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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      Nice wakes up with his heart pounding. He sucks in a sharp breath, letting the salt air that wafts through the open window fill and surround him.

      Fire. Heat. Pain.

      Rook is up as soon as he is, flicking on a light at the bedside table and pulling Nice into his arms.

      “Shh,” he hushes Nice, pulling him close. One hand goes down to Nice’s warm, soft belly, rubbing soothing circles over it. The other cradles him close, back against Rook’s chest. “Shh, you’re safe. I’m here. Everything is fine.”

      Nice draws in shuddering breath, then nods. His cheeks are wet with tears, but he can’t be embarrassed about that in front of Rook—not after this long.

      “Yeah.” His voice is throaty and hoarse from sleep. “Yeah, I’m okay. Can I—water.”

      Rook leans over to pluck the cup off the side table for him. This is old hat to them by now, a routine. Ever since Nice’s trial by ordeal, he has nightmares. He flexes his hand, as if surprised to find it whole and unburnt. He draws in a deep breath and fixes his eyes on Rook’s face, hungrily reminding himself that he can see.

      After everything that had happened at the sixth court, Rook had made good on his promise and spirited Nice away. They’re on another island in the Maldives, somewhere warm because Nice couldn’t stand the thought of being cold any longer. Rook had been willing to pay any price to make it happen, practical or metaphysical, and Nice had no compunctions about letting Rook toss his family’s wealth around.

      He has never had much pride. He’s been rubbed too raw at this point to even bother caring about pretending to any kind of shame.

      People had wanted them to stay for a variety of reasons, ranging from official to personal. Rook had neatly turned them all down with a cold look and an iron fist. He wouldn’t hear a word of it, even transforming into Pallas at one point, the better to rage with an unholy, vindicated anger.

      Nice was more than happy to let him do it. He’d come to the end of his apparent fleeting impulse for nobility.

      “I don’t want to be here,” he’d said. “I’m tired. I want to be left alone.”

      His wish had been Rook’s command, and so Rook had absconded with the little Crown prince, leaving the rest of the world in their dust.

      Since then, Nice has had the month Rook promised him and then some. Last he’s heard, Malliard of all people has been taking care of June, who had looked at Nice with a disbelieving, betrayed expression in his eyes when Nice told him he couldn’t come.

      Before Nice could give him anything like the speech he’d given Ren—I’m not a good person, I’m a fuck-up, don’t look to me—Rook had already swept him away.

      “It’s time for all the good little fey children to go with my brother.” His eyes had flashed a dangerous gold as he pushed June out the door.

      Don’t fuck with me, those eyes said.

      And for the last logistical point that’s made this whole endeavor possible—that very rare, super expensive elixir that some unknown benefactor had furnished Nice with throughout his trial has inexplicably kept coming, sent to Shearwen manor and then forwarded to their door.

      It means that when Nice has had his fill of being coddled this way, when he’s buzzing and shaking and still feeling like there’s a circuit broken somewhere between his heart and his head, when the rage and pain inside him seems too close to the surface—too dangerous, too likely to swallow him up—Nice can turn, minnow-slippery in Rook’s arms.

      He can press his mouth to Rook’s throat, sucking hard and mouthing against the skin until a flush of blood blooms beneath the surface, sucking indulgently at the side of Rook’s neck.

      It means he can push his hand down to feel for Rook beneath the cover of the blanket. He can take Rook’s cock in hand and slide down his body, holding it steady so he can rub it across his lips, breathing in the musk and salt and scent of his lover.

      Rook isn’t like anyone else. He doesn’t tell Nice that maybe he shouldn’t do this for his own good—that if he’s feeling sad, they can talk about it; that if he’s feeling broken, Rook can hold him. Nice already knows these things.

      Rook doesn’t do anything but groan appreciatively when Nice takes his cock into his mouth, sucking and tonguing at the tip before sliding it deep inside his throat, taking it as deep as it will go. His whole body is still pliant from sleep, the muscles in his throat lax and willing. It’s the easiest thing in the world to deepthroat Rook, suckling and drooling slightly on the bed.

      “That’s it, baby, so good for me.” Rook groans, tilting his hips up just enough to hit the back of Nice’s throat, making him feel it.

      Nice breathes through his nose and whimpers slightly, lower body already starting to feel hot and liquid, pushing his own hips into the bed.

      “Gonna fuck you full and make you have my babies.”

      Nice groans, already changing his mind, already wanting Rook inside his ass. It makes him crazy when Rook talks like this, and he’s up now, he’s mostly awake. Rook makes up his mind for him, keeping Nice there before he can get up, thrusting into his mouth in long, lazy strokes until Nice can feel the friction in his tongue and lips.

      “Stay like that. My baby’s gotta eat well, right? To have my child?”

      Hot. This is so hot.

      Rook sticks his fingers into Nice’s mouth, stretching the side of his cheek wide. He fucks into the loose hole of Nice’s mouth, the tight ring of his throat, and it’s not so much longer until he comes, shooting down Nice’s throat with a low, throaty moan that hits Nice at the base of his spine, making shivers run down to his toes. He can feel the cock in his mouth pulsing, and Rook keeps his fingers in Nice’s mouth, forcing Nice to swallow without being able to close it.

      As he pulls out, a last little spurt of come gets onto Nice’s tongue, and he licks it up, hungry.

      Rook lays him out on the bed like a feast, turning those beautiful, glittering predatory eyes on him, the color of old gold shading toward amber. He presses a kiss to the soft skin of Nice’s flat stomach.

      “Don’t tease me,” Nice says, furrowing his brows and already squirming a little.

      “Would I do that?”

      “Yes,” Nice huffs. “All the time.”

      “Alright, alright, I won’t tease.”

      Rook is already hard again, one of the many benefits of his incubus biology. He’d never really gotten soft in the first place. He puts the head of his hard cock in the sensitive place behind Nice’s balls, rubbing firmly down the crack, saliva and precome making it slippery. “Fucking a baby into you right away.”

      He pushes it in so hard, a sudden, aching thrust that has him shoved in to the hilt in the next breath. Rook isn’t small by any means. At this point, if he was feeling sappy, Nice could be persuaded to say what he really thinks, which is that Rook’s cock seems perfectly made to fit into him, but that doesn’t mean it doesn’t hurt when it’s shoved in dry.

      Nice’s body may have changed a lot to accommodate his new position as an incubus’ consort, including some amount of self-lubrication, but he was just sleeping, and that part of his body is, too. His hole twitches and spasms around the hard dick in his ass, crying out as he grabs for Rook and the sheets.

      “Aargh—”

      “Good?” Rook asks into his hair.

      “Hurts, you bastard,” Nice gasps with tears stinging his eyes.

      But then Rook starts to move, and it starts to feel so good, pleasure taking over as the pain gives way.

      Nice moans, long and loud, his body opening up as he relaxes by instinct, letting Rook fuck him. Letting Rook have him. Little by little, he starts bearing down and pushing back, participating.

      “Fuck me all day,” he bites out into Rook’s mouth, a whim, a wish. “Fuck me until I scream.”

      Rook grins against Nice’s skin. He can do that if Nice wants him to—fuck him until he’s begging for mercy. It’s not like he hasn’t done it before.

      He kisses Nice on the mouth, slow and intimate and filthy, the kind of kiss that leaves Nice dazed and Rook so, so in love with this man. He thrusts hard against the good place inside of Nice, grinding in until he sees stars and cries out, the inside of his mouth still wet and red from the way it had wrapped around his cock just earlier this morning.

      “Alright, sweetheart,” Rook says to his lover, hefting him by those skinny hips. “Let’s get you pregnant.”
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      In other parts of the world, after the trial, news spreads like a cancer.

      There’s a little whore prince, don’t you know. Pretty but so flimsy. He fainted at his own trial and had to be carried off by the incubus he’s shacked up with. Isn’t good for much. Heard he avoided a guilty verdict and execution by the skin of his teeth.

      In the Maldives, a boy Nice’s age, a boy with red hair, looking angry and worried and uncomfortable, shows up at the door.

      Rook is sparsely dressed. His slacks are hanging low on his hips, showing off the jut of hip bones and the rippling, lean muscles that crawl across his flat stomach and chest. His shirt is open clean down the middle. He looks leonine and older than Ren and bored.

      Ren takes in the sight, swallowing hard, and steels himself.

      “Hi, I’m looking for someone named Nice. He’s about my age.”

      “Sorry, I think you’ve got the wrong room,” Rook says, indolent as always, about to shut the door.

      And then there’s Nice’s beautiful voice, sounding scared and vulnerable and detuned. “Ren?”

      Ren sees Nice standing in the open hallway behind this strange man, and his pupils dilate enormously. Nice is standing there in something ridiculous, some diaphanous robe. He looks like an androgynous god, all creamy white skin and sharp blue eyes. The sheer robe on his body is the color of opals. He’s a study in muted hues and elegance, wearing a look of shock on his face.

      The way he’s disheveled—there’s nothing else like it. Nice is flushed pink, rumpled with swollen, bitten lips.

      He looks—beautiful. He looks so beautiful.

      He looks so concerned, his elegant pale brows pinching together in an instant, his face clouding over with worry. He holds his robe together at the neck like a woman clutching at her pearls.

      Ren’s name obviously means something to the man standing in the door, who stiffens.

      Ren stares at Nice, and for a long time, Nice stares at him, too.

      “I—” Nice begins.

      And then his eyes peel away and find the gaze of the man standing to Rook’s right. Something passes between them, some kind of nonverbal communication. Expressions flicker across Nice’s face, most of them ones that Ren can still read but some of them he can’t.

      The man beside him sighs. Ren can’t tell if he’s won or lost the silent conversation he’s had with Ren’s boyfriend.

      “I won’t go far,” he murmurs to Nice.

      He gives a long look to Ren, and then he slips out the front door.

      Nice almost doesn’t want him to go, because as soon as the front door shuts—

      “Nice, what the fuck.”

      Ren doesn’t sound angry. He just sounds hurt, and Nice doesn’t even know how to begin to explain himself this time.

      “I’m sorry,” Nice says.

      “Who—who was that man?”

      As if he doesn’t know. Someone Nice is fucking, obviously. It’s clear from the way he’s all bitten up, two hickies up high on his throat, bright and ugly against his fair skin.

      “He’s my— it’s complicated,” Nice says, biting his lip and frowning. Carefully, he says, “His name is Rook.”

      Rook.

      That name sinks into Ren like a stone, hitting him as hard as his name had clearly hit Rook. As if Ren could forget that name that had kept him up at night, that Nice was downtown with some other guy, kissing him in broad daylight.

      Ren had assumed it was a fling. It’s always a fling, with Nice.

      “You left me for him? That’s— he’s the one, right? That’s why you left.”

      Nice bites his already swollen lip harder. “Let me go put on some clothes,” he says, his voice low.

      Ren jerks back. It’s like they’re strangers.

      But Ren can only be Ren, so he nods stiffly.

      Nice comes back wearing a pale t-shirt and skinny black jeans. His hair is tied up in a loose and easy ponytail, a style that Ren’s never seen on him before, maybe a concession to the heat or some mean little stab. Like this, more of his long, swanlike neck is exposed, and Ren can see even more deep suck marks. He feels ill.

      “Are you thirsty?” Nice asks.

      “No, I don’t want you to host me. Nice.”

      Nice looks away, face tilted down toward the floor, light-colored bangs falling around his face like a screen around his eyes.

      This is so miserable. The two of them are so miserable standing here together.

      “Can we—” Ren pinches the space between his eyes. “Let’s sit down.”

      Nice just seems relieved to have someone to tell him what to do.

      They sit on one of the comfortable white couches. The ocean breeze blows in from the open veranda door. It’s so posh, Ren thinks. So fancy, and is that— Is that why Nice had left him? Was it to run off with someone who can give him all the things he deserves, who isn’t a broke, homeless drop-out like Ren?

      And who made him that way? asks a small, insidious voice. Anyway, Ren thought they had been… happy. He looks at Nice’s frozen, beautiful face, like looking at a stranger, and tries to tell if that wasn’t true.

      Nice, for his part, is scared shitless. If he looks cold, it’s because he’s frozen solid.

      It’s not that he had forgotten about Ren. He could never forget about Ren. It’s just that he hadn’t… He hadn’t…

      “Can you talk to me?” Ren asks after a little while. He laughs a little mirthlessly. “I know I wasn’t supposed to come and find you, or whatever, but I came all this way.”

      And oh, Nice’s heart hurts. He can’t breathe because this person… this person… this was still the person he loved the most, and Ren hasn’t changed. His skin is a little more tan, and his muscles are a little more defined. The light freckles across his skin and that faintly wavy red hair that is somehow so impossibly dear. His nose, his eyes, the face of Nice’s best friend and first love looking at him so warily cautious.

      But he isn’t the only person Nice loves anymore, and isn’t that why it’s hard, and isn’t that why it’s awful. Nice had done the unspeakable, hadn’t he? For all his whoring around, he’d never fallen in love before.

      It is in all ways the wrong thing to say:

      “How did you find me?” Nice asks in a small voice, looking down at his hands where they rest, palms-up like lotuses in his lap.

      Ren’s face twists at the edge of Nice’s vision.

      How could he forget, right? That Nice is selfish, as accidentally, carelessly cruel as he is beautiful. This is how he’s always been.

      “That’s what you have to say to me.”

      And maybe he wouldn’t have called Nice on it, before. He’s always been… permissive with Nice, a doormat. Maybe he’s grown a little bit of a backbone over the last year, the sheltering of Juney, Joseph, and Aggie rubbing off on him, or maybe he’s just mad.

      “No, I just— I didn’t think you could. I’m sorry.”

      Sorry, again.

      “Why did you leave?”

      “I… got myself in trouble.”

      Well, yeah, Ren had guessed that much.

      Nice won’t stop looking at his hands, and eventually Ren’s eyes are drawn there as well. The gasp falls out of his mouth without his say-so, and his hand that moves to grab Nice’s wrists works the same way.

      He doesn’t even think about it.

      “What happened?” Ren asks, pulling Nice’s hand up, the better to look at it.

      This is so instinctual—the urge to take care of Nice, the bone-deep worry baked into his bones when it seems like anything has hurt him. When it seems like Nice might have hurt himself. He’s good at that, after all.

      There’s a deep red wound there on Nice’s hand, a bad burn that’s still healing. It lays a dark-colored line, straight and long, over the cool, dry skin of his palm. It looks very painful.

      “A burn,” Nice says, curling his fingers and pulling his hand gently away. “I’m fine.”

      He doesn’t tell Ren what burned him, or why.

      “You’ll scar,” Ren says.

      Nice purses his lips, a conflicted look flashing across his features. Then he nods slowly.

      It’s not that Ren doesn’t care about more than that. Nice would be beautiful with or without a hundred scars. It’s just, he knows Nice, no matter how much time they’ve spent apart. He knows that’s what will be eating at him about it—the possibility that he might scar, might have something marring his lovely white skin.

      “I have something to put on it,” Nice mumbles. A gift from Anais. “Hopefully it won’t be too bad.”

      “Does it hurt?” Ren asks.

      He can still feel the soft texture of Nice’s skin beneath his fingertips.

      Nice shrugs his thin shoulders.

      He looks at Ren.

      He knows, logically, that Rook can’t have gone too far. The tether of their bond won’t have allowed it. Just like he knows that Rook will be unhappy now. He can’t feel it, his own duller sense of Rook’s emotions through the connection they share not picking anything up, probably because Rook is shielding it from him, but he knows Rook well enough to know that he’ll be feeling jealous and unhappy.

      It’s not that he’s unwilling to tell Ren. He owes it to him. Nice does know that. It’s just that he doesn’t even know where to begin. So much has happened, and Nice doesn’t feel like the same person he was before. It all feels almost like it was a dream, him and Ren, two lost boys on a mad dash around the country, their endless road trip.

      “Do you remember the first city we stayed in, after Lydia died and you followed me away from home?”

      Nice pulls his bare feet up onto the couch, tucking his heels under him and drawing his knees up near his chest. He turns his head to the side and pillows his cheek on one of them, looking at Ren through those deep blue eyes. Nice looks tired, Ren thinks.

      “Yeah,” Ren says.

      Of course he remembers. He remembers all the places he’s been with Nice.

      “That night, we stayed with someone. A boy who let us crash in his sharehouse.” Nice chews the side of his thumbnail lightly. “I didn’t sleep with him, but he wanted to sleep with me, and I wanted to let him. I let him kiss me in the hallway when I thought you were asleep.”

      It’s ancient history. It is still, somehow, a punch directly in the gut. Ren knew, didn’t he? Or he at least guessed.

      Does it feel better or worse to have direct confirmation?

      “Why are you telling me this?” Ren asks.

      “I just want you to know. I don’t want to lie anymore.”

      Nice shrugs, and Ren… worries. All of his righteous anger slips away from him like soap in the bath, fizzling away without a trace, and all Ren has for that feeling is a soft, bitten-off sigh of exasperation for himself. Of course and always.

      “Tell me what happened,” Ren says, his voice low and steady.

      His eyes are so earnest, and maybe Nice can still find a lifeline in them after all this time. His first. For the longest time, his only. Habits can be something to latch onto when you’re drowning; they’re so easy to fall back against.

      Nice bites his lip and uncurls his legs, moving them away from his stomach. He turns so his body is angled toward Ren on the couch, and he pulls up the hem of his black t-shirt, dragging it up to show the top of the glittering, curling crest on his belly to Ren.

      Ren’s eyes widen.

      “Is that a tattoo?” he blurts.

      The ink doesn’t look like anything he’s ever seen. It catches the light so strangely, white but not. There but not. Lit from within or almost alive from the way the lines seem to shiver and bend across Nice’s skin.

      Nice shakes his head.

      “This is going to sound insane, but.”

      So he tells Ren everything.

      He talks more than he ever has; he spills his guts.
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      Ren looks at Nice dubiously.

      At the very least, now he looks like someone Ren could know. Some of the ice prince rime has cracked into a thaw, and now he looks more like the boy Ren spent endless lazy, sunny afternoons with, sucking boba through a straw.

      “You realize that all sounds nuts, right? Like, fictional. Are you messing with me?”

      Nice looks aggrieved. “I promise you, I’m not.”

      But it’s not like he can prove it. He doesn’t have any magical powers, and for that matter, neither does Rook. If June was here, or Yi Xiu… but Nice had left them all behind on that island, choosing instead to run away and stick his head in the sand. He guesses he could let Ren touch his crest, but even then, what would that prove? Ren’s always known Nice was a freak, hasn’t he? He’d probably think Nice was coming on to him or something.

      As Ren watches, Nice’s face grows dour.

      “You always believed me before,” Nice says, and maybe his voice takes on a touch of a spoiled edge. “Why can’t you believe me now?”

      It’s true. Ren was always willing to believe in Nice and his make-believe before. It was like Nice had hung the stars in the sky and held the whole thing up, kept it from falling down. If he said that day was night, of course it was true. He was Ren’s everything.

      “I don’t know,” Ren huffs with a little vehemence, twisting on the couch to turn his body away from Nice and his pleading, beseeching look. “Maybe it’s because you left me.”

      Nice sucks in a soft, sharp breath.

      “Maybe I just grew up.”

      It hurts. Nice can’t say he doesn’t deserve it, but it hurts.

      “The other thing, though… Rook.” Ren can’t even say his name in a nice way. It comes out like a sneer.

      “Yeah?”

      “You and him… You’re not just fucking him, right? You like him.”

      Nice is quiet for a while.

      “You love him?”

      “Yeah,” Nice finally whispers.

      “Like you used to love me?”

      Nice looks stricken.

      “I still love you. This wasn’t… this wasn’t meant to happen.”

      Ren sighs, and he suddenly just looks and sounds so tired. He feels tired, and he aches for Joseph to make him feel better, for Juney and Aggie and everything familiar. They could have told him this was a bad idea, even if he wouldn’t have listened. He wants to be in Aggie’s kitchen. He wants the guys to joke with him at the shop.

      “What did you think was going to happen, Nice? Running off and fucking people all the time, how did you think it was going to end?”

      But he didn’t, did he? He didn’t think about it at all.

      “I thought you understood,” Nice says softly. “I thought you understood me.”

      Ren snorts. “Yeah, well. I guess I didn’t.” He looks at Nice. Opens his mouth. Closes it again. “I can’t deal with this. You… have a nice life, Nice, okay?”

      “Ren!”

      Nice starts forward and grabs Ren by the wrist when he starts to leave, and Ren shakes him off violently.

      “Don’t touch me.”

      Nice lets him go instantly, staring at him stricken.

      “I’m sorry,” he says quietly.

      “Yeah, well. Me too.”

      Ren doesn’t say what he means by that. He doesn’t need to. The door slams behind him, and Nice doesn’t even make it back to the couch. He sits down heavily on the cold tiled floor, wrapping his arms around his knees and rocking slightly. He’s in too much pain to move or even to cry. From time to time, he stares at the door, which stays closed and silent and shares no secrets.

      He closes his eyes and buries them in his knees.

      What a fuck-up he is.
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      The thing about foxes—a fox is a fox is a fox.

      Sitting in this cafe, Shigeru looks like a fox, nevermind that he’s in the skin of a dubiously attractive, keen-eyed male. Other people certainly find him attractive. Not Laurel. Laurel knows this smug miscreant far too well, and more’s the pity, him.

      Unfortunately, Laurel still has to watch vacationers and tourists alike make eyes at Shigeru, giggling and cooing to each other across the open cafe floor. When Shigeru catches them staring and waves his fingers at them with a particularly foxlike grin, the tittering and whispering increase in volume.

      It’s giving Laurel a headache, not to mention he’s already feeling irritable from this heat. He refuses to change out of the robes he grew a penchant for during his youth in imperial China. Despite changing out his winter robes for lighter varieties made from the coolest silks that money can buy, the heat in these islands is oppressive, combining with the humidity to make Laurel feel like he’s stewing in his own juices.

      It feels disgusting, and even the tendrils of long, black hair that get stuck to the side of his slightly sweaty face are enough to make him murderous.

      “Stop playing with your food,” Laurel says, exasperated as he swirls his spoon in his cup, dissolving the last of the raw sugar cube into its swirling amber depths.

      “You make it sound like I’m going to eat them,” Shigeru says, not pulling his eyes away from the tittering women at the other end of the small, beachy cafe. “Don’t worry,” he finishes, dragging his eyes away to make eyes at Laurel at long last, his long, pointed chin propped on his hand. “I’ll be sure to eat you later instead.”

      “If you make that kissy face at me,” Laurel preempts him. “I will surgically remove your balls and personally make sure you are unable to ever have any children.”

      “Touchy and mean,” Shigeru pouts. “I think the sun must be getting to you. I’ll have to bundle you up and keep my little darling indoors from now on.”

      Laurel can literally feel a vein in his temple throbbing.

      “Why do I go anywhere with you?”

      “Because I fuck you so goo—” Shigeru starts to say.

      He never gets the rest of the words out of his mouth.

      The other thing about Laurel, aside from being a pretty, bitchy man and infinitely enjoyable to tease, in Shigeru’s opinion, is that his magic is particularly vicious for a gentry fey.

      He seals up Shigeru’s voice tight in the most painful, unpleasant of ways, making it feel like there are thorny vines growing out of his throat, ripping up his larynx and sending hot, agonizing fire ripping through his mouth and neck every time he so much as swallows.

      It’s delicious. Shigeru could swoon.

      Laurel sips his tea, ignoring the hot bite of the liquid as it slides down his throat and into his overheated body. Shigeru claws at his throat from time to time, looking at Laurel through misted, utterly devoted eyes. He can’t even drink when Laurel does this to him. His own smoothie slowly melts in its glass, the vibrant peach and pink of the strawberry concoction giving way to a deadened, murky brown as the frosted delicacy melts. His nails, a little too long and dark to be human, leave vibrant red welts over the pronounced ridge of his Adam’s apple. They score gouges in the white formica table with the sound of nails screeching against a chalkboard.

      “Does it hurt?” Laurel coos.

      Shigeru’s eyes nearly roll back in his head. Obscene.

      He’s a good pet, sometimes. As much as he gets on Laurel’s nerves, he would never do something like glare at Laurel.

      His amusement at Shigeru’s pain is short-lived. Before long, Laurel’s eyes begin to wander. It’s easier to enjoy the beauty of his surroundings now, now that the chatterbox beside him is quiet. The cafe is nominally indoors, but one side is completely open. There’s a small path paved with worn, aged asphalt that meanders snakingly down the way. Patchy grass grows from compacted sand mixed with soil on either side.

      Further down is the ocean, a pale turquoise blue from here. It shushes against the shore, lapping quietly up the beach. The beachy, humid air and the smell of salt permeates everything. It’s almost restful, if Laurel allows himself to forget his physical discomfort.

      One of the women at the far end of the cafe plucks up her courage to approach them just as her two friends are gathering up their things and getting ready to depart.

      “Hi,” she says, sparing a glance and a smile for Laurel out of a sense of courtesy when it’s clear that her eyes are really for Shigeru. She tucks her short hair behind her ear to forestall the ambient sense of awkwardness. “Um. I’m sorry, I know this is sudden, and forward, but my friends and I were wondering if you’re busy? If you’re not doing anything later, we were going to check out one of the snorkeling coves and then get some drinks. We’d love to have you join us if you’re interested.”

      She smiles, and it’s a perfectly pretty smile. Her teeth are all even and white, straight and perfect and the product of excellent dental care and tooth whitening services and all those other things that little mortals do to make themselves attractive and appealing. Two butterflies hang from her ears, little silver charms dangling from chains, and Laurel smiles perfectly politely back as he thinks about ripping them from her ears.

      He doesn’t answer at all, leaving the mess for Shigeru to handle, leaning back in his chair and lifting his brows at Shigeru. His smile widens at Shigeru’s grimace.

      The woman looks so perfectly hopeful. She wouldn’t usually do this, but they’re both so handsome, and the redheaded man had seemed interested. She’s on vacation, her friends had reminded her while they egged her on. Isn’t that the time to break out of your comfort zone? Seize the day, no regrets.

      The smile on her face gradually falls as she stands there, starting to feel like she’s making a fool of herself and getting no answer. The man who had looked so charming a few minutes ago, all smiles and flirty winks, now looks more like he’s swallowed something rotten. The man beside him in the Japanese clothes, he’s still smiling. There’s nothing exactly wrong with the expression on his face, but something about it makes the woman shuffle nervously from foot to foot, leaning her weight back on her heel. Some animal-brained instinct that she can’t quite identify besides as a tickle of unease telling her to get away, get away.

      Finally, just as she’s about to apologize and leave, the red-haired flirt clears his throat and then winces. There’s a flurry of movement as he kicks Laurel under the table where the woman can’t see.

      She’s a redhead like him, except her red came out of a bottle. While Shigeru’s hair is the fine color of fox hair, copper and beautiful, the woman’s hair is more of a deep, purplish red. It looks very fake to Laurel—and to Shigeru, too; he can smell the rank scent of chemicals off the strands of her hair, and it smells horrid and deathly to him—but it’s undeniably attractive on her. She can’t be much older than her early 30s, mid-30s at the latest. The first fine hints of lines around her eyes don’t detract from her simple prettiness at all. She must do a lot of yoga.

      Shigeru kicked him. Laurel will punish him for that later. For now he simply clears his throat lightly and allows his smile to widen and then part.

      “I’m afraid we already have plans, but thank you for your invitation.”

      Laurel can seem very sincere when he wants to, with a demeanor that could almost be called bewitching.

      “Ahh, I see,” the woman says. She’s already ready to make her escape, and Laurel giving her this out is almost welcome. Run, says the unidentified little animal part of her brain. Run, run, little prey animal. She dredges up a polite, well-bred smile anyway. “That’s alright, then. I’m sorry to have bothered you.”

      “No bother at all,” Laurel says, still smiling at her. His charm is still on full wattage, and the red-haired man beside him who had looked so charming now looks a little dour and pained.

      Maybe she had misread this all wrong after all, the woman thinks. She feels a small stab of regret. She really had wanted to have a romantic getaway, a fun fling. It isn’t the kind of thing she usually does, but it would have made such a good story to take back home—but she leaves it and goes back to her two equally pretty, thin friends who are casting glances in their direction. They’ve already cleared up their table, and they’re starting to wonder what’s taken her so long.

      “Do you think she knows?” Laurel asks idly as he watches the swish of her narrow hips in their sarong fading away down the path. “How close she came to death?”

      He lets go of the vice grip that he has on Shigeru’s throat, and Shigeru’s face blanches perfectly white before going through a shade of green. He looks faintly ill, and then he coughs out a gout of sticky red blood into his napkin.

      “Bastard,” he hoarses. It sounds like he’s been sucking cock all night.

      Laurel’s spells are all cruel. The thorns—they can be more painful coming out than going in; like working life back into a bloodless limb once it’s fallen asleep.

      “Your manners are getting atrocious,” he says.
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        * * *

      

      In the end, Shigeru hadn’t lost his bet at all, and he can thank his lucky stars as he hugs his own tails to sleep at night.

      They’d found the red-haired little kit—real red, like Shigeru’s, but hot like a fire instead of the mellow orange of kin. The little white court fey who was barely a fey had just left him there unattended, and Laurel had not been impressed.

      “An abandoned lover is hardly interesting, you mangy animal,” Laurel had drawled, and Shigeru had been concerned for his tail for a second there. He was starting to sweat a little, always a bizarre feeling to have all this hairless skin, all these sweat glands, when he remembers to make them. A touch of sticky-sick ice prickling on the back of his neck and reminding him of his fear.

      But the moon wouldn’t steer him wrong. When has she ever?

      “Wait for it,” Shigeru promised, sticking a hand up to forestall whatever bit of awfulness Laurel was about to do. “Just wait for it.”

      Laurel, impatient little thing, did wait.

      And it paid off because more truth did out. The pale little wisp of a white court fey is in fact a little prince. That makes him valuable; that makes his discarded human lover interesting. Interesting and vulnerable.

      “Didn’t I promise you something interesting to play with?” Shigeru says into Laurel’s ear, his voice silkily seductive. He sees a faint shiver run down Laurel’s spine before he snaps his teeth beside his ear.

      Laurel isn’t the only dangerous one of the two of them. Shigeru might like to play. He might like to let Laurel have his way, but he’s a very old predator right down at the heart of things.

      “You did,” Laurel allows. It’s a very honest admission.

      If he’s being this permissive tonight, in the hall of a seedy motel that’s beneath the both of them… well then, Shigeru intends to take full advantage.

      He pushes his hand into the opening of Shigeru’s robes, burying his skin beneath the layers of warm cotton and heavy wool, digging like a burrowing animal until he gets to skin. Laurel sucks in a little breath. His mouth falls open a little, and his back arches off the wall as Shigeru touches the hidden pale white topography of his chest. Laurel is very bony, very thin. He sucks in another sharp breath as Shigeru finds his nipple with unerring accuracy, dragging one sharp nail across it.

      Laurel’s nipples are pink and soft, the texture of wet silk. Shigeru plays with one, scratching it delicately until it stiffens and peaks. Laurel’s eyes start to water when he does this for long enough.

      “Do you need me, doggie?” Shigeru asks as he plays. He slides his other hand down to cup Shigeru’s bulge, kneading and massaging at his stiff, tantalizing erection. “You need me here?”

      They both know, really, where exactly Laurel needs him.

      Shigeru’s keen canid ears pick up the faint sound of footsteps down the hall. He lets go of Laurel’s cock for just a second and with a lazy wave of his hand conceals them both.

      The footsteps grow louder, getting near deafening to Shigeru’s sensitive ears as an oblivious motel guest walks right by them and doesn’t see the two men getting intimate up against the wall. The sound of the footsteps starts to recede again, and Shigeru’s already lost interest in them.

      “Where were we?” Shigeru croons softly, already gently turning Laurel around to face the wall. He tucks Laurel’s long, dark hair to the side, away from his neck, so he can take a long, deep whiff of his lover.

      “Don’t I always keep my promises?” Shigeru says, and he bites Laurel’s neck softly.

      He is a fox, a wild animal. He isn’t especially given to foreplay. That’s alright, though. Laurel can always hurt him if he wants Shigeru to stop.

      He loves these robes of Laurel’s—he loves their easy access. It’s so easy to flip his skirts up and pull his pants down, exposing the pale, rare moon curve of his backside. Shigeru is already hot and hard, leaking a little at the tip. He takes his cock in hand and rubs it over the cleft of Laurel’s ass, spreading the slick of pre-spend there, teasing a little as he massages it in with his head.

      Laurel makes a soft, choked sound, his fingers flexing against the dirty wall of the corridor.

      “Shigeru.”

      He doesn’t protest, though. Shigeru grins as he presses another kiss to the back of Laurel’s shivering neck, followed by a wide-open bite, the kind used to carry kits to and fro as he leans his weight forward and uses the weight of gravity to sink himself inside.

      The little sound Laurel makes grows louder, his fingers scrabbling at the cheap wallpaper on the walls. Shigeru is big, he knows. He knows this probably hurts a little, being pushed inside so fast, but Laurel is used to it; he’s used to taking him this way. After all, Shigeru always ruts into him like a beast.

      He keeps a solid, grounding hold on the back of Laurel’s neck with his teeth while he drives all the way inside. All that earns him is a silent huff of breath. Shigeru can be nice. He lets Laurel adjust for a second before pulling out and sliding back in, setting a pounding pace that quakes Laurel’s slender body.

      Laurel is always so quiet, so withholding, but that’s okay. It makes it a special game to pull as many noises out of this uptight, taciturn man as he possibly can, and Shigeru knows all the tricks.

      “Does it feel good?” he asks, licking the wide, reddened bite he made, soothing the hurt with his teeth. “Do you like it when I do you up the ass?”

      Laurel squeezes his eyes shut tight—this brute, alway baiting him.

      He can turn his nose up, nursing his affronted dignity all he wants, but Shigeru knows just how to make him melt. He continues saying the filthiest, basest sorts of words, whispering vile things in Laurel’s ears as he stirs up his insides, pounding into him with firm, sure thrusts that could crack the plaster off the walls. He’s a little taller than Laurel, a little bigger, and he uses his height to his full advantage, making it so that Laurel has to go up on his toes to escape the huge, overwhelming pressure of Shigeru’s base against his rim, the big, spongy head of his cock deep inside that feels like it’s going to break him.

      Too much! Something inside him wails, but Laurel only grits his teeth, biting down tight on the horrid impulse to beg. He would never give Shigeru the satisfaction, and Shigeru loves that about him. Stuck-up, stubborn little gentry fey; so interesting.

      So because Laurel won’t beg for him to stop, won’t prettily croon for less with tears in his eyes, Shigeru only gives him more. He happily pounds into Laurel’s tight hole, using his big, wiry hands to span across those pale white cheeks and spread them wide, opening up Laurel’s hole for Shigeru’s own sleepy-eyed amusement. It’s so puffy and pink, already starting to shade toward red from the way Shigeru is abusing it.

      He runs his mouth like he loves to do.

      “Look at you sucking me in so well down here,” he says, running the tip of a warm index finger around Laurel’s rim while his dick continues to slide in and out. “You’re so cold and mean all the time, but you open right up for me, don’t you?”

      The words, or maybe it’s the actions, make Laurel clench even tighter, squeezing around Shigeru’s big cock like a muscular sleeve. It feels so good, and Shigeru moans with abandon. The throaty, vulgar sound makes a deep red flush travel all the way down Laurel’s face to his chest, splotching like spilled wine down beneath the starched white collar that’s already been pulled askew by Shigeru’s vulgar pawing.

      He clenches again, and it’s not doing anything to discourage Shigeru, who thrusts with a sharp, punctuated snap of his hips, digging his cock up deep inside instead. It’s so far up in him, Laurel feels like he can’t breathe. He is certainly going to lose his mind.

      “Vulgar,” Laurel snaps. His voice quavers and stutters because Shigeru is wholly uninterested in stopping long enough for Laurel to get a whole sentence out. “Why do you have to be so v-vulgar?”

      He complains, but his body can’t lie. Laurel is enjoying every second of this, much to his chagrin and Shigeru’s infinite delight.

      Shigeru thinks he can get him to crack a little more, though. He stops playing with Laurel’s ass, using his hands to widen the splay of Laurel’s robes, pulling them off his shoulders, the better to get at those soft pink nipples. They’re already hard from the friction and what Shigeru is doing to his body. He pinches them between his thumbs and forefingers, rubbing, rolling, and scratching at those sensitive little nubs.

      Laurel arches his back like a cat, the smooth, impenetrable shell of his exterior finally cracking as he moans for Shigeru.

      Triumph.

      “That’s it,” Shigeru coos, sickly sweet as he continues to play Laurel’s body like a fiddle. “That’s it, baby. Good baby, good boy. Cum for me? Let this mean old fox have it, hm? I want to feel you shudder and shake around my dick.”

      The thing about Laurel is that once Shigeru gets him past a certain point, there’s no stopping it. His body shakes and shudders as Shigeru makes him feel so good. It’s vulgar and ugly and base, letting this animal strip him in this dirty, dingy public hallway that smells like cigarettes and waste. Every so often, a set of footsteps walks by as people walk down the hallway playing with their phones or scratching their ears, completely oblivious to the two men fucking not a few feet away.

      Shigeru wears a wide, feral, triumphant grin.

      And Laurel can’t stop it. Shigeru grabs his hips and pounds into him, biting at his neck to hold him down like a vixen in heat, thumbing at his nipples and scratching his way down the smooth, sensitive skin of Laurel’s belly. He’s going to come from the things Shigeru is doing to him, with or without being touched.

      Without being able to hold it back, Laurel comes with a cry that makes him bite his own tongue. His semen splatters against the wall, wrung out of him in pulsing jerks of his cock hanging heavy and erect between his legs while Shigeru fucks him like an animal.

      Shigeru breathes in deep, relishing the scent of Laurel’s masculine spend, the smell twining with the sweet scent of his arousal, the prickly smell of his sweat. Triumphant. Making Laurel spend always feels so good, and he happily chases his own pleasure, grabbing Laurel by the hips and pounding into him like a dog in heat. It probably hurts a little now, being fucked so soon and so hard after climax, but Shigeru, like Laurel, has never been particularly nice.

      A little while later, he cums deep inside Laurel’s hot, tight passage, painting the swollen, sticky walls with his semen and marking him from the inside out.

      Mine, he thinks happily. Mine, all mine.

      

      First they find the little whelp and then they follow him, all the way to where the white little prince is holed up with his incubus lover. “Find,” “follow,” those words gloss over, a bit, the fact that the first thing they did was “stalk” and “incite.”

      The little redheaded boy, the one called Ren, doesn’t remember their meddling. Won’t remember.

      “It’s boring, isn’t it?” Shigeru is the one to pout. “If he comes all this way only to scurry back home again. Humans sure are changeable. No value given to love.”

      Laurel looks at Shigeru disdainfully. “Are you one to talk?”

      “I’m a romantic,” Shigeru says without a trace of irony. “Sort of. Anyway, should I go impersonate him? Or the other one? Stir up some good trouble?”

      “Not just yet,” Laurel says, forestalling him. They came all this way. The smell of the sea obfuscates everything, but over and beneath it, Shigeru can still smell the fresh, pine bough scent of Laurel and all his sandalwood-scented clothes. “Wait for it.”
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