen new tropes for me to read about.
 Oh shit, my money’s at home.
 Do have my cards though…
 A couple minutes later I’m in a small park ten blocks from home, running a one-dollar Three Card. Low stakes and everyone’s friendly, no one gets pissed, you’re not putting anyone out on the street. It’s like a mini block party. I switch up my banter, keep it clean considering there are kids watching me intently. (I don’t let them play. A buck is a lot when you’re eight.) I go with the rhymes, stuff you use when you’re starting out because it’s funny and easy to remember.
 I’m up about ten bucks, I’ll cut off at twenty, that should be enough to…
 “How much?”
 My mother’s standing on the other side of the box. She’s wearing a sundress, a warm yellow, simple, her hair wind-tossed, eyes bright. I see a couple new laugh lines on her face. She smiles, and I know everything’s going to be all right. She waves her hand in front of me.
 “Hello in there!” The crowd chuckles, and I look at my feet, blushing. “Oh, there he is. So how much to play?”
 “Um, have we met?”
 She studies me a moment and shakes her head. “I think I’d remember that hair.”
 “Yeah, uh, never dump a hairstylist before you fall asleep at her house.” That gets a laugh. God, I’ve missed that laugh.
 She taps the box gently. “So how much then?”
 I shake my head. “It’s a dollar, but I can’t take a nice lady’s money.”
 “So convinced you’ll win?” There are some playful oohs from the assembled people, and I pick up the cards, adding them to my deck.
 “Tell you what, I’ll do a trick for you, a special one, and if you like it, you can tip me a buck. If not, hey, no hard feelings. How about it?” I go through the cards, using all of my flashy trick shuffles that really don’t help randomizing at all, but it’s a show now, and I plan to put on a good one. Besides, there’s a question that was never answered for me that night, and I know how to get an answer.
 “All right, let’s see what you’ve got.”
 “What I want you to do is think of any card in the deck, any card at all, and whisper it to anyone here. Just wave at me when you’ve got it.” I make a show of covering my ears and humming loudly. And after a second, she beckons over a man, tall, black, rather good looking, and whispers in his ear, obscuring her mouth with her hand. She waves at me, and I uncover my ears.
 “All set?”
 She nods, smiling again. I enjoy the moment of anticipation, and then, quite suddenly, I toss the cards into the air. They hang for the barest of seconds before their descent.
 Mom always picked the same card, in the beginning to help me learn the tricks, but it turned into a running gag. She was always the one I practiced my tricks on, the one who helped me with setup, everything. Mom even wrote the little note for the trick I did for Miss Scott that day, when this all started.
 If it’s really her, she’ll have picked that card.
 I thrust my hand into the falling hearts and diamonds and spades and close my fingers.

Coyote’s Creed 
 I trust Fate. The rest of the cards fall onto the box, into the grass, a few people chuckling as if I’d mucked up the trick. Slowly, deliberately, I turn the Ace of Clubs in her direction.
 “Is this your card?”
 Her eyes go wide, as well as the eyes of the man she whispered to.
 “Oh my God!” She smiles big in amazement, laughing as the crowd applauds, and my heart feels so much lighter. “How did you know I’d pick that?”
 God help me, I can’t stop myself from saying it. “Because I’m your—”
 The man she whispered to puts an arm around her, grinning, and she leans into him. They kiss, and when I look at her, specifically her left hand, I see a ring there.
 “What was that?” She breaks the kiss suddenly, giggling. “Sorry, he just asked me an hour ago.”
 “Really?”
 The man speaks up. “Played a little trick on her.”
 She laughs. “He wrote a proposal scene and slipped it into a novel I’m working on. I thought I was going crazy, because I didn’t remember writing it…”
 The man grins. “I thought she’d be pissed, actually. It wasn’t written all that well.” He looks into her eyes. “I heard her start laughing and I thought I’d blown it.”
 “Well, like I’m always telling you, baby, you gotta laugh, right? So anyway, I’m about to get up and tell him it was funny when suddenly he’s there with the ring and… ” She sniffles, happy, overjoyed, but she wipes her eyes. “Sorry.”
 “No, it’s okay. Congratulations. I’m happy for you two.” I mean it.
 Oh my God, I really do.
 She regains her composure. “All right.” She taps the box a few more times. “C’mon. How’d you do that?”
 I shrug, and give her my Coyote smile. “Sorry, that’s the first rule. Never reveal your secrets.” She laughs, he does too, and I join in.
 ’Cause hey, you gotta laugh, right?
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House of Stone
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Welcome to the City, where gods run nightclubs, goblins hire out as mercs, sorcerers work their magic, the Fae hold court over every neighborhood…and humanity is blissfully ignorant of it all.
 For minor Fae noble Richard Stone, life is going well. He has a decent fiefdom (okay, it’s a slum), a budding acting career (okay, so it’s porn), and one of only five magical swords in the City. An arranged marriage is barely a blip on his worry meter—until his family blade loses its magic. The shame of it puts his noble standing in jeopardy.
 To regain his status, Richard needs help. Fortunately, his new bride is a sidhe knight and his servant Simaron has, er, his back. Together they embark on a quest to find the demon who slew his father, investigate a conspiracy that goes to the highest echelons of Fae nobility, and discover a secret family legacy that could ruin his House.
 All while keeping up appearances to a society that demands perfection. And they say a noble’s life is easy…

Warning: This book contains explicit gay sex, not-so-explicit gay sex, explicitly implied gay sex, routine breaking of the fourth wall, occasional bouts of Pearl Jam fanboy-ism, and plot. Side effects include confusion and headaches, and are best avoided by reading the pages therein in numerical order.

Enjoy the following excerpt for House of Stone:
 “Did your scene go as expected, Your Excellency?” I’m greeted as always by Simaron, my 
 manservant. Sim’s father served my father, his grandfather served my grandfather, you can probably see 
 where this is going. He’s a couple inches shorter than I at six flat, and built more solidly than I as well, and
 dressed impeccably in a butler’s uniform. Short black hair, bright blue eyes, his skin a bit lighter than mine.
 You’d never guess there was sidhe blood in him.
 “Well as can be expected, Sim. We’re on lunch for the next hour. The new kid came too fast so he 
 needs time to recover.”
 “Very well, my lord.” He motions to a platter of fresh fruit and a goblet of poured wine. “I have
 prepared a small meal, sir. I apologize for the limited selection. May I assist you with your armor?” I nod, primarily because he’s the one who put it on me in the first place. His fingers work the straps
 and catches, and within minutes I’m wearing naught but a padded vest and my armor is on a stand. I’m still
 exposed from the waist down, but Sim sees me naked every day when he dresses me. (He has made
 comments about my usual taste in attire. “T-shirts and jeans are not proper for a man of your station, good 
 sir.”)
 “You seem a bit tense, Your Excellency. Is there anything amiss?” I see his eyes dart down to my
 groin for the barest of seconds, and realize I’m still rather erect. I shake my head once.
 “Everything is fine. Any tension is from wearing that armor all day.” I stretch my back and grab an 
 apple, biting out a hunk of it. I have no idea where he finds fresh fruit and good wine in St. Benedict (or
 just the Benedict as the locals say), but I’m not about to ask. “I didn’t get to finish the scene, so I’m afraid
 I’m still a bit eager in that regard.”
 “Would you like me to attend to it, Your Excellency? My skills are as always at your disposal.” “More than anything I’d like a shoulder rub. My back is full of knots.” Cool air slides over my body
 as I take off my vest. After I hand it to Sim, he dutifully folds the vest and places it on the table. I toss out
 the apple after taking another big bite and lie down on the cot, which Sim has furnished with satin sheets.
 My boots are still on. But considering how long it takes to get them off with all the laces, it’s best to leave
 them where they are. While on my stomach, I hear the bed creak as Sim straddles my thighs, the fabric of
 his slacks rubbing against my skin.
 I put my face in a pillow so I won’t moan too loud when he works his magic on my shoulders. He
 isn’t professionally trained or anything, but after doing this for fifteen years he’s rather well-acquainted
 with my musculature and knows how to work out anything he’ll encounter.
 “Harder, Sim, I’ve got less than an hour.” I wriggle a bit to get comfortable, sandwiching my penis
 between my stomach and the mattress. His fingers press harder, changing their positioning, aiming for deep
 tissue to find the tension and work it out as his hands travel my shoulders and spine.
 “As you wish, my lord.” I can already feel the stress and tension melting away, he’s that damned good
 at his job. “A message arrived for you by courier this morning, sir.”
 “Was it an actual courier,” I say, well, half-moan. Like I said, he’s good at this. “Or are you talking
 about the mailman again?”
 “The post arrives in early afternoon, sir. The message was from a courier of Her Grace, Duchess
 Cadwyn.” His hands immediately move to the knots that just bunched up in my shoulders. There’s a bit of
 tension in them, now.
 The City has many counties. Not counties you might think of. I mean actual counties with counts and
 viscounts, baronies with real barons, as well as two duchies, all part of the Kingdom of Rainbows (because
 when my ancestors first arrived here, there was, you guessed it, a rainbow overhead). I’m the viscount of a
 small part of St. Benedict that no one among my people really cares about. Duchess Cadwyn is the Duchess
 of Tolon Wood, right in the middle of Allora, surrounded by the rich, the famous and the cultured, which 

everyone among my people cares about.
 And since the Queen has other areas of her kingdom that require her attention, most of the
 responsibilities fall to the most powerful and favored noble, who is Duchess Cadwyn. And if she sent her
 courier, it means one of two things, which I can discern by asking one question.
 “How was it addressed, Sim?”
 “To His Excellency.” His voice immediately takes a formal tone. “Count Pembroke Kendrick
 Llewellyn Richard Firemane, Lord of the House of Stone, Knight of the Realm, Viscount of the Benedict
 Shores, and Custodian of the Azure Blade.”
 Fuck.
 “Nice calligraphy?” I ask, but it’s a given.
 “And in silver ink, sir,” he says, putting some accent on silver. His hands gently inspect my shoulders,
 my spine. I’m not tense, it’s just…I really don’t want to go. When you get an invitation written in silver ink
 from the Duchess of Tolon Park, to your full formal title, though, you go, lest you gravely insult her and
 humiliate yourself, your father, your grandfather… “Shall I continue the deep-tissue massage, my lord?” “When is it?” Might as well find out so I can get it over with. I know that he opened the message, it’s
 his job to. It’s probably why he didn’t drop it on me until he was already giving me a rub down. “Tomorrow, sir. Your presence is requested at dusk, formal attire of course, so your armor will need
 to be properly cleansed.” I hear the soft sigh, and I know what’s going through his mind: Thank the gods
 that Count Kendrick and Countess Regina are not alive to see their son treating family heirlooms in such a
 fashion.
 Hey, I could be doing worse, like using the hilt of the family blade in a rather vulgar fashion in these
 films.
 Still, tomorrow?
 “Sim.” I try to keep the grumbling out of my voice. “Right now I believe I will need a much deeper
 massage to lift my spirits.”
 “If you feel it necessary, my lord.” He gets off the cot and begins disrobing, quickly, efficiently,
 everything neatly gathered and folded and immaculate for the moment he needs it.
 Simaron stands to the side, au naturel. His body hair is sparse and short, and he’d gladly shave it off
 every day if I allowed him to. Even his pubes are groomed, shorn close to his skin. His eyes are cast
 downward toward his feet, embarrassed, bordering on shame. This has nothing to do with the fact that he’s
 standing nude before His Excellency. This has to do with the fact that I can see he has body hair. For the record, Simaron is what is called in the Fae community a “tainted dream”. What’s so tainted
 about body hair? Mostly the fact that the only way a Fae can ever grow hair anywhere other than their face,
 head and groin is if the still and glorious dream of Fae perfection was tainted by base human waste. In other
 words, Simaron’s mother was a talented and gifted pianist with a wonderful personality, a beautiful face 
 and a magnificent soul, who made the dreadful mistake of being human and having a sidhe’s bastard son.
 Granted, it’d have been considered a mistake even if she’d had the son of a pooka or a brownie, but a
 sidhe? Most revolting, apparently.
 I refuse to allow him to shave off any of his body hair because I’m not about to let him forget that
 he’s half-human, or that his mother was human. I figure that my family owes his mother that much, at least. Besides, thanks to his “tainted” blood, Simaron could easily get a job here as an actor if he “ever
 allowed himself to stoop to such depraved acts of public debauchery.” (Though my working here is “an
 unfortunate but ultimately noble sacrifice of my dignity to preserve the solvency of my county.”) He’s hung 
 like a satyr. Twelve and a half inches, uncut, straddling the line of too thick and just right, it’s…well… It’s bigger than mine, that’s for sure.
 “Your Excellency, may I remind you again that this is quite improper?” His eyes plead me but I’m not
 letting him out of this.
 “You may not. Now, His Excellency will need some preparation first. Fetch some oil, Simaron.” Despite all his protestations about protocol and how my father must be rolling in his grave and my
 mother must be wailing in shame, he never fails to stand erect when I ask him for this. And the shame isn’t 
 because I’m asking another man to slicken his fingers with oil and tenderly slip them inside me,
 considering that my mother and father probably only slept together a few times to conceive me. It’s not even that I’m asking a servant to please me sexually, considering that my father’s preferred
 lover was apparently Simaron’s father, who was Dad’s manservant since he was ten, much like with
 Simaron has been with me. Mother had a few handmaidens as well. Both of them were happy, got along,
 produced an heir, and there were no bastard children. That’s how it usually is with the Fae here. Sex and
 love don’t necessarily go hand and hand with us. Love is a beautiful emotional bond between souls. Sex is
 a base desire that has no greater importance than brushing one’s teeth, as far as romance is concerned.
 Granted, that doesn’t mean we don’t enjoy doing it.
 So why is Simaron so convinced that my parents are being humiliated as we speak? I’m on bottom in 
 this scenario. A noble? Taking it in the ass from a mere servant? And a tainted one at that? Oh! The
 scandal!

He looks good on a horse, but it’s hard to love a man with a big ego and a small alibi.

Half Pass

© 2011 Astrid Amara

Paul King’s inheritance is named Serenity Stables, but for him it’s far from serene. He has one plan for the crumbling facility: unload it as fast as possible. But two months on the market, and he’s still mucking stalls and dreaming of his old life back in San Francisco.

It doesn’t help that he seems to have misplaced a horse. Not just any horse—Tux, a million-dollar Warmblood who, despite lacking opposable thumbs, has an Olympic medal to its name. So does its Brazilian trainer, Estevan Souza, a man whose darkly sexual, smoldering glances almost make Paul forget his horse phobia.

Intriguing as Paul finds Estevan, distractions are piling up. The boarders are picky. The arena roof is leaking. His drunken cousin is wreaking havoc. Tux’s owners are threatening to sue. On top of that, a bucket of blood points to possible murder.

Suddenly, Estevan’s glances are looking more suspicious than sinful. And, if Paul can’t come up with a plan to save Tux, he could lose not only his chance with Estevan, but his life.

Warning: Includes beautiful horses, men in tight breeches, murderers, horse thieves, Olympic champions, cowboy hats, anal sex, broken dreams, and the conquering of traumatic childhood fears.

Enjoy the following excerpt for Half Pass: It was strange. It had been years since I had sat in a saddle on a horse, but all the sensations came rushing back to me—the exhilaration, the nervousness and the peace. With each stride my muscle memory returned, and somewhere deep inside of me, a part of my brain switched on with a sigh of contentment, like this was what I had been missing out on all these years, like this was all I had needed.

There had been a time that I had loved riding, more than anything in the world. I had forgotten, in the long months of physical therapy and mental grief over the death of my friend. But now, astride Jasmine in the open air, a spark caught fire in my soul, and I breathed deeply, feeling a sense of connection that had been lost since I was a young man.

Estevan led the way as we wound around the outdoor arena and to the back gate separating our property from the neighbor’s. Estevan didn’t bother dismounting—he expertly leaned over the side of Cosmo and fiddled with the latch. He urged Cosmo forward, and the horse pushed open the gate with his chest. Estevan shut the gate behind me and we began our ride in the slightly rolling wild grass of the Hendersons’ orchard.
 Estevan pointed out trees and chatted about Jasmine and Cosmo, and seemed relaxed to a degree that made me wonder if he was going to fall asleep at any moment. As for myself, I had hoped the ride would be romantic. Me and this man, on horseback, in the wilds of Whatcom County.
 In truth, my heart beat too rapidly to really have a good time, but I enjoyed it slightly, in the way one enjoys getting off a roller-coaster ride.
 But for a few minutes at a time, I loved it in this incredible, all-body way, as if I was one with something alien and spectacular and perfect.
 It helped watching Estevan, who was a natural at riding. He sat on Cosmo like the saddle was a big armchair and the reins were an icy-cold beer. His legs hung down elastic, loose, and yet somehow exuding invisible energy, channeling Cosmo forward, holding him collected together. But relaxed as he looked, Estevan was still working. Cosmo jolted at a bird in the underbrush and Estevan urged him forward, without tightening the reins or squeezing his legs or even moving. He looked so calm and in control.
 Part of me wanted the ride to go on forever.
 Another part of me wanted off as soon as possible.
 “Do you want to trot?” Estevan asked, and before I could answer, he trotted down the long edge of the neighbor’s field, and I followed.
 It took a minute of trying to get Jasmine to realize I was seriously asking her to do this. With a loud groan like she had been stabbed through the heart, she trotted, tripping slightly on a hillock and nearly sending me plummeting. We struggled to catch up to Estevan and Cosmo, whose strides were enormous and who moved across the landscape like a hydrofoil on the surface of a clear lake.
 As we circled by Beth’s old house, I caught a glimpse of someone huddled on the ground. It took me a minute to recognize my cousin, but I couldn’t fathom what he was doing, crouched like that.
 Fireworks shot out of his hands and suddenly—no time to think—Jasmine galloped the other direction.
 My heart scrambled up my throat. I tried to steer but Jasmine didn’t listen. She veered toward the woods and at the last minute jerked away from a tree, petrified, and I nearly toppled off the other side of her. I gripped on with my knees, knowing that any minute now, I would be living the Christopher Reeves’ story.
 I heard hooves and saw Estevan galloping toward me on Cosmo’s back.
 Jasmine reared. I slipped backwards.
 Estevan reached out and grabbed me by the shirt, yanking me onto his horse.
 It must have been a good idea in his mind. But in reality, he cried out in surprise as my full weight crashed against him and we both tumbled off Cosmo and landed on the ground.
 It was a high fall, and I was stunned, frozen while my heart tried to gallop away.
 Estevan lay on top of me, his hot, heavy body crushing me. He jerked up his head and stared into my eyes.
 “Puta merda! Are you all right?”
 “What the fuck were you doing?” I shouted.
 “I was trying to save you!”
 “By making me fall off two horses instead of just one?”
 “I’ve only ever done that with girls, you know.” Estevan’s cheeks turned red. “I underestimated how heavy you are.”
 “Oh, thanks!”
 “No! You’re just… I haven’t swung a full-grown man onto my saddle with one hand before.”
 “Well then next time, don’t try it!”
 “I won’t!”
 We both caught our breaths, panting, glaring at each other. I realized I could feel his entire body pressing against mine, and the contact was pleasant, pleasant enough to overpower the growing agony of my shoulder, which had taken the brunt of our fall.
 His lips were close enough to kiss. If my shoulder wasn’t screaming and if my heart wasn’t racing, I probably would have.
 “Jesus.” Estevan shook his head. “You sure you’re all right?”
 “Hard to tell with hundreds of pounds crushing me into the blackberry bushes,” I said, and Estevan bolted off me, as if he hadn’t realized he was lying on top of me like a lover.
 His face turned crimson. He wouldn’t look me in the eye.
 “Sorry,” he said.
 “No harm done, I think.” I moved slowly, pulling myself into a sitting position. My jaw hurt from where my chin had smashed against my helmet on landing, and my shoulder ached profusely, but the rest of my joints seemed to be functioning, if dusty. The only true casualty was my heart, which beat as if it was just trying to get to the end of its life and terminate. Another horse ride, another horse fall. This didn’t bode well for my equestrian future.
 Estevan stood carefully. “I’ll catch the horses.” Cosmo politely stood beside us, nosing through the undergrowth for something to eat, clearly unimpressed with our flip-over-his-back-into-the-brambles trick. Jasmine was running all over the place in an erratic pattern of terror.
 When Estevan returned with her, he still had color in his cheeks.
 “Are you okay?” I asked, spotting a bloodstain on his arm.
 He glanced down quickly and shrugged. “I skinned my elbow.”
 “I thought you said Jasmine never lifts more than one foot off the ground.”
 “That doesn’t include situations where that son-of-a-bitch cousin of yours lights fireworks behind her.”
 “There’s always fine print, isn’t there?” I approached Jasmine, who had a wild, white-eyed look about her. I glared at Collin’s house. “I’m going to end up killing that bastard if he doesn’t kill me first.” My fury toward my cousin softened my feelings toward Jasmine, who looked wrung out. I patted her neck. “I suppose you think I should get on her again to show her who’s boss.” It was what Beth would have told me, but to my immense relief, Estevan shook his head.
 “No, she is too frightened. However, you should get on her in the next day or so, to get over the bad memory.”
 I laughed bitterly. “Bad memory? Not even close. At least this time I’m not going into shock from blood loss.”
 “What?” Estevan stared at me.
 “Long story.” Estevan’s curiosity was palpable, so I changed topics. “I will get on again. But first I have to get better about freezing up when I’m tense.”
 He nodded thoughtfully. “Yes, she wouldn’t have reacted so badly if you hadn’t frozen. Just remember this about bravery and riding horses: you fake it till you feel it.”
 “Right now I feel it. Feel it all the way to the bone.”
 He gently touched my shoulder. “How bad is it?”
 “It’s not broken.” I rolled my shoulder and winced at the shock of pain that bolted through the joint.
 Estevan frowned. “It took both our weights. You should probably go to the doctor.”
 “Nah.”
 It looked like he was about to protest, but instead he rubbed my arm furtively, as if afraid of being caught showing affection. “We’ll put ice on it when we get back to the clubhouse.”
 I liked the “we” part of that sentence.
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 “It was my fault.” Noah’s words sounded like they came out reflexively.
 “It always is.” Dane remembered that feeling now, as well.
 “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 Dane could smell Noah’s temper fraying. All that fear and rage coming apart at the seams. He laid
 bacon in the pan and watched it sizzle, picking his words carefully so as not to provoke a similar response from Noah. “No matter what really happened, it will feel like your fault. Doesn’t mean its true. Might be, sometimes, but my experience is that humans always feel that way. Makes it hard to know when it’s true.” He looked over his shoulder and his animal sight could make Noah out as though he were lit from within, the way he was so full of magic and heat. Noah had his elbows on the table, head in his hands. The bacon cooked through halfway before he spoke again.
 “I don’t want to think it’s not. In case I’m wrong,” he said at last. “Noble sentiment.” Stupid, but noble. The two usually went together. Dane turned his attention back to his cooking.
 “That’s a euphemism for stupid,” Noah muttered.
 At least they were on the same page in that regard. “Well, I was trying to lean more on the positive side of the concept,” Dane said. “Giving you the benefit of the doubt. Don’t make me regret it.”
 “Thanks. I think.”
 “You’re welcome. And you think too much. Do less of it.”
 “What?”
 “Think less.” Dane shoved the bacon to the side of the pan and went back to the fridge for beer. “Drinking less wouldn’t hurt, either, but do what you have to do.” Without a twinge of hypocrisy, he opened the beer and took a drink.
 “How the hell am I supposed to think less?” Noah reached for the bottle on the table in front of him and sloshed more scotch into his mug. “Especially without drinking more.”
 “Let other people do it for you.” Dane drained most of the beer at once and decided to grab a second before going back to the stove. Thinking ahead was a benefit and a curse of having a human mind again. “You’re not with Lindsay for his betterment, that’s certain. Let him do it. You’d get more sleep.”
 “Is that an official recommendation?” Noah snorted softly at that idea.
 “If you want to stand on ceremony, yes.” Dane cracked half a dozen eggs into the pan and gave them a rough stir before he turned around. “If you want to stand on ceremony, I can tell him to give you seven impossible tasks to do for the next forty-nine years and one more. You trust him enough to let him keep your magic from you. Stop being ridiculous about asking for more. I bet you haven’t really slept since it happened.”
 “No.”
 “Well, cut it out.” Dane finished his first beer and left the bottle on the back of the sink so he could pull out two plates.
 “I forget.” Noah sounded like he was younger than Lindsay. “And then it’s night.”
 “So?” Belatedly, Dane thought of potatoes. Damn. Tomorrow. Vegetables weren’t his strong suit. He shoved the eggs around the pan and decided they were cooked.
 “I’m not about to tread on your territory.”
 Dane nearly dropped the pan. “What?” He managed to keep hold of it and started maneuvering portions out onto each plate. “I haven’t even been here.”
 “You may not have been here, but…” Noah took another drink. “You are the threshold of your house.”
 It was a phrase that sounded better in the original fae tongue, but Dane knew what Noah was trying to say. Lindsay shared a room with Dane, and Noah would be trespassing if he sought Lindsay out at night. The Quinns had damnably good manners—and more sense than to go tromping into a feral den. Dane had forgotten what it was like to deal with people who knew the old ways, who knew what he was.
 “That house includes you, so you’re welcome. Whether either of us likes it or not.” Dane grabbed knives and forks from the drawer and brought Noah’s plate to him first. “Eat.” He set the plate in front of Noah.
 “I said I wasn’t hungry,” Noah said wearily.
 Dane took a firm grip on his temper, collected his plate and his beer, and came back to the table. He put everything down carefully and took a seat across from Noah.
 “I don’t care if you’re hungry right now.” Dane picked up his fork and pointed at Noah’s plate. “I’ve provided for you, so you can stop wondering whether or not you can come knocking on my door. Eat it, or I’ll bring back the first thing I find in the yard and you can have it raw.” The old ways were good for something once in a while.
 Noah stared at him, heat flickering in his eyes.
 “Keep your temper or you’ll wake Lindsay,” Dane warned. The threat of waking Lindsay was enough to settle Noah down, and that pleased Dane a great deal.
 Noah picked up a piece of bacon and ate it with a definite air of defiance, which was a little amusing and a little endearing. “If I puke this back up, it’s still done,” he muttered.
 “That’s fine with me.” Dane opened his beer and took a drink. Lindsay had been possessed of the same stubbornness in the face of the inevitable. Dane had a soft spot for that. “Aim for the floor.” As long as Noah ate what Dane provided for him, he’d be part of Dane’s family. The old ways didn’t say it had to stay down.
 “As you will.”
 Dane wasn’t surprised when that slice of bacon went down and was followed by another, and Noah picked up his fork to eat his eggs, cleaning his plate almost before Dane did. A man couldn’t run all that magic without wearing down his body. The alcohol was probably the only thing keeping Noah from being a skeleton. As it was, Dane could still see why Lindsay found him appealing.
 When Noah cleared the table, Dane let him do it, watching without comment as Noah put the scotch bottle away before putting their plates in the sink. Good. It was nice to be right about things once in a while.
 Noah was exactly what Dane had expected from one of the Quinns, except that he’d forgotten how traditional the old families could be. The Quinns went back long before Dane’s memory. It must have been hell growing up dead-headed in that family. Made sense that Noah was expecting to be on the outside looking in.
 Dane couldn’t imagine what it was like for someone from a traditional enclave to go through leaving the only world he knew and then suffer the loss of the one person who had wanted him the way he was. There was a limit to how much losing and leaving a soul could take. A soul like Noah’s, with so much power to wield, could be a danger if broken. Dane had seen it before, and the aftermath.
 Noah needed to discover that there was more than one person in the world who would be willing to have him as he was. Lindsay was deeply loyal and desperate to connect. Noah would repay every good thing Lindsay gave him and more. Under all their power, they were painfully human and barely grown ones at that.
 Dane would be around for them, and they were smart enough to figure that out. If they didn’t know it yet, they’d catch on in the next fifty years or so. Maybe having a little family would be enough to keep both of them stable. Looking after what had the potential to be a small Armageddon—especially if the two of them went off the rails at the same time—was certainly going to keep Dane on the straight and narrow.
 “You ready to go sleep?” he asked, once Noah had rinsed the dishes and put them in the dishwasher.
 “Sure.” That was reluctant.
 “I mean sleep.” Dane finished his second beer and brought the bottle over to put it with the first. “You have to learn to let him give you what you need.”
 All he got in response was a subtle shift in tension, and Noah looking away from him, out the window and into the dark. Dane frowned as he re-evaluated the situation, breathing in to test the air. This close, he could see the rigid line of Noah’s throat and the clench of his jaw, the narrowing of his luminous eyes. All that distress and the smell of guilt and betrayal added up to something Dane understood.
 “Don’t blame yourself for wanting what keeps you safe,” Dane said, feeling the uncomfortable twinges of empathy in his chest again.
 Reaching out, he petted the nape of Noah’s neck the way he’d first stroked Lindsay’s hair to calm him, the way he’d soothe an anxious animal, though petting Lindsay was all softness like petting a rabbit and Noah was all sinew and heat. Still, Noah’s head sank down and his neck curved under Dane’s palm, grudging acquiescence instead of begging for more. It had been a long time since Dane had seen a dragon, but he remembered them well.
 “What’s between the two of you is between you,” he said, because it needed saying. “And not for me to decide or deny. It is what it is. If what’s mine is content, I’ve nothing to mend.”
 “I don’t…” Noah began, but Dane gave him a little shake by the neck before letting him go.
 “Hush. I’ve said what I mean.” Dragons were recalcitrant things. Dane nudged this one toward the hall. “Bed, now.”



cover.jpeg
VAUGE DEMO

C°Y°TE'S CREED





