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ONE


 


“’Real’ is what trips you as


you’re running for your life.”


 


                                                —Caine Deathwalker


 


The Dallas skyscrapers loomed behind me.  This outlying fringe could have been urban sprawl from anywhere.  Anywhere hot and muggy.  During the day, the endless concrete soaked up smothering heat that would later seep into the night, surrendered begrudgingly like something precious.  I grinned at my poetical mood.  That meant someone was going to die.  Soon.  


Nothing personal, just business.


The butt of my sniper’s rifle snuggled into my shoulder as I haunted the edge of a five-story building.  Scope pressed to my right eye, I looked down, diagonally across the street at the black glass and chrome entrance of the Savannah Club.  Two bodyguards came out, dark suits stuffed with muscle.  The feel of ex-military lay in their relaxed, but ready posture.  Their on-mission auras were distinctive.  Through the scope, I made out the bulges of hidden shoulder holsters.  


One guard lingered near the entrance.  The other stalked out to the curb where a black stretch limo idled, headlights and running lights burning with anticipation.


The bud in my ear caught their radio frequency: Outside is clear.


Hah!  That’s what they think.


I shifted view to the double doors of the club where my target would soon appear, and I pulled out a curling strip of paper the Old Man had given me.  It had ancient Atlantean scribbling on it, a demonic suppression spell to keep the rifle silenced, adding extra power to the shot for additional range.  I felt a gentle flush of heat from my Dragon Fire tat.  A trickle of magic hit the paper, awakening the spell.  The paper jerked from my hand and wrapped itself around the rifle barrel like a tourniquet.  Raised as a demon, adopted into a demon clan, I had the best toys to play with.


Both hands on the rifle, I watched the doors, and caught another transmission: Papa bear is stepping out.


The new tattoo on my back—Dragon Eyes—flared in teeth-grinding pain, sending my senses into overdrive.  


The bodyguard by the door opened it for his boss.  My mark emerged in a black suit, one vastly more expensive than those of the hired help.  He paused in the heat to pull out a black silk handkerchief and wipe his forehead.  The handkerchief moved with a sigh of wind.  Wind was an important factor.  More than two thousand yards away, the smallest error of judgment could make me miss the target completely.  


I pulled the trigger and counted; 3... 2 ... 1... 


The mark’s chest exploded, almost cut in half.  His spraying blood and pulverized organs painted everything red behind him.


The guards pulled their guns, scanning quickly in all directions, at a loss of where to aim.  The guard at the curb looked over limo to the building straight across from the club.  He ran that way, assuming I’d shot from the closest position.  It was a good guess.  


Just wrong.


I watched another bodyguard stare down at the corpse’s wound, at the pattern of the blood splatter.  He turned toward my position, making no effort to hide, understanding that this was a professional hit, and professionals don’t waste bullets that they aren’t paid for.  The man’s face was calm, a mask of ice.  A soft shimmer danced over his clothes.  He changed.  His ears formed points.  His hair went from an all-around buzz cut to a tumbling spill that hit well past his waist.  His suit became red-leather pants, boots, and a blousy, sage green shirt with puffy sleeves, and a red-leather vest trimmed in gold.  Two over-large knives materialized, strapped to his outer thighs.  The hilts were silver, probably the blades as well, reinforced with magic for extra strength.  Having dropped his glamour, the fey warrior no longer passed for human.


  He ran diagonally across the street toward the building I was on.  


Yeah, easy contract, my ass.


I put my .50 rifle down on the rooftop, and picked up the special glass I’d brought, a three-and-a-half inch mirror framed in polished white jade.  Like the full-length mirrors back home, this one could pass objects to other locations.  The frame was even expandable.  I could have used it to return, but I’d have lost the mirror since it can’t transmit itself.  


I used a finger to trace a pattern on the glass, stirring its spell to life.  The mirror showed my bedroom, a close shot of my bed.  With the location chosen, I tugged on the frame, letting it expand a few more inches.  I set the glass down, mirror side up, and grabbed the rifle.  I slid it into the mirror butt first.  In a moment, the rifle was gone.  I picked up the mirror and returned it to its former size, slapping it against my chest where it self-adhered.  


One problem solved.  One to go.  


The fey trying to chase me down would follow once I left the roof, only interested in my death.  I’d made him look bad.  His professional pride hurt worse than a virgin’s first gangbang.  I’d need more than human resources to deal with him.  The tattoos on the sides of my legs burned like hellfire turned up high.  Pain—usually extreme and agonizing—was the price I paid for using dragon magic.  As the haze of agony cleared from my thoughts, I felt superhuman strength and stamina sweep through me like an electric wave, swelling my muscles, hardening my bones, toughening my skin. 


I ran to the side of the building, looked down into a shadow-choked alley, and vaulted out into space.  Having already worked out my escape route, I missed the opposite roof on purpose.  That direction would have been all too obvious to a pursuer.  The wall I faced, and its rows of dark windows, blurred past, then slowed as my protective shield kicked in, thinning gravity so I settled gently the last few yards.  At the bottom of the alley, I straightened from a crouch and put my back to the wall.  Just around the corner, a streetlamp cast a slash of light across the mouth of the alley. 


I listened for running feet, knowing what was coming after me.  A normal man wouldn’t be able to close on me so quickly, but this guy was fey.  They all had odd twists of magic to call on.  He might deaden sound, cloak himself in glamour, and lighten the weight on his feet to move at phenomenal speed.  Some fey could magically teleport, the crazy ones doing it blindly to places they’d never been, risking materialization in walls or trashcans.  The guy coming after me probably wasn’t that crazy, but he’d looked determined.


Old Man’s polished rumble of a voice floated out of my memories, Prepare for anything, assume nothing.  That was how he’d trained me.  Well, he’d used a whip and a chair, too, among other things.  I had excelled in Ambush 101.  Speaking of which … a few feet into the alley, between buildings, I’d stretched piano wire at throat level.  In a killing rush, the bodyguard could turn the corner without letting his eyes adjust.  That’s what I hoped for, but I couldn’t depend on it entirely.  That’s why I’d also strewn the pavement with jacks.  They weren’t the kind kids played with, unless they were sociopaths.  My jacks had sharp points.  Even if the fey’s footwear protected his feet, the jacks could still mess with his footing.  He could fall and turn an ankle. 


I retreated down the alley to some rich kid’s Porsche I’d recently jacked—bright red, with frosty red flames.  Flashy.  I only steal the best.  My cherried-out Mustangs were too distinctive, and I didn’t want images pulled from ATM and traffic light cameras to identify me.  As I paused inside the vehicle’s open door, my hearing zeroed in on a bit-off curse and the sounds of scraping metal points.  


The fey bodyguard had hit my trap.  


Chuckling in a rather evil manner, I slid in behind the wheel, closing the door without much hurry.  The Porsche’s engine rumbled to life.  The car throbbed with power.  Headlights stabbed ahead, thinning the darkness.  In the seat next to me, the stuffed green dragon I’d bought ignored his seatbelt.  He obviously didn’t know my driving.  In a pinch, I wasn’t averse to roaring down sidewalks—or through buildings for that matter.  


I drove from one alley, into another, coming out onto a main street.  The GPS on the dash had the route to the airport programmed in.  A minor navigation spell could have done the same thing, but I was paying for the phone anyway so…  


Its soft feminine voice chanted, “Right … turn right … and continue for a quarter mile.”


I felt magic, like immaterial wings brushing through the car, a ghostly flutter that warned me the fey hadn’t died, and had already locked on to me.  I looked back in the rearview mirror.  Nothing.  


My gaze snapped forward again as something slammed onto the hood, denting it, jarring the vehicle.  The fey warrior was there, glaring in at me.  His dead, milky-yellow eyes gave him a blind look.  The metal hood shed paint tatters that powdered in the wind stream.  The bared metal darkened with rust, corroding at unnatural speed.


A corrupter, he’s Autumn Court fey.


I weaved the car in and out of traffic, doing my best to throw him off.  He flipped onto the roof, anchoring himself by stabbing it with one of his knives.  The roof screeched, softening to his touch like butter.  I could imagine what his touch would do to me.  


Not good.


I drew one of my PPKs and pumped shots through the roof.  I didn’t have any of my special iron ammo for fey—for creating wounds that don’t magically heal—but lead would at least slow him down a bit.  


I dropped the back of the seat, so it was no longer behind me.  This gave me room to drop back and down, and bob back up to keep an eye on the road.  I couldn’t let the fey touch me.


His arm swung inside the cab, feeling for me, missing time and again.  He pulled back and widened the hole.  Reaching in once more, he grabbed the backrest of the front passenger seat, a moment away from dropping in. 


Really not good.                                           


 I sat up, snatched the toy dragon from the seat, and stuffed it inside my coat.  I ejected my spent clip and reloaded my gun, as the fey lowered his legs inside the car.  He crouched low to bring his head inside.  A nasty grin stretched his face.  My eyes burned from the stench of decay that surrounded him, until my protective shield flickered on.


I floored the accelerator pedal.  We were headed full-speed for a T-shaped intersection where a left or right turn was required.  I intended to let the vehicle plow ahead, jump the curb, and hit a solid brick wall.  I wanted the fey to see this.  I pointed with my gun.  


He followed my gesture.  His eyes widened.  Too full of shock, his face had no room left for fear.  As he grabbed the steering to force a turn, I fired my PPK into his right eye.  It disintegrated with little mess.  The real damage was the exit wound at the back of his skull.  Blood, brains, and bone chips splattered the side window.  He began to rot at once, filling the air with a foul stench.  His flesh blackened and dissolved in powdery froth, the protruding bones only a little slower to dissolve.


I jerked the wheel and pulled the handbrake.  The car went into a flip.  I jumped out the gaping roof, letting my magical shield take the impact of the road as I bounced and skidded to a stop.


The car hit with a loud crash, half-caving in the wall, scattering loose bricks everywhere.  The vehicle lay on its side.  The ruptured gas tank leaked, pissing on the ground.  


I stood with the stuffed green dragon in my left hand.  His black-button eyes watched with grave interest to see what I was going to do next.  The tattoo on my right forearm burning like a fresh branding as I summoned a fireball to dance in the palm of my hand.  I lobbed the fire at the gas spill.  The Porsche exploded into a greasy pyre.  Metal fragments rained about.  A tire bounced off my protective shield, and went rolling away.  


I thought about using my Dragon Fire tattoo to make the fire burn hotter, erasing all DNA evidence.  Society at large didn’t need to know that the things going bump in the night were real.  However, the fey in the car was of the Autumn Court.  They left no remains when they died.  That made clean-up unnecessary.


As people gathered not too near the burning car, the Demon Wings tattoo on my upper back felt etched in magma, cloaking me from other eyes and senses.  I’d activated it just in time.  A swirl of midnight green thicken in the smoky air near the blazing car.  The dark green became a cloaked fey, his features identical to the man I’d just killed.


Brothers?


The new fey ignored the fire, scanning the crowd.  They didn’t notice stepping around him, an unconscious response to his magical I’m-not-here, you-don’t-see-me glamour.  Bonded to his twin, he’d known when his brother had died.  Now he was here, looking for the cause.  Me.  But I, too, was under a magical cloak.  If I hung around, he might pick up on my magical energy, if not me.  I ought to hurry off, call it a day.  I did have a plane to catch.  Still…


My hand flamed as another fireball formed in my palm.  The cost of the magic twisted through my guts like a serrated blade.  I tossed the dragon fire overhand like a baseball.  It streaked past several bystanders and hit the fey’s dark green cloak.  The fabric burst into flame, eating with a tenacity that went beyond normal fire.  


The fey warrior rotted his cloak to nothing, killing the fire before it touched the rest of him.  He pitched himself my way, bursting past the onlookers.  Jostled, several of them stared in bewilderment, unable to see what had hit them.  The fey came on fast, but his sweeping stare indicated he hadn’t quite pinned down my location.


I smiled an evil smile, using my second, fully loaded PPK.  I raised the weapon, and waited for the fey to get close.  He hit a mental mark I’d placed ten feet away.  I aimed at his face and squeezed off multiple rounds.  Slugs splashed across his face, powdery flakes of metal.  The rotted, deformed bullets didn’t penetrate his flesh, but passed on enough kinetic force to turn his face like landed punches.  He stumbled and crashed to his knees, skidding up to my magical barrier.  His hands pressed against the shell.  It became visible, a dull red that dimmed and winked out.


Sonovabitch!  The corruptor actually managed to rot my magic, breaking the conjure.  I hadn’t known that was possible.  It pissed me off.


Becoming visible, I stepped forward and kicked him in the face.  


He jerked back, sprawling face up, blinking in a daze.  I put my gun away and called to my demon sword.  It materialized in my hand.  I drove the point down toward his crotch—and missed as he flipped sideways, a muffled curse on his lips.  I pulled the sword tip from the street.  It hummed in hungry anticipation, shimmering with bloody light.  The sword pulled me toward the fey, thirsting for his soul.  


Coming up off the pavement, he slapped the blade with both palms, trapping it.  


The sword shuddered and howled in frustration, its voice echoing inside my head.  The blade wasn’t unable to drink the fey soul.  On the other hand, the fey wasn’t able to rust the steel, breaking its molecular cohesion.  I resolved the standoff by sending the sword back to my home in Malibu, and pistol-whipping the fey across the face.


A ribbon of blood flew from his mouth as he went down again.


Police sirens filled the air.  The crowd was leaving the fire, coming to watch the fight.  If I didn’t leave at once, I’d definitely miss my flight.  I turned to leave.


The fey called after me, “Who are you?  What are you?”


He’d ask around the preternatural community and figure it out soon enough.  I am pretty distinctive.  I gave him his answer, knowing full well he’d come after me later, “I’m the Red Moon Demon, and I am your death.”  Several running steps later, I reactivated my Demon Wings tat, fading from view.


Around a corner, I paused to let police cars streak past.  I held my stuffed toy in front of my face.  His dark eyes were intense, dancing with questions.


I said, “Nah, I wasn’t worried—you had my back.”


He grinned at me.  


I grinned back.  “I need a drink, how about you?”


I made his head nod in agreement.  


 “Good, we’ll get a drink at the airport bar.  Just keep your eyes open for a fast car we can boost.”


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


TWO


 


“Death doesn’t care who


she bites, the little whore.”


 


                                                 —Caine Deathwalker


 


LAX was busy as always with national and international flights screaming in and out.  People swarmed throughout the terminal, chattering excitedly, hauling luggage from the carousel, or carrying it to be checked in.  A middle-aged woman in a dark blue pantsuit was led away in handcuffs by security.  She’d objected to her eight year-old son getting hauled out of his wheelchair for a strip search.  


Yeah, he looks like a terrorist.


I went on, heading for the exit with my single, carry-on bag in one hand, the stuffed green dragon in the other.  Outside, the sun was a red haze on the horizon.  Lined up taxis waited for fares.  Ignoring them, I fished my phone out of a pocket, putting it away again as I saw Osamu cruising up in the black limo I’d gotten him.  The vehicle stopped.  I stalked over as he got out.  The black uniform suited him, as did the .38 special that bulged under his jacket.  His aged Japanese features, darkened by sun, were contradicted by the youthful energy of his bouncy walk.


As I arrived, he opened the back passenger door, took my bag, and threw it in the trunk.  I kept the stuffed dragon with me as I got in and slammed the car door shut.  Osamu came around and took his place behind the wheel.  I had a clear view since the divider window separating front from back was rolled down.  Belting up, he turned in the seat to throw me a grin over his shoulder.  “Caine-sama, I hope all went well.”


“Yes, it did.  How’s the hand?”


Osamu lifted his right hand, showing me the palm was no longer bandaged.  The demon mark I’d put there looked fully healed.  He’d proven allergic to the dragon-blood ink that gave me my magic.  We’d had to use the old way of doing things, a branding iron steeped in demon magic.  Now, he could summon a sword from thin air just like me.  


He said, “The blade still comes inadvertently sometimes.  I’m working on getting it right.”


“Good.”


As I relaxed, he sent the car easing ahead.  Between my jobs, Osamu insists on driving me around.  And because good combat butlers are hard to come by, I’d ended up getting a fully armored car with top-of-the-line magical protections installed.  I got the stretch version because the Old Man’s part giraffe, muscle bound, and wouldn’t shut the hell up about leg and elbow room.


“Caine-sama, the bar has been stocked as you requested.  And the PPKs you mirrored home are inside as well.”


I looked at a gap in the wrap-around seating where a built-in bar held a selection of rum, whiskey, and fine white wine.  I shed my coat, pulled out my guns and harness, and put them on.  Then I drank from a rum bottle.  First drink home is always the best.  “Good job, just what I needed.”  I took several more pulls.  By then, we were clearing the airport.


“Take Pacific so I can see Venice Beach.”  Girls in bikinis, one of the many reasons I stay in California.  After I’d feasted my eyes, we continued down the Pacific Coast Highway.  Our headlights cut the deepening gloom.  We swept past numerous creatures of the night mimicking humankind.  They did their best to blend in, but I knew what to look for.


I said, “By the way, have the wolves been behaving?”


“William-san has been diligent in training the new wolves, but many still lack control.”


“That’s normal.”  They were made during the night of the red moon, and were still young.  William was an evil I put up with, an Alpha wolf in my demon territory.  He’d sided with my enemies once.  I didn’t trust him as far as I could piss.  If he weren’t useful, I’d have no reason to let him live.  


Thinking of the red moon, of the alternate dimension where I’d met the Red Lady, I absently rubbed the Dragon-and-Lotus tattoo on my right forearm.  This was the strongest magic I had.  The tattoo summoned the red moon, opening a door to Her, to a realm I’d avoided all these months since last time, I almost didn’t made it out.  The Red Lady haunted my dreams.  She’d claimed that, in time, I’d find my place at her side.  Outside of linear time, she’d experienced this already.  Me?  I wasn’t convinced.  She was extra hot and all, but I don’t like being strong-armed into anything.  


The red pearl she’d given me hung under my shirt on a gold chain.  It flared, warming my skin. I smelled blood-soaked roses and I heard her soft laugh echoing in my head.  Her words fluttered in my soul like moths in search of a flame—We are destined, my love.


I scowled.  We’ll see about that.


Eventually, the limo pulled up to my Malibu beach house—a mansion really—and parked inside the garage next to a black Mustang convertible with electric blue flames on the sides.  I got out, toy dragon under an arm, leaving my black duffle for Osamu to fetch.  An inner garage door led to the kitchen.  I passed through.  The living room was deserted.  I heard only my own soft tread as I took the short hall to my bedroom, opening the door.  


Leona sprawled on my bed, grinning, her long red tongue lolling past sharp white fangs.  Her rich black fur was well groomed.  Her tail lashed sluggishly.  Her green eyes burned with mystic fire.  She was an oversized spirit leopard from the Amazon jungle, just showing up a few years ago and—taking a liking to me, and my booze—had never left.


“Hey, Leona, off my bed.  I’m not into bestiality.”


She snapped her tail like a whip.  “The neighbor’s cat will be disappointed.”


I flipped her a one-finger salute.


She said, “Drag your mind from the gutter and tell me how the job went?”


“Great, even got to kill a fey from the Autumn Court.  He was playing bodyguard.”


She grumbled deep in her throat.  “Those guys are nasty.”


I threw my longcoat on the bed along with the stuffed toy.  Leona looked at the dragon, then back at me.


“What?” I asked.


“Nothing.”


I focused my mind downstairs in my office, visualizing the stereo, and rode out a jagged lash of pain that came as my raw magic turning it on, pumped the volume, and magically sent music echoing throughout the house; Hello darkness my old friend...  It was my way of letting the Old Man know I was back.


“Wow, really going old school there,” Leona said.  “Next, you‘ll be playing Sinatra’s greatest hits.”


“Hey, what’s wrong with that?  He had some really great songs.”


“If you say so.”


Before I could dis her for her techno-world fusion, my phone played Iron Maiden’s Tears of the Dragon, Old Man’s ring tone.


Fuck a virgin!  What the hell does he want?  He knows I just got back.  I let the call go to voicemail.


Leona shook her head and sighed melodramatically, “Doesn’t anyone listen to anything new?”


The doorbell went off.


I warmed my newest tat to life, bit off a scream of searing agony, and projected part of my awareness down the hall, to the front entrance.  The follow-up knock on my front door was enough to split it in half, if not for the new protective runes carved in the wood.  As it was, the door rattled on its hinges, groaning like a damned soul.


I drew one of my PPKs, splitting my awareness between the bedroom, and Osamu opening the front door.  He let in Old Man and two others.  Old Man didn’t need to knock.  He lived here with Leona and me.  He’d known my highly developed combat senses would kick in.  This was his  making sure he had my attention after I’d just ignored his call.


Machiavellian Bastard.


I hurried from my room, gun in hand, and found my uninvited guests in the living room with the Old Man.  He gave Osamu housekeeping instructions as I arrived.  My combat butler nodded and hurried off to prepare spare rooms and add a few place settings for dinner.  


I cut in front of Old Man, blocking the way to my office—I called it my office, but it’s actually a bar, complete with stools, mirrors, booze, plush carpeting, everything but a house band and a pole dancer.  I might have screamed just a little, “Old Man, what in hell is all this?  I just get back and you’re dragging business home?  I’m entitled to some down time.  It’s only fair to Angie, Izumi, and a hundred other bitches waiting on my call.”


Never seeing it coming, I got slapped on the back of the head by his fifth-dimensional shadow hand.  He said, “Don’t cuss, you have company.  Deal with it.  This is Achill, the Fenris over all the wolves in the U.S.  This is Kimberly, an envoy sent by our new client.  Haziar, the fey warrior behind her, is a bodyguard.”


Thoughts of Angie faded from my mind.  Great, I just told the Fenris I’m fucking one of his people.


I put my PPK in my holster rig, opened the office door, and hurried in.  I moved behind the bar, my favorite spot in the house, and waited for everyone else to drifted in.  The Fenris and the bodyguard moved without sound, as expected of warriors.  On the other hand, the envoy wore heels no sensible fighter would try to maneuver in.  She had crystal-purple eyes that cataloged every weak point in the room.  This was someone who’d been attacked before and wanted to know where things could come at her from.  


She sat on a stool opposite me.  The recessed lighting in the ceiling over the bar gave her brunette hair and slightly tanned skin a gentle glow.  Her lips were red-violet.  Her white summer dress turned opalescent, catching some of the colors from the spotlighted liquor bottles behind me.  She had very soft features, fully human, so her purple eyes were unusual.  Behind her—clad in pitch-black armor, wearing a matching cloak, and a crimson-sheathed sword—Haziar waited patiently for something to kill.


Old Man didn’t sit down either, watching as I pulled out Crown and Coke, and placed them on the counter.  His deep voice boomed at our guests, “Achill, Kimberly, this is my son, Caine Deathwalker, dragon mage, and Red Moon Demon.”


I studied the Fenris in his dark, expensive suit.  Simply cut, it set off a lavender silk shirt that opened at the throat.  Wavy black hair flowed back to his collar.  The hint of a smile lurked at the corner of his mouth.  The whole vibe was casual cool.  Built like a linebacker, a little under six feet, with more muscle that he would ever need, he looked young for his responsibilities—until you noticed the eyes.  They were onyx pools, cold and dead.  Here was experience, and weariness beyond reason, as if his soul had been stretched thin across the blade of too many centuries.


“Caine,” Old Man gestured to Kimberley, “she’s human, but born with the sight, and adopted into the Dream Court of the fey.  That’s why she has a fey bodyguard.”


A seer, that explains amethyst eyes.


“It’s a pleasure to finally meet you, Caine,” the Fenris said.  “Lau’s told me much about you during our games.” 


“Would you like your drink in a bowl, on the floor?” I responded. 


Eyes wide, Kimberly swung her face toward the Fenris.  She might have been seeing imminent violence as a seer, or she might just have expected it, knowing wolves.


Old Man’s eyes—now blue-green fireballs—were on me.  “Caine we talked about this.  The wolves don’t owe you tribute for being in our territory.  Achill is my friend.  He and his people get a free pass.”


Kimberly’s bodyguard seized her shoulders, a heartbeat away from pulling her away from trouble.  The fey warrior knew his job.


But Achill just laughed, as I knew he would.  You don’t get to be dominant over a country full of Alpha pack leaders by jumping on every little insult.  You’d be fighting all the time.  


He said, “I take my drinks in a glass like everyone else.”


“Caine,” Old Man said, “behave?”


“Then I wouldn’t be me.”


Achill said, “It’s okay, old friend.  Your son has balls.  You raised him right” 


Old Man relaxed.  “One does not survive long in the true night without guts … and a lot of firepower.”


“Yeah, I’m all that and a bag of chips.” I said.  “What’s so important I can’t get a few days off?”


Old Man finally took a seat.  “For one, the Witch
Courts have asked our clan to fix the mess in Sacramento.”


I shock of surprise jazzed through me.  “The Witch Courts agree on something?”


“Black, White, and Gray,” Old Man said.  “Though preternatural, they are also fully human, and care most about the balance
of things since their power is rooted in nature.”


“What you mean is, they want to rule the humans from the shadows, and not be tied in with us should naturals and preternaturals wage war.”


Old Man shrugged.  “War in Sacramento won’t help any of us.  The wolves used to dominate the various were-communities there, but their grip’s gone shaky since their Alpha was uh, ripped to pieces.  The shifters are in a panic.  The city’s day-walkers and fey are agitating for control of the city.  If conflict breaks out, the preternatural communities could be exposed to human scrutiny.  I don’t know about you, but I’m fond of being thought an imaginary creature.”


I thought of the Feds.  The Preternatural Response Teams had their own way of keeping supernaturals secret—killing them.  There’s no reason for me to run to Sacramento and become a target. 



“We should police our own,” Achill spoke as if scenting my thoughts.  “If the PRT get too used to taking us out, they might not stop with just the problem element.”


“The circle must hold for all of us,” Kimberly said.  “You can’t let things fall apart.”


I put a drink in front of her and waited for more.


Old Man grabbed his drink and threw it back.


Achill did the same.


I reached for my glass and found it replaced by an obsidian bottle.  The switch had happened without anyone appearing to notice, but me.  I opened the bottle and smelled the liquor inside.  Crown and Coke, heavy on the Crown, just how I like it.  The red pearl that hung around my neck climbed up out of my shirt and swung on its chain.  The pearl tapped the bottle—a sign of approval?—and fell back against my shirt, inert once more.  


I understood.  A gift of the Red Lady.


A silent lull fell that no one wanted to break.  


I pulled out a glass and poured from the bottle which stayed completely full.  I smiled and touched the red pearl around my neck.  Old Man saw what I did, but said nothing.  He smiled too, which scared me just a little.


I said, “Okay, why can’t the PRT take care of this?”


Kimberly met my gaze.  Her eyes seemed to swell, becoming endless pools of amethyst.  The depths tugged at me like doors to strange new realities.  “The Oracle Stone was stolen from the Dream Courts.  My Mistress can feel it being used in Sacramento.  She needs it back.  This will be next to impossible if we have to avoid federal agents and the mystics that aid them.”


“Your Mistress is a seer.  So are you,” I said.  “Why can’t one of you pop in, grab the stone, and pop out again?”


“My Mistress has made a lot of enemies over the ages, mostly because she won’t help many fey courts that only want to kill for power.  Her powers are limited now, having long been tied to the stone.  She’s vulnerable.  Chasing down the stone personally, openly, would invite enemies to attack her when she’s too weak to fight back.”


Explains why she sent an envoy and didn’t come herself.


Achill said, “So she sends a human who has even less power than herself?”


Kimberly’s eyes flashed with angry heat, resenting the criticism.  “The Oracle has concealed the loss of the stone by officially retreating from her court for a time of meditation and renewal.  And I am not helpless.  She has been teaching me to use my powers.  I can see several minutes into the future, giving me more than enough warning to get out of harm’s way.”


Maybe.  A lot can happen in a split-second.  


I didn’t like any of this.  The Oracle—Hell only knows how long she’s been alive—is old, and old fey are strong fey.  How did she get that thing stolen?  It must have taken major magic.  She wants me to go in and get it back from someone matching her strength? That’s a death sentence for anyone else than me. 


I said, “Yeah, I don’t think she can afford me.”


Kimberly reached into her purse and pulled out a princess-cut blue diamond the size of my fist.  I couldn’t believe my eyes.  Staring, even Old Man and Achill were stricken mute.  She set the diamond on the counter, her gaze a fierce demand.  “The Oracle says, ‘A stone for a stone.’”


I grabbed the diamond.  The new tattoo on my back burned like hellfire, a violent rampage pulling my senses to superhuman levels so I could tell the diamond had no flaws.  The cut was perfection, the coloration perfect, unassisted by dyes, lacking impurities except for trace amounts of boron that gave it its blue color.  


My greedy inner child spoke up, “Okay, I’ll do it.”


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


THREE


 


“I don’t care, for free.”


 


                                                —Caine Deathwalker


 


 The Old Man plucked the stone from my hand, knowing I’d be deaf to his words while enthralled by the jewel.  “Caine, recovering the Dream Stone is just half the job.  You can’t go up to Sacramento and just ask around for the stone.  You’ll need a cover.  Setting up a new Master of the City needs to be an equal priority.”


I eyed the diamond in his hand.  “What am I getting for the second job?”


“My eternal gratitude,” Old Man said.


“No, really?” I asked.


“For one thing, I’ll give this back to you.”  He moved the diamond, left and right, watching my eyes track it.  “For another, the Witch’s Court is throwing an enchanted item into the pot.”


I looked him in the eyes.  “What kind of item?”


He tossed the diamond into the air, knowing I’d snatch it at warp speed.  I did.  As his hand came back down, shadows churned in his palm, becoming a glittering dagger.  He used it to stab the bar.  Pulling his hand away, the dagger remained upright.  I’d have been pissed about the damage to a very expensive bar, but I knew Old Man would magic up a repair.  Besides, the parrying dagger held my interest.  I put the diamond away in a spell-sealed lock box under the bar, without taking my eyes off the weapon.  It was a sword-breaker, a type of left-handed blade with extra hand protection, and prongs—paralleling the blade—that could catch and break an opponent’s rapier, if used just right.  The dagger was twenty-four inches tip to pommel.  The five-and-a-half-inch grip was wound with black leather.  The end knob was one and a half inches, the blade seventeen.  


 “What does it do, besides stabbing people?” I asked.


“The sword-breaker is also a spell-breaker, provided it’s a low level spell, or curse.”


“That could come in handy,” I said.


Kimberley’s purple eyes were almost glowing as she stared through me, into some infinity only she could see.  She whispered, “In the end, it will.”


After a moment of silence, Achill said, “The day-walkers consider Sacramento to be their territory, keeping full vampires out.  Without a strong wolf leader to guide the shifter communities, the dhampyr will consolidate control.  They might even close the city to the rest of us as well.  As it is, I’ve not been able to contact any of the Sacramento wolves.”


“You could go there,” I suggested, “and take over until a new Alpha is chosen.”


Achill shook his head.  “If I go there, it will kick the whole mess into open warfare.”


I finished my drink and poured another.  “So, problem one is to find the Dream Stone.  Problem two is to make everyone play nice with each other.  Is that it, Old Man?”


Old Man took the Crown and Coke bottle on the bar and tried to pour some for himself and Achill.  Though the bottle was full, nothing poured out of it.  The bottle didn’t seem to like anyone’s hand but mine.


Achill noticed the difficulty and smiled, then turned his attention to me.  “You know what killed my Alpha?”


I nodded.  “Yeah, somehow a wereliger was made.  I’m looking into how.”  There are no hybrids among the wereclans.  What turns you dictates what type of werecritter you’ll become, provided you survive the attack.  Most don’t.  The virus that makes you a shifter is species specific, immunizing you from becoming any other type.  I’d already ruled out that this wereliger was a child of a lion and tiger shifter.   Shifters can’t have kids.  The regular transformations cause pregnant shifters to miscarry.  Always.


Achill said, “However he got here, if he’s not going to fill the power vacuum he made, we need to make sure he doesn’t kill the next Alpha I send in.”


“If the wolves are going to give me a lot of trouble,” I said, “It’ll cost extra.”


Old Man finished trying to coax liquor out of my bottle.  He set it down on the bar.


I picked it up and refilled my glass without difficulty.  The obsidian bottle remained full.  Greatest bottle ever!


Old Man walked Achill away from the bar, over to the living room furniture that formed an island by the fireplace.  Kimberly and her fey guard followed, leaving me behind.  I started around the bar as the others held a whispered consultation.  Old Man had raised me like a demon; he knew I’d drive a stiff bargain for all I could get.  Greed is our way of life whether it’s for money, women, alcohol, or power—we always want more.  Achill’s first offer would be lowball.  I was sure of it.  Probably just bling.  He’d been alive for a long time, so I knew he had a lot more to bargain with.  He’d probably seen entire civilizations rise and fall.  His eyes revealed a dark and ancient soul.


I came around the bar and approached the others.  “Come on, Old Man, what else did the courts cough up?”  He might have been my adopted father, but he was still a demon, holding out was second nature with him.


“They know you’re a dragon mage, so they’re willing to give you scale gauntlets as well, I, ah, would have mentioned that … eventually.”


“What else do you have?” I asked.


Achill spoke up, “And I’m offering stock in my construction company, not more than five percent.”


“Ten percent,” I said.


“Seven,” he countered. 


“Okay, give me three days.  I need to rest, plan, and make arrangements for the trouble I’m heading into.”


“No,” Kimberley said.  “Time is critical.  The other fey courts are going to grow suspicious if my Mistress is in seclusion too long.  You need to start right away.  Surely the diamond is incentive enough.”


“One day at least.  If I go unprepared,” I said, “I risk failure.  It’s better to go when I have all my rubber ducks in a row.”


I looked at Haziar behind her.  With his support, I wouldn’t have to wear myself out arguing.  Kimberly was already used to going along with what he needed her to do.  I could take advantage of that.  His eyes were cold, hard as steel—pretty much the same color too.  He might not have ever heard the Old English nursery rhyme I was about to quote, but its logic would be clear to him; he had the feel of a seasoned warrior. 


 


 


“For want of a nail a shoe was lost.
  For want of a shoe a horse was lost.
 For want of a horse a rider was lost.             Forwant of a rider the battle was lost...”
 

 

Our eyes remained locked a few seconds longer, then, grimly, he nodded and stared down at Kimberly, who’d settled in a brass-studded, red leather wingback armchair by the fireplace.  There was no fire burning, no orange light to paint her pale skin.  The chair around her was big, like some bloody maw about to swallow her whole.  Like the marble mantle above the chimney, her face was hard, set, and impervious to fate.  Still, she managed a quality of soft delicacy that inclined men to protect her.  I was not untouched by her vulnerability.  It made me want to drag her off—for a fast and furious fuck. 


Haziar leaned against the side of her chair, placing a gentle hand on her shoulder.  I think this was his way of telling me the lady was spoken for.  He said, “He’s right.  Let him take the time he needs.  Few situations as bad as ours are salvaged by half-measures.”


Sitting on the couch, Old Man lifted his size-thirteen feet to the coffee table.  His hand made a languid gesture toward our visitors.  “During your mission, they will be staying here.”


I smiled at Kimberley.  “Sure, we’re all friends,” my voice dropped to a mutter, “and consenting adults.”


Kimberley seemed oblivious to my interest, but her bodyguard scowled, fingering the silver rose pommel of his fey sword.  


 Ignoring the new tension in the room, Old Man went on, “Achill will add to Kimberly’s protection.  She hasn’t seen anyone, but has a feeling she may have been followed into our world.  If so, we want that attention here in L.A., not following you to Sacramento.”


I nodded.  “Fine, but I don’t want to hear crap about my personal habits.”


I left before anyone could say more.  I had a visit to make before it got too late and Red-Fang closed up shop.  I returned to my room and grabbed the stuffed dragon.  Leona was gone from my bed.  With a strange werewolf in the house, she’d gone invisible and intangible.  Except for Angie, Leona had a jungle cat’s instinctive dislike for werewolves.  If Achill didn’t watch out, he might wake up with her sitting on his chest, eyeing him as dinner—though as a spirit beast she only drank blood.  Still, I was sure he had plenty of that.  It would be hella funny if the Old Man forgot to warn her of messing with the Fenris.  Expensive too, repairing the damage they’d cause.  


I went around my bed, past the bedroom windows, to the full-length standing mirror on the wall.  Hidden in curlicues and scrolls were random Atlantean runes.  My fingertips sought out various symbols in a specific order.  To gain a faster, emergency access, I could have warmed up a tat, paying for magic in pain, but urgency wasn’t required.  As I traced the last rune, entering my personal code, the glass surface ghosted away.  I could have stepped through the frame, into my secret vault adjoining the wine cellar in the basement, but I dialed another location, holding it firmly in mind as I stepped through.


Talon City, also known as Underground, appeared around me.  There was no sensation other than what you’d get going from one room to another.  That was because the mirror used its own stored energy to power the transition spell.  The city lay somewhere inside a mountain on Europa, the sixth closest moon of Jupiter.  The streets were smooth granite.  A great shadowed space hung overhead, and beyond that oppressive darkness was a ceiling clawed out of frozen rock.  The street lamps created islands of light with dim murk swimming between.  Deeper darkness lay in the poorer parts of town.  The upper-class establishments furnished stronger lighting to advertise their wares, and discourage thievery.  


The shop I wanted was prosperous, but not pretentious.  Assorted creatures of the night passed Red Fang’s place, few of them casting more than a casual glance at the windows of the tattoo parlor.  I pushed on inside.  A little girl stood on a stool behind the counter so she could reach a wall calendar.  Her back was to me as she scribbled something there, unaware I’d entered.  The shop didn’t need a bell over the door.  It was dragon-owned.  Not even the most stupid criminal would risk running afoul of dragon magic.  Besides, dragons have a reputation for eating thieves.


I’d brought the girl here to be cared for after her mother had been killed.  The killer had been trying to get to me, but it’s not like I felt any guilt.  I’d only shown kindness to the girl because she had dragon blood.  Her being lost, alone, with nowhere else to go had nothing to do with it.  I certainly hadn’t brought the stupid, green, dragon toy because I liked her.  And I wasn’t checking up on her.  


I’m demon-raised after all.  There’s little true humanity left in me.


I threw the stuffed dragon onto the counter and continued to the backroom where I saw Red-Fang cleaning his tattoo guns.  They were disassembled, the pieces on a big metal tray.  He was wiping them down with a cotton cloth.  Rubbing alcohol scented the air.  Behind him sat a metal box the size of a microwave.  Its door yawned open, waiting for the tray.  The sterilizer would finish the cleaning with hot steam.  A book was propped open on a stand.  


  In human form, Red Fang read while working.  Without looking up, he said, “Hi, Caine.”  The old dragon didn’t have to look to see it was me, he could smell the magic he’d put in my skin.  “What brings you here so early?  Your tattoo design isn’t ready yet.  I’m still ironing out the last rune.”


“You can at least tell me what this one will do.”


“Nope, not yet.”  Red-Fang looked past me, yelling toward the front of the shop, “Juliana, bring me the calendar.”


So that’s her name.


She walked past me with the calendar in one hand and the stuffed dragon clutched to her side.  


Red-Fang looked at the toy, and smirked at me.


“What?” I said.  “I had nothing to do with that.  I’m a demon lord, remember?”


Juliana gave him the calendar   He marked a date a few weeks away, and copied the date onto one of his business cards.  I went up and took it for later reference.  He gave the girl back the calendar.  She turned past me, smiling, eyes flicking to my face as she went away.  


I looked back to Red Fang, scowling.  “Shouldn’t she be with your wife at home?  Kids are supposed to play.  Aren’t there child labor laws around here?”


“My wife lets her do whatever she wants, and Juliana likes helping me in the shop.”


“Really?”


“Aggie always wanted a daughter, so she spoils her rotten.  I’m just glad the child actually helps.  You should see my appointment book.  It’s never been so organized.”


I was glad Juliana was doing well, and that my next tat was almost ready.  “All right, Red, I’ll see you later.”


“Later, Caine.”


My business done, I entered the front room.  Hugging her new toy, Juliana ran from behind the counter, stopping in front of me.  She got on tiptoes and pulled my coat for me to bend down.  I did.  She gave me a kiss on the cheek.  “Come back soon.”


“Yeah, yeah.”


Leaving, I looked back and saw Red-Fang between rooms.  He’d seen it all.  My bad reputation was in danger.  I snarled, “Red, say one word about this and I’ll kill you dead.”


His face settled into a display of innocence.  “Say a word about what?”


Outside, a couple of water fey bowed out of my way with smiles.  The thought that Water Court fey still weren’t as afraid of me as I’d like, further pissed me off, but hell, they helped out a lot around L.A. so I let it go.  


Damn, I hope I’m not mellowing with age.  I should probably kill something soon.  Lots of something.


I crossed the street and stood in the spot I’d arrived at.  I held up a hand, focusing my magic, and ran though a spell Old Man had taught me.  Accessing the mirror back home this way took some of my life force, but no penalty in pain from using my dragon-blood tattoos.  It would be nice to move around this way all the time, but programing coordinates into the mirror was too time-intensive. 


The portal opened, turning the air into a wavering mirror.  I stepped into my own image and returned to my bedroom.  The air was different, sweeter.  Why do I smell vanilla?


Catching a small flickering light from the corner of my eye, I looked at one of my nightstands.  There was a white votive candle burning there.  The bedding was changed.  The place had been straightened up by someone.  


Who has the balls to do this to my room?


I came around the foot of the bed, heading for the door.  The closet door flew open and I caught a flash of bright red hair.  A warm female body—quite naked—crashed into me.  I grabbed her ass purely by reflex.  Honest.


Angie shrieked, “Surprise!  Did you miss me?”  She pulled back and tugged on the fastenings for my pants. “It’s been so long…”  


“I’d go away more often for this kind of reception.”


Tattoos on the sides of my legs burned like a brush with a blowtorch, increasing my strength and stamina to god-like levels.  I let my pants fall to the floor and stepped out of them, quickly shedding the rest of my clothes.  I scooped Angie up and tossed her onto the bed.  She squealed as she bounced.  


I fell on her like a starving beast, but heard no complaints.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


FOUR


 


People talk about souls having a


Final Destination—mine’s a bar.


 


                                                —Caine Deathwalker


 


I opened my eyes and saw our sprawled reflections on the ceiling mirror.  Angie’s eyes were closed.  A slight smile indicated happy dreams—probably of me.  I looked sated and a little sleepy.  A bit of blood marked where my earlobe had been nipped.  Fortunately it was still attached.  I sat up slowly, trying not to wake Angie, and felt the sting of nail marks on my back.  


Standing, I looked down at her freckled face, framed by blood-red waves of hair.  The color was natural.  When transformed, she made a red wolf as well.  


Some of her wolf’s feral personality had come out in bed, enhancing her sex drive and endurance.  It’s a good thing I don’t bruise easy.  It was also good I had a dragon-blood tattoo to protect me from picking up lycanthrope from Angie.  I wouldn’t have made a large wolf, just a very dangerous one.


The alarm clock on the nightstand said eight o’clock.  It was not my habit to be up so early, but I had business in town with people who kept regular hours.  Can’t be helped.  I showered, shaved, and got dressed in a black Italian suit, shirt with no tie, and put my PPKs in their shoulder holsters.  I didn’t need to turn on any lights.  The light spilling in the windows lit me up as I glanced in the full length mirror.  


As usual, I make death look good.  What’s next?  Oh, yes, time for my pre-breakfast drink.  


I strolled down the hall, and past the kitchen, smelling sizzling bacon and skillet potatoes.  Osamu was manning the stove with highly focused intensity—nothing was going to burn, not on his watch.  It looked like I still had a few minutes, so I went through the living room to the office door.  In my office-bar, Achill occupied a couch, feet crossed, glass in one hand, and a book in the other.  Near him, on the coffee table, a vodka bottle sat half empty, a work in progress.  


I went behind the bar and got my own bottle, grabbed some Bloody Mary mix, and made something for my own enjoyment. 


Achill called out, breaking the pleasant silence, “You have a very good collection of grimoires, Caine.” 


“Have you been up all night reading?” 


“Hard to get any sleep with the leakage.”


Leakage?  Oh, yeah.  When a werewolf is getting some, the sensory data can sometimes pass magically to other members of the pack.  Achill probably felt a little mystic heat from my dragon magic as well.  


I smiled as I lied, “Sorry about that.”


The door to the living room opened.  Angie tromped in wearing skinny-legged jeans and a green shirt, tight in the chest, cropped to show a pierced bellybutton where an emerald tear winked as she moved.


Angie stopped the second she saw Achill, and dropped her gaze in a show of wolfen submission.  


Achill lifted his glass in greeting as he studied her.


She trembled under the force of his stare.  He had the power to kill her for no reason at all, and her own Alpha couldn’t save her.  William might be her whole world as leader of the L.A. pack, but Achill was the star reining in the planets.


Achill put his cup down. “Relax, Angie, I’m here doing business with Caine.  You and William are good.”


I felt pack magic spin off him, a light skittering over the skin where my tattoos lay dormant.  As he connected to Angie, she relaxed and continued to the bar.  She took the seat closest to Achill, also staying close to me.  He didn’t look like he cared if she shared orbits with us both.  His gaze shifted to the door before it swung in again.


Kimberly swept in, wearing a billowy white summer dress with green leaves and dun colored vines printed on.  Her feet were sheathed in white leather sandals.  Her toenails, painted candy red, matched her fingernails.  The clutch purse in her hand was covered in silver scales.  Her amethyst eyes were bottomless crystal pools, peering through us all, into more than a few realities.


How many of my secrets are exposed to her casual stare?


She focused on Angie who she’d not yet met.  “Hi, I’m Kimberly.”  She stuck out her hand in greeting.


“I’m Angie.”  As she shook hands, her eyes flicked at me.  “Are you here to see…?”


Great, someone’s getting territorial.


Kimberley’s gaze returned to me as well.  “Yes, my Mistress has engaged the Lauphram 


Clan.  I’m going to be staying here a while.”


“Where’s Haziar?” I asked.  A bodyguard ought to stay close to the body he’s guarding.


“He’s checking out the property, muttered about a disturbance in the Force or something.”  Kimberley locked arms with Angie and drew her down toward the windows at the far end of the room.  “So, what’s it like to be a werewolf?”


Achill rolled his eyes, answering for nobody in particular, “You have to be a wolf to know the heart of a wolf.”  He went back to his book.


I finished my drink, set the empty glass down, and headed around the bar.  I left my office and strolled through the living room, the smell of breakfast sharpening my appetite.  As if we’d rehearsed things, I reached the kitchen table, sitting down just as Osamu arrived with a full plate and a steaming mug of Brazilian dark roast for me.  In addition to the bacon and potatoes I’d smelled earlier, eggs and toast had joined the party.


I dug in, studying the pattern of sunlight slicing through the window blinds, striping table and floor.  On the far side of the table from me, a swirl of black mist formed from nothing, solidifying.  A moment later, I was matching stares with Leona.  The black leopard looked all snarly, like she wanted to bite off the head of a chicken.  I knew she didn’t want what was on my plate though.  As a proud spirit beast, she refrained from taking human form, or usually eating human food.  For nourishment, she only drank blood—though she loved the smell of coffee.


Osamu hurried to put a cup on the table near her so she could indulge her sensitive nose.


“That’s better,” she said, “Clears out the stench of fey.”


I remembered Haziar: massive, brooding, surly, and possessive of Kimberley, but he hadn’t reeked.  Then I remembered the stench of the fey I’d killed in Dallas.  My hands stilled, suspending coffee and a forkful of eggs over my plate.  My brain leaped into gear.  Autumn Court fey!  Had they tracked me across the country already?   I had the feeling time was running out faster than I’d thought.  I needed to hurry things along.  I needed to get Vivian aboard for the mission.  I’d once accidentally saved her from a homicidal warlock.  She owed me.


I left my plate, heading across the kitchen for the garage door.  Osamu pulled the door open for me.  I went through.  He followed.  I paused and held up a hand.  “Stay here.  Protect our guests while I’m gone.  Something dangerous may be lurking about, biding its time.  Don’t drop your guard.”


He bowed.  “Yes, Caine-sama, you may depend on me.”


I got inside my ‘96 black Mustang, and put my finger on the scanner to start the engine.  I pulled out into the street, surveying the area.  Haziar stood out front like an oversized lawn ornament, scenting the wind, watching for an enemy horde to descend upon us.  I knew the subtlety of evil.  When the attack came, it would be swift and crushing, springing from nowhere.


That’s how I’d do it.


 I stopped halfway down the drive and called to him.  “Hey, anybody asks what you’re doing standing around in that get-up, just say ‘cosplay.’”  It was better they thought him a die-hard anime fan than a freaking elf.


Mouthing the new word, a questioning look on his face, he watched me drive off.  


I passed Izumi’s house.  Her lights were on.  A lace curtain moved.  An ice-pale face stared out.  Her breath frosted the window, blurring her nakedness.  Damn tease.  She was Winter Court fey, but used a glamour that gave her an Asian appearance.  She’d always been intrigued by the similarity of winter fey to the yuki-onna, the
snow women of Japanese legends.  This was her way of having a foot in two worlds.


I smiled as I drove on, knowing who I’d be doing tonight.


Driving in from Malibu with the top down, I cranked the radio, sharing my wonderful taste in Goth metal porn-rock with everyone in range.  Forty-five minutes later, I’d penetrated L.A., reaching the parking lot of the Velvet Door.  Claude the doorman saw me coming, a big man with all the beauty of a troll.  He leaped to open the door for me.  He’d once made the mistake of trying to keep me out, fishing for a bribe.  There were several dents in the alley dumpster the same size as his head.  You get good service when you show someone you can kill them any time you want.


Inside the bar, black tables and chairs added contrast to the red carpeting that washed up against matching walls, where assorted clan symbols hung, showing this was neutral territory, a no-kill zone.  Twenty-five hundred years old and holding, Gloria owned the bar and made sure everyone behaved.  She had the hot body of a seventeen-year-old girl.  Five-foot-four, a hundred and fifteen pounds, but she could rip out a heart in a blink.  


Just thinking about it got me hard.  


As the only pure blood—vampire royalty—I’d ever seen close to L.A., she could function during daylight like a dhampyr, and not be chained to her coffin, an expression of power that set her apart from her kind.  We’d made a choice to remain close friends by staying out of the same bed.  Neither of us wanted to damage what we had.  Of course, that didn’t mean I couldn’t dream with my eyes wide open.


I waded through a light crowd to the bar where she mixed drinks.  Her smile, never far away, stretched out a bit more.  Ever since the night of the red moon when she’d had some of my blood, hunger had haunted her eyes when they flashed welcome.  There was something about my blood that made it extra tasty to vamps, giving them an uncommon high.  


Neither Gloria nor the Old Man would tell me why this was so.  


Like always, the half-angel Gray sat at the end of the bar in his Raiders jacket.  His hair looked like wilted spikes.  His eyes were filmy white.  His wrinkled khaki pants were stained, like he’d slept in them, repeatedly.  Long ago, he’d said “fuck you” to Heaven and Hell, siding with anarchy, throwing his lot in with humankind.  Like Kimberley, my friend was born with the
sight, and often had a piece of prophecy for me to chew over.  Unfortunately, by the time his insights made sense, they were too late to be useful.


I took a seat at the bar, nodding his way.


He nodded back.  His gaze came up, boring a hole in my shirt.  The red pearl I wore—hidden from view—felt warm against my skin.  He said, “Playing with fire, son, playing with fire.”


I grinned.  “Tell me something I don’t know.”


“Green is the worst.”


“Green fire?”  I stared at him.  “There’s no such thing, unless you’re burning copper.”


His eyes went vague, staring into an impossible distance.  “I know what I have dreamed.”  He got up and came over to stand beside me.  His stare was no longer distant.  He peered down into my face.  He reached out to touch my head.


I caught his hand.  “What are you doing?”


“You need this,” he said.  “You need to see what I dreamed.”


I considered.  “You’re not just screwing with me, are you?”


“Your answers are in my dreams.  We do this now, or you’ll be blindsided later.  My word on the necessity.”


I let go of his wrist.  “All right, do it.”


He touched the side of my head with splayed fingers.  The world around me vanished as I 


was sucked down into a microcosm of black.  A pool of color spread out at my feet.  I dropped into the pool and it became a dim room, the surrounding walls were stone, heavily shadowed.  Murmured words, like hissing serpents, bounced back.  


Gray and I stood midair.  Below us, a table—massive and dark—gleamed with light from two antique Tiffany lamps.  Water pitchers and a coffee mess waited on a trolley off to the side.  A dozen people, mostly men, had faces shadowed by hooded, black silk cloaks.  The material spilled down their back, adding extra padding to the hand-carved chairs.  The men wore bright colored tunics, with puffy-sleeved shirts and vests.  The women wore shimmering gowns.  They wore necklaces and rings that stirred up lust in my heart.  


And none of them seemed aware of Gray or me listening in.  Turning to me, the half-angel looked haggard.  Within this dream, his blind eyes glowed soft white like icy stars.  “These are the ones that sent the succubus and warlock against you on the night of the red moon.  You should know that they are not done with you, being what you are.”


A gray-haired man at the head of the table slapped the surface with the flat of his hand, calling for order.  “This family has better things to do than bicker.  We will all have a chance to test the upstart.  If he is worthy, he will live.  If his blood is too thin, too tainted, he will die, simplifying matters greatly.  I claim the right to go next.  Now be quiet, and pay attention.  My chosen agent is at hand.”  He raised his voice, calling out into the shadows, “Send her in.”


“Her?” I said.


“The next assassin,” Gray said.


A woman wearing a black dress with sea-foam green lace cuffs and collar approached the table.  Her raven hair was piled high.  Her eyes were hazel.  She was stout, solidly built with an abundance of muscle.  She wore no weapons.  There was nothing of grace in her approach, but rather confident strength, as if she expected all obstacles to flee her path.


“You have summoned me?”  Her stare slid from face to face along the table.


The gray-haired man at the head of the table spoke, “I have summoned you.”  He spun a photograph across the table.  Members of the group helped it along until the assassin plucked it up.  The photo was one of me, taken within Gloria’s bar.  As expected, I had a drink in my hand.


“Why should I care who you want dead?” she asked.


“We pay well,” the old man said.


“I have simple needs.  A new life with one who can love such as me.  I only came out of respect.  I do not intend to take this job.”


The gray-haired man didn’t seem surprised.  “You will soon have reason to kill this man.  He is the destroyer of your world, though you know it not.”


She threw the picture back on the table.  “No means no.  You don’t have the power to break my curse.  I don’t need you.”


The old man stood.  “We can intervene on your behalf with the forest clans you offended.   We can’t guarantee anything, of course, but … they will listen to us.  All we ask in return is that you destroy Caine Deathwalker.  Go back to your lover in Texas and think on our words.”


The woman held very still.  “If any of you think to force me by threatening the one I love—”


Gray-hair shook his head, holding out his palms, waving them side to side.  “Oh, no, such ugliness is appalling to creatures of our refinement.  We ask nothing you aren’t willing to give.  Even we fear the curse-bound creature that serves you.”  He paused, considering a sudden thought.  “Or do you serve it?”


Her hands curled into smoldering fists.  Green flames ran up her arms, then died away.  With no further word, she turned and left the room.  


The darkness around the walls rushed in, swamping out the light.  Full darkness spun me around, carrying me away, back to…


Gloria’s bar.  She came over and leaned against the bar.  “What do you boys want?”


My throat was dry as Mars.  “Ketel One and Red Bull,” I rasped.


 “Excellent choice.”  She moved off to get my drink going, while I considered all that Gray had shown me.  


He nodded to himself, muttering once more as he returned to his stool, “Playing with fire.”


I think he meant my ordered drink, not the lady assassin.  Most people mix the energy drink with vodka to bond sugar to the alcohol.  This gives you an immediate buzz, sweetness with a bite that goes down smooth.  Unless you stand up suddenly, it takes about twenty minutes for the caffeine to start bouncing you off the walls.   Most people can handle two of these drinks before hitting their limit.  With my well-developed resistance to alcohol, I can usually manage five three-inch glasses before smashing my face into the floor, or going into a berserker rage, killing everything in sight.  I doubted this last was going to occur, or Gray would have gotten up and left the bar.  


I called to Gloria, “By the way, have you seen the werekitties hanging around?”


“Your little playmates?  The ladies were here last night, asking about you.”  Her stare grazed my neck.  From the corner of my eye I saw Gray studying us both.


I frowned at her, giving her a hard stare I knew would make no impression.  “Gloria, you’re making me feel like a rare piece of meat.”


Her eyes widened and flared a deep, bloody red.  “Sorry, Caine, I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.”


“No, you just didn’t care.”


“It’s not that.  Your blood is just such a rush.”


“All you have to do is ask,” I smiled sweetly, as if I meant it.


Anticipation widened her eyes.  “Can I?”  


I dropped my smile.  “No.  Now finish making my drink.”


Gloria let out a cold, little laugh.  “Charming as always.”


I hooked a thumb at Gray.


“Beer,” he said.


“And give Gray another drink on me.”


He said, “Even in jest, don’t offer to let anyone bleed you.  You could wind up bleeding out.”  His stare hit Gloria and returned to me.  “Even a pureblood old as sin can loose control and forget what’s food and what’s friend.”


“I’ll keep that in mind.”


Gloria brought our drinks over.  She put Gray’s beer down with a thump on the bar, glowering at him.  “Why don’t you go somewhere and have a bath.  I’ll spring for a bar of soap.”


He made a great show of lifting an arm and smelling himself.  His voice leaped an octave, turning all girly.  “Oh, heavens, do I offend?”


Gloria slid my drink to me.  “Enjoy.”


I downed my drink and slammed the glass back down.  I held up a finger, signaling for a refill.


Instead of getting busy on my new order, Gloria’s smile slipped.  Her eyes lost all playfulness.  “Caine, I need to ask you something.”


“So ask.”


“Have you heard of someone running around town using some freakish type of fire—besides you, I mean?”


Gray and I both stilled.  I asked, “What’s your interest?”


She lowered her voice.  “Let’s just say there are things that make even me apprehensive.”


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



  
 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


FIVE


 


“Ride with me, or just ride me,


either way—shut up and let’s go”


 


                                                —Caine Deathwalker 


 


I stepped out into a blast of sunlight, the wilting heat of summer.   Claude gave me plenty of room, in case I might have developed a violent mood from drinking inside.  He looked away, not wanting to invite attention.  The eyes watching me were coming from someone—or something—else.   Without making an issue of it, I scanned the surrounding area, finding nothing.


The feeling intensified.  Instinct warned me I was being hunted, but the hunter wasn’t yet ready to strike.  The lady with green fire? Already?  


Wary, I strolled to my Mustang and slid in behind the wheel, and activated the onboard security system.  A holo screen materialized inside the windshield, giving the vehicle a clean bill of health.  Nobody had tried to mess with the vehicle.  I started the engine, shifting my attention to the next piece of business.


The drive to Mordred’s wasn’t far.  The bar was Slayer-owned hangout.  Now, monsters—especially vamps—weren’t welcome.  So early in the day, there was no crowd waiting to get in.   That didn’t mean the way was clear.  Parking across the street, I noticed the security at the door was the same as last time.  The two didn’t wear their usual longcoats over black Kevlar armor.  They didn’t want attention any more than the creatures of the night they killed.  Besides, the summer heat would have made wearing such garb brutal.  


No, the sentries were red-shirts, expendable; they only had to last long enough against a non-human for one of them to stick his head inside and yell for help.  Fully armored and armed Slayers would come at a gallop to avenge their fallen comrades.


These two know me.  That ought to make things easier. 


 I crossed the street and stopped in front of the Slayers.  I gave them cold stares and said, “You want a repeat of last time?”


They looked at each other then back at me.  Breaking out in a cold sweat, they stepped out of the way.  The one on the right opened the door for me.  As I passed, he said, “Don’t tell the boss we waved you through.”


I smiled.  “Anyone asks, I’ll tell them you guys put up a hell of a fight. But you’ll owe me one.”


The one on the left murmured, “’Preciate it.”


I paused on the threshold, looking down at an ancient protective symbol, the Seal of Solomon.  Had I been demon in more than clan affiliation, I’d have been stopped cold.  I crossed over, my smile still in place.  Inside was as dead as the outside.  The real festivities would kick in about six or seven.  Scantily clad women would dangle like lovely spiders on bands of silk from the ceiling, doing routines straight out of Las Vegas.  The place would be packed.  Right now, silence lent the place a graveyard-feel.  There were only a couple Slayers lazing about, looking bored out of their skulls.  They wore chest plates stamped with the fancy Slayer crest: a bleeding, stylized rose with a sword superimposed over it.


A red-haired biker chick polished the bar, eyeing me as I strolled over.  She straightened, squaring her shoulders, throwing out her chest in playful invitation.  Her voice was low and sultry, “What will you have?”


I wasn’t fooled.  She recognized me.  I saw it in her eyes.  She was merely holding me here as back-up hurried over.  The Slayers lazing about were now stalking toward me.  The cameras would have sent my image to the upstairs office.  More Slayers would be coming from that direction.  I was soon surrounded by a welcoming party—a heavily armed welcoming party.  Fear shone in their eyes.  Like a mantra of the damned, three words skittered around the room, repeated over and over: Red Moon Demon.


I said, “Anyone goes for a gun, and you’ll all die.”


Coming my way, I heard the sound of high-heels on the wooden floor.  The steps were unhurried.  Vivian asked, “What are you doing here, Caine?”


I turned from the bar, taking her lithe beauty in at a glance.  Dark wings of raven hair framed her face.  Her skin was alabaster.  Her nails were blood red talons.  Here was a girl who’d whole-heartedly embraced the Goth look.  She, too, wore the usual Slayer gear, but somehow managed to make it look sexy.


I said, “I’m here to see if you’re up for a road trip.”


A Slayer with a scarred cheek lifted an arm to block her path.  He glared at me and said, “Keep to your demon whores, freak.”


Vivian’s eyes narrowed.  She didn’t like someone protecting her.  She resented the effort, took it as an insult.  She also didn’t like me being called a freak because she hung with me sometimes, and there’s such a thing as guilt by association.  Some of her so-called friends here probably called her a freak behind her back because she was a dhampyr among Slayers.  Her father had been vampire, her mother human.  If her grandfather wasn’t running things here, she’d probably have been kicked out long ago—or killed. 


She took hold of the Slayer’s arm and moved it out of her way.  


He winced, but I didn’t hear the sound of breaking bone or snapping tendons.


Vivian’s black eyes now held a hint of watery red, a sign of irritation.  She asked, “Is this social or business, Caine?”


“I have to go to Sacramento to play diplomat.  I want you to come with me.”


She continued to stare, waiting for more.  I didn’t want to put too much of my business out there for everybody to hear, but I wasn’t being given much choice.  “Sacramento is a closed city.  The dhampyrs keep the vampires out.  Having you with me might get me a meeting with someone in their upper ranks.”


Another male Slayer all but spat at me.  “Hell, no, she’s not going anywhere with you.  Her Grandfather would skin us all alive if we allowed it.”


More Slayers were piling into the room, some of them still throwing on body armor, gripping guns.  I heard a double click and knew the bartender behind me had a shotgun pointed at my back.  I wasn’t worried; the tat that governed my protective shield was already warming my flesh, ready to snap on as needed.


I held Vivian’s gaze.  “How about twenty thousand a day, and expenses?”


“I’ll get back to you with my answer … later.”  She pointed toward the exit.  “Maybe.”


I shrugged and strolled to the door, pausing on the threshold to look back.  As arguing voices cut off in mid word, I saw Carson, Vivian’s grandfather, the Grand Pooh-Bah of the L.A Slayers.  He’d come downstairs to join her.  He was openly unarmed, as if mere weapons could never hurt him.  He had steel-gray hair, a clean shave, and gray-green eyes that all but glowed with welcome, as if he weren’t fully human.  A big smile stretched his face, adding to the wrinkles.


His pleasantness disturbed me.  What the hell is he up to?


He gave Vivian a little push in my direction.  His mellow voice followed her, “Go on.  If the enemy is stupid enough to offer up free intelligence, take it, and the cash.  It never hurts to know what games are being played, and what the stakes are.  Oh, and make sure he gets off the property without killing anyone.  I’ve been to enough funerals lately.”


With Vivian on my tail, I went out.  


The bouncers caught a look at her hard-planed face, and slouched, grabbing various spots on their torso, as if I’d inflicted massive damage to their internal organs.  They were quite convincing.


She asked me, “What did you do to them?”


“Beat hell out of them, then beat it back in.”


She was mad now, her eyes pale red flames.  “You should have just sent for me.  Picking on my people pisses me off.”


I paused to let her catch up.  “Okay, next time we’ll do it your way.”


She swung back to the guards.  “You guys need medical treatment?”


The one on the right pulled himself up.  “Don’t worry about us.  We’re tough.”


The Slayer on the left straightened a second later.   He shoved his chest out in a manly fashion.  “Our wounds are badges of honor, medals of valor...”


I wiped a crocodile tear from my eye.  “Almost makes me want to be a Slayer, too.”


Vivian glowered at me.  “There’s a height requirement.”


Vivian often reminded me of a snarling dog, the kind that only respect those that snarl back.  I did, “I’ve killed things ten times my size with a rusty pen knife, so you know where you can stick your height requirement.”


She curled the fingers of one hand into a tight fist, a heartbeat away from decking me.


I smiled.  “Hey, have I reminded you lately that I saved your life from that badass warlock six months ago.  He was cutting you up something fierce.”


Her anger dimmed along with the red glow in her eyes.  “You can stick my gratitude up your ass, Caine.”


I flashed a smirk.   “Yeah, but since that would make me walk funny, I’ll pass.  C’mon.” 


I led the way to my car, got inside, and let the security program know I was back.  The engine turned on.  Vivian opened the passenger door and slid in.  She slammed the door.  “Were you serious about the twenty K?”


I put the Mustang in gear.  “Sure I was.”


“And you don’t expect me to sleep with you as part of the deal?”


“Well, if you really want to deny yourself the greatest sexual satisfaction ever known to womankind…”


She glared with conviction.  “I do.”


I hit the gas.  “Fine, be deprived.  You’re only hurting yourself.”


As we got to the end of the block, I felt a tingle at the back of my neck.  Hidden eyes were still watching.  I checked the mirrors, looking for a tail.  I kept checking, making several turns to see who might turn to follow.  Since I couldn’t pick out the tail, I decided that a magic cloak, maybe fey glamour, was at work. 


Damn fairies, always pulling magic out of their asses.


“Someone following us?” Vivian asked.


“Yeah, but don’t bother looking.  Fey.”


Her right hand settled on the knife strapped to her outer thigh.  “I’ve iron for their kind.”


“Not all fey are evil.”


She snorted.  “You’ve got a lot to learn.”


I made another turn.  “One of us does.”


Her skin-tight, black leather pants made rubbing noises on the leather seats.  Her hand stayed near the knife on the slow drive home.  I couldn’t make good time through the day traffic.  Too many cars.  Too many people that didn’t know they were supposed to pull over and get out of my way when I wanted to go somewhere.  


I think I need to hire a publicist.


Almost an hour later, I pulled up to my Malibu home, driving into the garage.  Osamu came out with a very large drink in hand; the only thing I could think of—someone’s here I’m not going to be happy with.  We got out of the car.  I grabbed the drink and made introductions.  “Osamu this is Vivian.  She’ll be going to Sacramento with us.  She’s dhampyr, so make sure the blinds are closed during the day.  Daylight won’t kill her, but we want her to be comfortable.”


Osamu gave Vivian a small bow and a smile.  “Shall I contact a butcher and stock up on fresh blood as well?”


I gave him a nod.


Vivian had braced at the mention of what she was.  At Osamu’s calm acceptance, she relaxed, her brow only slightly furrowed.  “It doesn’t bother you, what I am?”


Osamu backed away, opening the door to the kitchen for us.  “I’m a combat butler that works for a demon clan.  Dhampyr do not distress me.”


We left him in the kitchen.  I took Vivian through the living room, into my office.  


William and Achill were having a heated conversation, dropping growls left and right.  William roared, “But it makes perfect sense.  You should let me take the wolves here down to Sacramento.  As the new Alpha there, I’ll have things settled in no time.”


“What I’ll have,” Achill said, “is an ever bigger mess.  The Sacramento Alpha needs to be cool-headed, able to play well with others.  I need a scalpel there, not a hammer.”


Vivian had stopped behind me.  I turned to her as she dipped low to draw a silver combat knife from her left boot.  Her right hand plucked out a Colt .45 automatic.  Knowing Slayers, I suspected she used the same type of explosive rounds I did.  From the blaze of hate in her eyes, I realized my office was a heartbeat away from becoming a battlefield.


“Wolves!” She spat the word like an obscenity.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


SIX


 


“I’ll live forever because Heaven won’t


take me, and Hell’s afraid I’ll take over.”


 


                                                —Caine Deathwalker


 


The wolves paused in their argument, swinging curious faces toward Vivian.  Since she wore her vampire-Slayer longcoat and crested body armor, they saw at a glance what she was—and didn’t seem to care, going immediately back to their argument.  


She clicked the safety off her Colt.


I seized her wrist, immobilizing the handgun.  “While you’re a guest in my house, I’d really appreciate it if you didn’t kill anyone not trying to kill you.  It’s one of my rules.”


Vivian’s burning eyes welled with unshed tears.  “A wolf killed...”


I clicked her safety back on.  “Your mom, I know.  I did my research.  But it wasn’t one of these wolves, right?” 


“Probably not.”  She wrenched her hand free of my grasp, but didn’t start pumping anyone full of bullets.  “But I get a little more peace with every shifter I kill.  One day, it might be enough.”


She had a hole in her heart that could never be filled.  I’d pity her, if I knew how.  


From the edge of sight, I caught motion, turning my head.  A swirl of black mist formed in the space between Vivian and the wolves.  The darkness became a black leopard with molten gold eyes.  Those eyes were on Vivian.  


Anticipating an attack, the Slayer lowered her gun muzzle, sighting on Leona’s head.  


The leopard sat on her haunches.  Her teeth flashed white as she spoke, “There are entirely too many people staying in this house.”


I muttered, “Like anyone invited you to move in.”


Leona glared at me.  “Did you say something?”


Wisely, I shook my head no.  


Vivian recovered somewhat.  “It talks.  You’ve got a talking leopard!”


Old Man came into the room.  “Doesn’t everyone?”  He moved to the bar, taking a seat, watching the Slayer with naked curiosity.  


Vivian’s eyes locked onto the Old Man. Identifying him as the strongest threat in the room.  Her eyes widened.  She used the silver knife as a pointer.  “You’re Lauphram, Atlantean demon, water mage, the power behind the Shadow Throne.”


The Old Man’s face brightened with pleasure.  “You’ve heard of me?” 


“What the hell’s a Shadow Throne?” I asked.


“Nothing relevant to this millennium,” Lauphram said.  “Someone want to make me a drink?”


I waved a hand at him, making a sort of mystic gesture.  “Poof!  You’re a Blue Lagoon.”


“I’ll make a pitcher of something.”  The Fenris stalked away from William, heading around the far end of the bar.  I think he just wanted something between him and Vivian in case she remembered she’d been about to open fire on wolves.  It hadn’t escaped my attention that while he’d been arguing with William, he’d kept his body angled to Vivian to present as small a target as possible.  William hadn’t bothered.  Since being brought back from the dead a few months ago—as a sort of zombie wolf—he’d developed an immunity to silver.  Vivian’s slugs would only have annoyed him—until he killed her, or forced me to kill him.


Whatever action William had urged hadn’t been well received.  Left at loose ends, he stalked over to the bar, taking a stool where he could glare at me, and drool over Vivian.  She shuddered slightly, slanting him uneasy glances, as if expecting his inner wolf to take over the human persona at any moment.  


I thought he put too much confidence in her restraint; all she needed to gut him was the smallest nod from me.  All I’d needed to give her that nod was a few more drinks.  Speaking of which, I stepped behind the bar with Achill, needing a refill or two.  I put one of my PPKs on the counter.  The noise got William’s attention, turning him more to me than Vivian.  He stabbed a finger my way. “I still owe you for pistol-whipping me in the face.” 


“You had it coming at the time, but I’ll tell you what; you can have Vivian, if she’ll let you.”


She moved to a bar stool several seats away from William, and slanted her glower from him to me.  “You can both fuck off and die.”


The Old Man and Achill laughed raucously.  


William switched for the seat next to Vivian.  


I grabbed my iPod from under the bar and played Limp Bizkit’s Nookie.  Listening to my choice, everyone stared.  I lifted an eyebrow.  “What?”


No one answered, just looking away. 


Rummaging for the good Jack, I found the obsidian bottle I’d lost track of.  I popped the cork and sniffed.  Jack and Coke.  I poured some into a three-inch glass, and threw it back.  Mixed perfectly.  I immediately poured another, and peered into bottle, shaking it a little.  As full as ever.


Old Man studied the bottle.  “What exactly is that?”


I gave him a piercing stare to clue him in.  “Red Moon brand, if you know what I mean.”


William leaned into Vivian, draping an arm over her shoulder.  “You can’t hurt my feelings,” he said.  “I love a challenge.”


My hand slid onto my weapon.


Vivian took hold of his hand, lifting it off her shoulder.  She squeezed it.  “Love this?”


William squealed, jerking his paw away.  He wiggled his fingers experimentally.  They were mangled.


I smiled.  Good girl.



His wolfen healing power cut in, undoing the damage.  


Achill slid a drink in front of him, a distraction.  


William ignored it, his face clouding with anger.  The man and his inner wolf had a definite problem handling rejection.  So much for loving a challenge.


I moved opposite Vivian, sliding my PPK along on the bar.  “Want to borrow my gun?”


She gave me half a smile and shook her head.  “Nah, I’m good.”


I recovered my gun and holstered it, as the doorbell rang.  I ignored the summons, knowing Osamu would get it.  A minute later, as I slammed down another Jack and Coke, the door to my office opened.  I felt a cold chill as Osamu led Izumi and Angie in.  The girls smiled.  Their happy looks went hard and cold as they spotted Vivian close to me. 


I felt like yelling—“There’s plenty of me to go around!”—but kept the comment to myself, doubting it would help.  Instead, I caught Vivian’s gaze.  “Do yourself a favor, and lay off all comments on the fey.”


She looked puzzled.  “Why?”


I stared past her at Izumi.  “Hi, Izumi.  I see you’re back from Under-the-Hill.  How’s the queen mother doing?”


“Bossy as ever,” Izumi answered, but kept her eyes on the Slayer.  “What’s that doing here?”


Vivian kept her gun holstered and the silver knife in her boot sheath.  Her hand slid to her right thigh for the iron blade.  She loosened the knife, ready to draw it at the next insult.  That’s what I like about her.  She doesn’t talk trash, she just takes it out—not that Izumi can’t take care of herself.


“This is Vivian,” I said.  “She’s going to Sacramento to help us broker peace, and find the dream stone.”


Angie crowded in between William and Vivian.  She gave Vivian a hard once over, frowning.  “You’re not going to get far or keep a low profile with her dressed as a Slayer.  You’re going to be moving among the preternatural elite.  You ought to dress for success.”


Vivian returned the raking stare, taking in Angie’s ass-hugging shorts, fuck-me heels, and tight tee.  “I’m being given fashion advice from Street-Walking Barbie?”


I leaped to Angie’s defense before her wolf temper flared.  “This is her down time.  When Angie argues in front of a jury, she’s prim, proper, and hot as hell.”


“That a fact?” Vivian said.  “You’re a lawyer and a wolf.  That makes you a predator twice over, doesn’t it?”


Angie’s eyes narrowed to glinting yellow slits.  “You got a problem with me?”


“A rogue wolf killed her mother,” I said.


“Your mother,” Izumi’s tone was one of muffled distress.


 “Your mom!” Angie’s words sank in volume, dragged down by sadness.


A dead, oppressive silence set in.  


I hate dead, oppressive silences.  “Hey girls, want to do me a favor and take Vivian shopping?  I’ll loan you a credit card.  Treat it kindly”


“Credit card!”  Angie’s eyes widened in orgasmic pleasure that made her forget all about the argument with Vivian.  “If you want my help, I need a new outfit too.”


“I know I’m going to regret this.”  I pulled out my ultra-black credit card with platinum trim—accepted around the world, in various hell dimensions, as well as the courts of the fey.  I don’t leave Earth without it.  “What do you say, Izumi?”


She grabbed the card from my hand and hurried for the door with Angie a step behind.  I looked at Vivian.  “Better hurry or they’ll leave without you.”


Vivian ran after them.


William watched her go.  “She’s just playing hard to get.  I can tell she wants me.”


The rest of us guys suddenly got interested in our drinks.  We could have burst his bubble, but that wouldn’t have been half a challenge.  What the hell, I’m not a nice guy.  “She’d do Bigfoot before you.”


“One of these days, Caine…”


“I’m sorry, did I say that out loud?”


William turned wolf-yellow eyes my way.  “Hey, what gives you the right to be giving orders to Angie anyway?  I run the pack.” 


The question got Achill’s attention.  Settling at the end of the bar, he studied us.


I held a finger up for William to see.  “One, I asked her.  I didn’t order.”  I held up another finger, curving them so I could poke him in the eyes if he lunged.  “And two, fuck you.”


William jerked, attempting to climb the bar and rip out my throat.  My protective tat warmed and a partial barrier formed between us, smacking him back onto his stool.  By then, I had my PPK in hand, the barrel pointed at his face.  


My cold, self-indulgent smile is the last thing some people see on Earth.  It’s not pretty.  I gave that smile to William.  And I didn’t forget the other threat in the room.  With peripheral vision, I caught a yellow flash as Achill’s eyes ignited.  I shifted to see him better without losing track of William.  Achill’s face showed cold intensity, but not true anger.  I hadn’t hurt one of his wolves—yet.  


The air grew damp with a sea salt smell.  Magic rolled over us in thick, crushing waves, then withdrew like a tide.  Old Man’s magic, nearly slipping the chain, sent a warning.  He said, “Caine, put the gun down.  If you kill the wolves, who am I going to play chess with?  You?  You always kick the board over when I’m about to win.”


I put the gun down.  “Fine, I’ll play nice.  By the way, where are Kimberly and her pet monkey?”


Old Man’s brow furrowed.  “She retired to her room, said something about getting some dream time in so she could report to her Mistress.  The fey is probably watching over her while she sleeps.”


I took the obsidian bottle and backed up to the wine cellar elevator.  “Fine.  I’m going down to work on my zombie apocalypse suit.”


Achill’s dark eyes glinted.  His smile came out from hiding.  “Really?  You got one of those too?  Re-enforced poly-carbon micro fibers?”


“A serious warrior would use nothing less.”  I pushed the call button and waited for him to come around the bar and join me.  The doors opened and we got on.  “You can look, but don’t touch.”  The doors closed and we rode down.


My apocalypse suit was made of light-weight Kevlar with woven tungsten fibers.  Small pieces of plating covered vital areas.  The outfit had been painted matte black and had leather harnesses containing four PPKs, various grenades, a combat knife, and short swords crossed in back where they could be easily reached.  I’d been soaking the armor in eldritch energy for a year now, making a sort of mystic battery out of it.  As zombie apocalypse suits went, this was top of the line.  


Achill was in for a hell of a surprise.


The doors clacked open.  We stepped out into moderate gloom, the lamps of the armory section throwing long shadows across the basement, over the glass doors of the wine coolers.  My computer monitor was on as well, though I don’t remember leaving it that way.  


I pulled both PPKs, hearing a foot scrape up ahead, seeing a shifting shadow where no shadow was supposed to be.  “Who’s there?” I called.


There was a sinister laughter, a foul rotting stench, and a swirl of midnight green cloak—and I had my answer.  Autumn fey.  The one I saw in Dallas by the burning car.  He’s not only traced me, but he’s broken in through the Old Man’s protective wards, probably weakening them with rot.


And he seemed to be holding some of my property.


“Put down the apocalypse suit and your death will be merciful,” I promised.


His cold, mocking laugh came again, followed by a few of the flash grenades off my suit.  They smacked to the floor and bounced toward us.


“Fuck me blind!” Achill cursed.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


SEVEN


 


Never trust anything that bleeds


for five days and doesn’t die.


 


                                                —Caine Deathwalker


 


The flash grenades detonated; low level concussions and blinding bursts.  My protective shield flared, filtering the effect as I lunged to the side—eyes squeezed shut, head reflexively turned away.  I drew both PPKs.  Somewhere behind me, the Fenris was out of my line of fire so cutting loose wasn’t a problem.  My guns bucked in my hand, spewing death.  I fanned the shots, hearing them tear hell out of my workstation.  That grieved me, but things could be replaced easier than my life.  I didn’t have a tattoo for that.


Note to self: See if Red Fang can whip up a bounce-back-from-the-dead spell.


Yelling to be heard over the gunfire, Achill clamped a hand on my left wrist, “He’s gone, Caine.  You can stop now.”


Running out of rounds, I did stop.  “How can you tell?”  My eyes were open, blinking, spots of color obscuring fine detail as I peered across the armory.  His eyes were even more sensitive.  He shouldn’t have been able to see any better than me.


He released my arm.  “Air’s gone clean.  He’s dropped down whatever rabbit hole he came in through.”


“Damn fey magic.  I hate it when they do that.”  I reloaded my weapon with clips from the armory, then whipped out my phone and speed-dialed the Old Man.  “I need you down here, fast.”


He popped in next to me, making a small gust of displaced air, and laid a hand on my shoulder.  “You called?”


I waved at the armory.  “Intruder, Autumn fey.”


He pulled away from me.  “Through my mystic barriers?  Don’t be … son of a beast!  There’s a tunnel here.”


“Told you,” I said.


“Just a suggestion,” Achill said, “but if I were a water mage, I might conjure up a small flood and drown the rat in his own burrow.”


My eyes were recovering, but the blurry mist lingered, becoming pearlescent white with a hint of blue.  Smelling moisture in the air, I knew there really was a rolling mist in the basement.  Pale clouds formed and took on a bruised look, bluish purple strobing with little electrical flashes inside.  I backed toward the elevator.  Achill kept pace.  I slammed the call button.  The elevator door opened.  Stepping in with Achill, I called back to the Old Man, “We’ll leave this to you.”


“Try not to break California off from the mainland,” Achill yelled.


I thought of Atlantis, Old Man’s hometown, and shuddered slightly.


He muttered to himself, but his booming tones easily carried.  “Destroy one ancient civilization and you never hear the end of it.”


The clouds around Old Man dumped torrents of water.  A roaring wind funneled the deluge into the tunnel.  The closing door cut off our view.  Achill and I were lifted to the first floor, making the trip in nervous silence.  We emerged behind the bar.  William was sitting over by the fireplace, nursing a draft beer.


“I’ll put that on your tab,” I said.


He took a gulp, shooting me the finger.  


Freeloading ass.


Achill went around the bar and crossed the room to join him, taking one of the red leather wingback chairs.  I fixed a fruit punch and rum—no umbrella—and took my first sip as the door opened and Kimberley swept in wearing a lime green sundress and matching sneakers.  Still in reaper black, Haziar faithfully dogged her steps, his grim, dark eyes stabbing in all directions, hunting for danger.  He kept one hand on his sheathed sword.


Kimberley stopped between two barstools, peering at me across the bar.  Her purple eyes were clouded with concern.  “Mister Deathwalker, when do you plan on starting this job?”


“If the werekitties turn up soon, I’ll probably hit the road in the morning.”


“You’re taking werecats to Sacramento?” she asked.


I nodded, setting my glass down.  “They’ll get me into the cat community to see the wereliger.  He’s a big piece of the puzzle that has to come together up there.”


“You should be on the phone, calling around for them, not guzzling liquor,” Haziar said.  


I felt an immediate urge to rip his head off and play soccer with it.  “The only thing I ever do efficiently is kill.”  Before I could demonstrate, a window at the far end of the room exploded inward.  Something toddler sized, bristling with segmented legs, hurtled into the room.  Shell-backed, jade green, it bounded off the floor like a ginormous superball, and came spinning at the bar.


Kimberley looked startled.  This thing had slipped in under her psychic radar; so much for her second sight.  She put a hand over her mouth, stifling a scream.


Haziar’s sword scraped free of its scabbard.  He leaped to meet the pint-sized monster.  It grounded itself, clawed at the floor for traction, and wobbled inside his guard, avoiding the blade.  The demon creature popped up and mashed itself against his torso.


“What the fuck is that?” I lunged across the bar, slid off to the other side, and put the envoy behind me.


By this time, William and Achill had slammed out of their chairs, leaping toward the action.  I had my PPKs out, waiting for an opening.  A cloying brimstone stench told me this beast was fresh from some far away hell-dimension.  Haziar whirled, one hand prying at his attacker, his other hand using his sword to hack.  A segmented length dropped from inside the shell, arcing back up to hang behind the demon like a scorpion tail.  Instead of a stinging barb, the tail ended with a curve-bladed dagger made of chitin.  


William snagged the tail with his claws, and kept it from stabbing Haziar’s face.  Achill seized two of the creature’s legs, trying to disengage them.  Already, the fey guard’s shirt was in tatters with bloody scrapes across his upper torso.


“It’s a taxrasque,” Achill said.


I vaguely remembered Red Fang once talking about these things.  “Aren’t they supposed to be bigger than that?”


“It’s young, lost, and hungry.”  Kimberley sounded breathless and scared, but was trying to help out with what little she knew.  Her eyes were wide, peering into some alien dimension. 


“I see a world of eternal night, where black waves wash tourmaline shores.”  


It gave up on Haziar, jumping on William’s face.  He managed a muffled “Fuck!”  His supernatural strength allowed him to pry partially free.  The demon’s tail whipped up, hunting an opening at William’s face. 


Waving Achill back with one gun, I used the other PPK, firing at the base of the tail where it emerged from the shell.  I figured any shots getting through or past the tail would hit the shell and be deflected safely away from William, not that I cared if he caught a slug or two.


The shock of bullets loosened the taxrasque enough for William to toss it aside.  The baby demon hit on its back, flipped over, and skidded to a stop.  A bulbous head poked out of its shell opposite the tail which was dripping a straw-colored poison.  Its leaf green eyes blazed.  It opened a beaked mouth with serrated edges, hissing like a Texas cockroach, waving its stubby green tongue.


The taxrasque had two wolves and a very pissed off fey circling it warily.  I don’t think it knew who to go for first.  The way it had changed partners, going for William, giving up Haziar, made me think it was undirected, no more than a diversion.  I think the plan had been for it to keep us all busy up here while the Autumn Court fey broke into my nerve-center in the basement.  His plan would have worked if he’d sent the taxrasque in just a little sooner.


“Hey, William,” I called, “why don’t you hump it to death?”


“More your type than mine.”  His face had furred over, growing wolfen.  His bared teeth were white and fanged.  His shirt tore at the seams as he hunched, his posture going more bestial.   He snarled, eyes flashing yellow. 


About then, I noticed Osamu had joined the party, coming up on my right.  He was unarmed, the calm at the center of a storm.  He loosened his tie and shot me a glance.  “When one has a combat butler, one is supposed to summon him for situations such as this.”


I shrugged off his words, but he had a point.  The man had a job description to live up to.


The taxrasque scurried at Haziar, but changed course at the last moment as the bodyguard’s sword flashed down, just missing.  The taxrasque sprang up at Achill.  


The Fenris kicked it toward William like a giant football.  


 William ducked under, but the tail flailed under its body this time, furrowing the Alpha’s back.  William shivered and howled.  He tried to get up, but collapsed to his knees.


Osamu assumed a combat stance with knees bent, body poised to move explosively in a relaxed burst of power.  He stretched out his hand, as the little monster oriented on him, hissing once more.  The corner of Osamu’s jaw knotted.  He closed his hand, but not on emptiness.  Thanks to the brand seared into his right palm, the demon sword bonded to him materialized, answering his silent call.  Garnets winked like dull red stars in the circular webbing of the hand guard.  A yellow tiger’s eye glowered from the pommel.  It was long for a katana, glossy black with graphite ripples along its edge.


The dark energy of demon curses had been hammered in at its forging.  In Osamu’s hand, the sword thrummed softly in joyous anticipation of the kill.


The taxrasque bounced at Osamu.


The PPK in my right hand bucked as I shot out its eyes, splattering viscous gunk.  It shrilled in fury, its wounded head ducking back inside the shell.


Osamu closed with the beast, a blur of motion, the demon sword a black, screaming wind.  Osamu ended his lunge, spinning back toward the demon.  It lay in several large chunks on the floor, each one quivering like Jell-O.  We all closed in to watch as the beast melted into green goo, raising blobby filaments that swayed like something from the bottom of the sea.  The strands snaked out and meshed with those from other chunks as the monster began to literally pull itself together.


The room lights flickered, went out, and returned as the maintenance spells set in the building engaged, dealing with the problem, whatever it was.


By this time, Old Man had returned from the basement.  He broke into the circle of spectators, peering down at the taxrasque in mild curiosity.  He shifted his eyes to me.  “Caine, this is the only time the monster can be truly destroyed.  Before it finishes solidifying, you need to burn it out of existence.”


“My dragon flame will seriously do damage to more than just the taxrasque.”


Old Man sighed.  “Can’t be helped.”


“All right.”  My Dragon Flame tattoo ignited as if taxrasque venom had seeped under my skin and melted out a huge pocket of flesh.  I swallowed a scream, forcing my breath to go deep and slow.  Sensation is a ghost in the mind.  Embracing the ghost, becoming one with it, kept me functional when anyone else would have curled up in shock, waiting to die.  


The pain faded as dragon magic boosted my strength and stamina to superhuman levels, a simmering, seething tide of heat that made my whole body feel as if it were expanding under the influx of power.  My clothes burned to ashes as red-orange fire enveloped my arms, bursting from my chest to mask my face.  My palms pointed down at the pieces of green gummy monster. 


My dragon fire washed over the taxrasque, rippling out for five feet from its pieces.  Comically, the wolves leaped back cursing, flames licking at their toes.  Osamu stood relaxed, his thrumming sword pointed into the flames, curling them back from him.


It’s good to have a demon sword.


A circular patch of flooring burned away, showing bare concrete.  A heavy wet mist slid off the Old Man’s skin.  The cloud hugged the floor, circling my dragon flame to keep the rest of the room from catching fire.


Despite the dragon flame, the taxrasque continued to pull its chunks together.  Becoming one mass, it bubbled, a greenish smoke curling off its still sludgy shell.  The damn thing was resistant to dragon flame, healing damage almost as fast as it was made.  


Some things just don’t know when to die.


I reached deep inside, pulling out even more flame, trying to weave it tighter as it spilled from my hands.  Small jags of red-gold lighting dancing between my fingers. The fire on my chest died down and shifted from red to gold, as though my heart had become a golden star, the surrounding flesh a clear window.  The fire pouring over the taxrasque turned gold as well, kicking back more raw heat than ever.


The taxrasque screamed as its legs and tail blackened and ashed away.  It lost shape, slumping into twisting mire that shuddered, steaming away to nothing.  Then it was gone.


Feeling quite proud of myself, I released my flame, returning my Dragon Flame tat to dormancy—and heard a series of pops and crunches as the floor cracked.  The large pieces grinded, sagging a few inches.  


“Ah, crap!” 


The floor caved in and I fell into water.  My basement had become a swimming pool.  A dark swimming pool with the basements electrical system shorted out.  The maintenance spells could repair the wiring but the damage would repeat until the water was removed.  Rather than waste power, the maintenance spells for the basement just shut down.  Treading water, toes scrapping bottom, I looked up at the hole in the ceiling.  Old Man was there, staring back at me.


He said, “Good job, son.”


His face was hiding the surprise he should have felt at the sudden leveling-up of my dragon fire.  That told me he probably knew why it had happened, and wasn’t about to tell me.


“Keep your secrets, Old Man.  I’ll find them out sooner or later.”


He smiled.  “Later works for me.”


I slapped the surface of the water.  “Don’t you think this was a little excessive?”


He shifted his gaze to the ragged edge of the hole I’d made.  “Got the job done.”


Having magically sent the demon sword back to my hidden treasure room, Osamu joined the Old Man in peering down at me.  My combat butler smiled.  “I’ll go and gather some towels.”


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


EIGHT


 


A lot of drunken women guarantees


an orgy or a cat fight, sometimes both.


 


                                             —Caine Deathwalker


 


The Old Man whipped up a water spout that spun me like a washing machine, lifting me out of the basement.  The water flung me away from the hole.  I crashed through a coffee table, onto an area rug and lay looking up at the ceiling.  I knew I’d soon have fresh bruises.  “Thanks, Old Man.”


“Don’t mention it.”


“By the way, I expect my basement to be put back the way it was.”


The Old Man adopted a puzzled tone, “You say that like I’m somehow to blame.”


 Osamu strolled over and dropped some bar towels on my face.


I pulled them off, coughing.  I wasn’t the only one.  The air was foul with the stench of burnt taxrasque.  I sat up in my soggy clothes, a puddle gathering under me, and watched the wolves pad to the windows, throwing them wide open.  Haziar was at one end of the bar, on his knees, head lax, hanging.  Kimberley was with him, also kneeling, clutching him in what might have passed as a passionate embrace, if she hadn’t been sobbing her heart out.


“What’s wrong with the fey,” I asked.  “The taxrasque didn’t bite or sting him, right?”


Old Man turned a grave face my way.  Sadness darkened his eyes, aging his blue features.  “The taxrasque has poison in its claw tips too.  It’s a miracle Haziar hung on this long.”


Eyes full of tears, Kimberley looked around at all of us.  “Do something.  You can’t let him die.”    


 I eased myself off the floor, standing.  “We’re not letting him die.  We just don’t have a way of keeping him alive.”


She glared at me, hating what I’d said.  “Surely, you have a healing spell, some kind of demon magic?”


Old Man loomed over her and Haziar, all his power useless.  ”Taxrasque venom has its own magical elements.  Healing spells don’t work on this.  I’m terribly sorry.”


Haziar lifted his face, a brave smile tugging at his lips as he turned Kimberley’s face to his.  “It’s all right.  I’d die for you a thousand times if such joy were possible.”


William was back, staring down at the fey warrior.  “You have my word; I will protect the woman until all this is over.”


I didn’t see what all the fuss was about.  Everyone dies, eventually.  I headed for the door to the living room.  “I’m going to change.”


I walked through a silent house and went into my bedroom.  Stripping off my clothes, I dropped them in my closet hamper, pulling out a new outfit to change into.  Oddly, I picked up the scent of sex with Angie from my bedding.  It was as if she were pressed right up against me. Weird.  


In the bathroom, I studied myself in the mirror.  My chest looked normal.  No golden glow lingered.  I touched the area over my heart.  My skin felt harder, thicker.  Not just my chest.  Everywhere I touched, my skin had grown dense.  Luckily, my fingertips retained their usual sensitivity.  


I heard the alarm clock ticking in the next room and frowned.  Another change; my hearing was sharper, matching my new heightened sense of smell.  I closed my eyes and drew a deep breath.  I identified cleaning chemicals in the cabinet under the sink.  Opening my eyes, I stared at my face in the mirror, trying to work out why these sudden changes had kicked in.


“What the fuck.”


My right eye had a slit pupil.  The iris was its normal light brown but the pupil was a deep red slit.  As I watched, my eye went back to normal, but not the rest of my senses.  I’d need to adjust to that so they wouldn’t distract me in the next battle down the line.


I returned to the bedroom, and sat on the bed, opening up a gun cleaning kit.  After the soaking I’d received, the weapons could use some attention.  I was just finishing up when my phone played a tune for my attention.  I found the phone on the end table, and checked it, finding a text message from Gloria: The werecats are here.  What do you want me to do?


I texted her back: Give them my address and send them here.


I could have gone down to the bar to collect the girls, but this was better.  I had booze here, and after the stress of the fight with the taxrasque, a sleepy lethargy had begun to creep over me.  I put the PPKs in their harness, stowed the kit, and—still naked—flopped back on the bed letting my eyes close.  It would take the werekitties about an hour to arrive, perfect for a catnap.


 


*     *     *


 


Osamu shook me awake.  I shot a glance at the window.  It was getting dark.  I’d been asleep a lot longer than I’d intended. The alarm clock on the nightstand read six-fifteen. Osamu handed me a cup of coffee. “Something to revive the spirit, Caine-sama. And you have guests waiting.”


“The werekitties are here?”


“And making serious inroads on your liquor supply.  Miss Cleo and Dani seem fond of Long Island Ice Teas.  Miss Terri prefers something called Sex on the Beach.  Oh, I’m supposed to inform you that pretzel sticks would be appreciated.”


I took a restorative gulp of steaming coffee.  The flavor seemed richer than ever before.  The aroma intoxicated.  The heat should have burned my tongue, but didn’t.  I chalked it up to the recent changes in my physiology since getting back in town.  I drained the cup in seconds and handed it back.


“Tell them I’ll be along soon.  And since we have no pretzels, maybe you could throw together some tempura shrimp or something.”


Osamu gave a slight bow.  “I live to serve.”  


As he strolled away, a black mist condensed from nowhere, settling onto the foot of the bed.  The darkness filled out, becoming a black leopard with burning yellow eyes.  As the mattress compressed under her, Leona gave Osamu’s retreating back an irritated glower.  “How come I don’t get served coffee in bed?”


I rolled off the bed, onto my feet, and snatched up the clothes I’d laid out earlier.  I answered her as I dressed.  “Maybe it’s because you don’t have a bed or bedroom either.”


She turned her glower on me.  “Like that should make a difference.”


I shrugged.  “You could always go out and get your own combat butler.”


“Yeah, that’ll happen.”  She lashed her tail.  “By the way, you might want to hurry to your office.  There are cat people dancing on the bar, and they seem to be shedding clothing rather quickly.”


 I lifted an eyebrow, sliding my gun harness on, following it with a light black jacket.  “Really?  That sounds promising.”


She grinned, flashing white fangs.  “You want the bad news now?”


I sighed.  “If it will make your day.”


“The girls are back from shopping.  They seem to have bought out a few stores.”


Horror flushed through me, icing over my heart.  I ran from the room, catching Vivian, Izumi, and Angie in the living room, their arms loaded with packages and shopping bags they dumped on the couch.  Smiling, Angie wiped sweat from her pretty brow.  “Man, shopping’s hard work.”


Izumi spotted me.  Her frost-pale face lit up with pleasure.  “Hey, Caine, we’re back!”


“Damn, Izumi, I said by a couple outfits, not entire wardrobes.”


Free of her bundles and bags, Vivian danced over to me, twirling to display the outfit she wore.  The Slayer armor was gone.  She sported midnight blue, low-rise skinny jeans, and a blood red blouse.  Once she stopped spinning, her short, black leather coat hid her gun harness.  Her ink-black spill of hair was pulled into a ponytail.  New earrings glittered, white gold from the smell of the metal.  Funny, since when have been able to tell metal by smell?  I studied her feet.  The close-toed heels were a perfect match for her crimson belt. 


 “What do you think?” A faint blush enlivened her pale face.


“Almost worth the suffering my credit card endured,” I said.


Izumi stalked over, handed me my credit card, and slugged me in the shoulder.  Leaning into me, she hissed, “Tell her how good she looks.”


I looked back at Vivian.  “You look so totally hot.  I just want to rip those clothes right off you.” 


She leaped in and hugged me.


I allowed my hands to roam, just a little.


Izumi looked like she was about to belt me again.  Fortunately, the door to my office opened and music came blaring out.  Smiling, Achill stuck his head out.  “Hey, I thought I heard you guys.  Come on in and join the wake.”


“Wake?” Izumi said.  “Who died?”


I made a solemn mask of my face.  “Haziar bit the dust.  We had a rogue baby demon running loose earlier.  You missed all the fun.”


“Ye gods,” Angie said, “go shopping for one afternoon and hell comes calling.”  


I pulled away from Vivian, catching her hand.  “C’mon, I’ll introduce you to the rest of the gang.”  I tugged her into the office.  The lights were dim.  The big plasma screen TV above the bar displayed a Latin pop group, fronted by a female singer with a bare midriff.  She seemed like she really knew how to wiggle.  And, yes, the werekitties were dancing on the bar in their bare feet, their bare everything-else hanging out.  


William and Achill didn’t seem to mind. 


The Old Man was explaining to one of the girls that she ought to leave something on so he could tuck in some of the dollar bills he clutched in a big blue fist.  “It’s how these things are done,” he said.


“Got a point there,” Achill slurred, cradling a big foamy mug of beer.


William held a mug of his own, thrusting it high overhead.  “Here’s to Haziar, a great warrior, for a fairy.”


Izumi pointed at him from across the room, her eyes glinting with wrath.  “Don’t talk down about the fey.”


William tried to take a pull of his beer.  He failed since it had inexplicably turned to ice, his mug and hand both frosted over.


Vivian stomped over to the werekitties.  She yelled at them, “Don’t you have any self-respect?  What is your problem?  Get down off of there and put some clothes on.”


Angie glared at the girls.  “I know them.  Werecats!  That explains everything.”


Cleo, the middle werecat, blinked behind gold, wire-framed glasses.  The base of her spine had sprouted a two-foot, brindle-colored tail that swished as she swayed drunkenly.  Her human ears had fuzzed over and migrated to the top of her head.  Her smile showed a bit of fang as well.  She waved her glass at me.  “Hey, weregirls just wanna have fun.”


Angie swung toward me.  “Do something.  This is your house.”


I shuffled through my wallet, looking for single ones.  “What kind of host would I be if I didn’t let my female guests dance naked on my bar?  It’s a party, right?  Hey, someone get me a drink.”


Osamu arrived with silver trays laden with finger foods.


The wolves swung his way, hurrying over to stuff their faces.  Their hands jerked back, fingers empty.  William bellowed, “Why the hell are you serving stuff on silver trays?  Has it escaped your notice we’re werewolves?”


Dani stage-whispered to Terri, “I thought they smelled funny.”


Osamu looked stricken.  “I’m terribly sorry.  I’ll just leave these for the others, and bring you more.”


“Quickly,” William snarled.


Osamu hurried away.


I went and grabbed a seat at the bar, staring up at female splendor.  “You girls might not want to stay up all night.  We’re hitting the road in the morning.”


Cleo blinked at me, pausing, forgetting to dance.  “We are?”


“Road trip to Sacramento,” I said.  “We leave at dawn—or when my eyes open.”


Izumi pressed herself against my back.  “You’ve done your duty to the fallen warrior.  How about giving me some attention?”


Cleo was dancing once more, swinging her butt in time to the music, her tail swaying hypnotically.  Watching, I spoke to Izumi over my shoulder, “But the girls are performing.  It would be rude to leave before they’re done.”  Sure I wanted to drag Izumi off for wild, crazy monkey sex, but playing a little hard to get would keep me in charge while making me more desirable.


Izumi reached past me and touched the top of the bar.  It iced over.  


The werekitties fell, sprawling ingloriously.   


Izumi licked my ear and whispered, “They’re done.”


Dani passed out, head hanging over the bar.  Cleo groaned, rubbing her fine ass.  Terri slid off the bar, and drunkenly cursed from the floor in a language entirely her invention.


I nodded, getting off my stool.  “They certainly are.”


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


NINE


 


And things were going so well…


 


                                                —Caine Deathwalker


 


Next morning, we took the limo.  Osamu drove with Vivian riding shotgun beside him.  They split a six-pack of diet cherry Pepsi.


The weregirls and I hid out in the back, behind tinted windows.  Speakers drenched us in pulsing rock.  The bar dispensed Coke and Captain Morgan single barrel rum, which I mixed half and half and passed around.  The girls kept a nice buzz going, but their high werecat metabolism burnt off enough of the alcohol to keep them from getting completely bombed.  


With their scanty inhibitions evaporated, their ears migrated to the top of their heads, going pointy and fuzzy.  They removed excess clothing—meaning everything—so their whipping tails were unhindered.  Manfully, I endured their sexual attentions, and allowed all three to have their way with me in various combinations.  I didn’t want to hurt their feelings after all.  


Though very little of them had morphed to cat, I idly pondered whether this constituted bestiality.  Not really coming up with an answer, I shrugged it away, throwing back a drink, enjoying a mild bite followed by a smoked cherry aftertaste.  


Several hours passed.  We made more stops than I wanted so the werekitties—dressed once more—could hit convenience stores, buying snacks, going potty.  


At one stop just off I-5, we hit a Burger Bob for fish sandwiches, chicken nuggets, curly fries, bacon western cheese burgers, and drinks.  Eight hours after starting our trip, we reached downtown Sacramento, exiting on J Street.  I killed the music and rolled down the windows to take in the sights.  


Osamu rolled down the partition dividing the front seat from the back compartment.  Vivian peered back at us with disgust.  “Smells like a brewery collided with a whorehouse back there.”


Dani giggled.  “Cathouse you mean.”


Cleo pointed at a looming, black glass skyscraper.  “It’s the Darth Vader building!”


I knew that unofficial name and landmark already, but raised an eyebrow, feigning interest.  “Really?  How interesting.”


Cleo dropped her voice to a confidential whisper.  “The dhampyr have offices there, top two floors.”


Something else I knew.


“Drop me there,” Vivian said.  “I’ll see what I can find out.”


“They don’t need to know you’re both a dhampyr and a Slayer,” I said.  “Slayers make everybody nervous.”


“Humans complicate everything,” Cleo said.


Vivian nodded once.  “Understood.”


We rolled by the Darth Vader building, pausing so Vivian could get out.  She walked from the limo without a backward glance, a girl on a mission.


 


*     *     *


 


The house we wanted was in the midtown area, a three story Victorian painted pastel blue, lavender, and pink.  Fronted by six stairs, it had a wraparound porch that hugged the left side of the building.  I stepped out of the limo and tilted my head back to take in the whole thing.  “Who lives here?  The Easter bunny?”


Dani snickered in a delicate, sexy way.  She smiled.  “No, silly, Kathryn Wilde.”


Cleo led the way up the sidewalk and stairs.  The werekitties clumped in front of the door, screening Osamu and me from the peephole in the door.  Dani and Terri knocked in unison as if they’d practiced.  


The door opened.  A pretty woman in her early twenties peered out at us.  Her dark hair was gathered at the nape of her neck.  As if waiting for a kiss, her red mouth pursed while she studied us with raised eyebrows.  She wore jeans slashed at one knee, bleached in spots, and a black tank top.  A slim leather collar adorned her neck.  It had a small tinkling silver bell in front.  Her hand on the door sported aqua blue polish that matched her Siamese cats’ eyes.  Her own eyes were the same color.


Those eyes widened.  A huge smile grew on Katherine’s face.  “Clee!”


“Kat!”  


They lunged together, giving that squeal that is common to girlfriends who haven’t seen each other for awhile.  After a few seconds, Cleo pulled back and waved at her friends.  “You remember Dani and Terri?”


“Sure.”  Kathryn embraced them as well.  No one bothered to introduce Osamu or me.  We just tagged along as the girls were invited inside.  


If the outside of the building was a little too Easter egg, the inside décor made up for it with raw attitude.  There were mismatched chairs—lightly shredded by cat claws—and loveseats that looked like they’d come from thrift stores.  A blue steamer trunk served as a coffee table.  It had cork coasters on it for glasses, and manga magazines for the dedicated anime fan.  A tall, white oscillating fan purred, washing the room with a low-key wind.  A zebra-patterned rug stretched out on the floor in front of an ashy fireplace and its red-painted screen.  A large screen TV dominated the mantle.  The floors were all natural wood, blond and slick with polish.  Acrylic paintings covered the walls.  Someone was very fond of cats.  One giant picture was a close-up, showing a light copper cat’s eye—staring like God at everyone in the room.


Kathryn waved the werekitties toward the furniture.  Her gaze caught Osamu and me, giving us a thorough once-over.  “Who are you guys?” 


Terri answered for us both, pointing first at me, “That’s Caine.  He’s one of the big wheels in L.A.”  Her finger moved on.  “And that’s Osamu, his combat butler.”


Kathryn’s stare swung to Osamu.  “Combat butler?”


He shrugged and bowed.  “It is a pleasure, Ma’am.”


Kathryn held up a bare hand.  “It’s Miss.  There’s no ring on this finger.”  She smiled and the room seemed to brighten in response.  “Actually, just call me Kat.  Everyone does.”


I kept my hands in my pockets to project a safer image.  Werecats borrow their response patterns from toms and tabbies.  That means they’re high-strung and easily spooked. Werecats are confident among humans, but careful around other weres: wolves, lion, tigers, and bears, what have you.  


I smiled, going for reassuring and friendly.  “Kat, we’re here to see the liger.”


Her smile lost a little sparkle.  “Why?”  She shoved a palm out to keep me from answering.  Her voice took on a cutting edge as her eyes slitted.  “Wait, Caine … Caine Deathwalker?  The Red Moon demon?”


Dani stroked Kat’s arm soothingly.  “It’s okay, Kat, he’s nothing like the stories.  He keeps an eye out for us.  As demons go, he’s really very nice.”


I glowered at Dani.  “Try not to say that too often, or too loudly, okay?  I’ve got a reputation to maintain.” 


Still standing, crouching a little, Kat balanced on the balls of her feet, ready to leap at the first wrong move I might make.  She looked along her nose at me, sniffing delicately, trying to get a read on my emotions from my scent.  “You’re not a demon.”  Kat eased closer.  “I smell human, but something else just under the surface.”


“He’s not a demon,” Cleo said.  “He was adopted into his clan.”


Shaking her head, Terri batted at her platinum mane with the back of a hand.  “Chill.  We wouldn’t have brought anyone here that was dangerous.  Jeez, give us a little credit.”


Kat looked at the werekitties and relaxed.  “Okay, if you guys vouch for him.”


Cleo broke in, “Uh, Kat.  We’re kinda hungry.  You got any food around here?”


 I tilted my head sideways toward Osamu, keeping my gaze on Kat.  “Osamu will give you a hand.  He’s a grandmaster in the kitchen.”


Kat beckoned.  “Come on, Mr. Combat Butler, let’s put you to work.”


He bowed once more.  “Honored to serve.”


“We’ll make a platter of sandwiches and break out some chips.”  Kat sashayed through a wide archway, passing a kitchen table and chairs, and windows with butter yellow curtains.  The back door had matching curtains as well.


I sat on the corner of the steamer trunk, and picked up a magazine from under the manga.  It was a copy of Inside Gung-Fu, a martial arts periodical.  The mailing label had a man’s name on it: Joshua Kent.  I now had the name of the liger.  I wondered how much longer it would be before the were himself showed up.  


Cleo picked up a remote control and turned on the TV over the fireplace.  She surfed channels until tripping over the animal channel, and stopped to watch a pride of lions take down some gazelle.  The werekitties grew silent, tensing up, eyes filling with bloodlust as the gazelle were dragged down and mauled.


I decided to help out in the kitchen, before the girls started drooling my way.  Dropping the magazine, I strolled across the room, through the arch.


The kitchen was nothing like the rest of the house, more twenty-second century, everything shiny steel, pink and black marble, an island range under a tarnished copper hood, and a cherry wood table next to it, over which hung a wire rack where assorted cookware dangled.  Beyond the island, a refrigerator was built into a red brick wall.  To the right of the appliance, double glass doors revealed a well stocked pantry. 


I didn’t know what Kat did for a living, but she wasn’t hurting for money.


Just inside the kitchen arch, I leaned on a counter and watched her dig into the fridge.  She’d located various items and tossed them over a shoulder to Osamu at the island table.  He caught them smoothly and lined them up next to a long loaf of French bread.  Soon, lettuce, tomato, condiments, and assorted cheeses were assembled.  Kat joined him at the food prep table, plopping down a rattling bag of mesquite barbeque chips, and a second bag of sour cream and onion.


“We’re going to need a large tray,” Kat muttered, moving off.


One hand on the loaf of bread, Osamu opened various drawers, peering inside.  “I require a sharp knife.”


Cleo and Terri appeared beside me, their hands caressing my back and shoulder.  They pressed up against my arms, purring.  Someone seized my butt and squeezed.  My protective shield didn’t activate so I knew that whatever attack they were engaged in was one we’d all enjoy.  Apparently, bloodshed makes werekitties horny.


Something to keep in mind.


Kat pulled a humongous butcher’s knife from a sixteen slot, bamboo knife block.  Knife in hand, she hurried back toward Osamu.  “I’ve got just the thing … here?”


Osamu stood poised like a Japanese coon-dog in the headlights, his demon sword gripped by his right hand.   From the look on his face, I thought the blade had come without him calling it.  At least, I hoped he’d not use something like that to make sandwiches.


Osamu spun toward Kat, pulling his hand off the loaf of bread.


She crouched, knife outstretched, a threat.


An earnest tone drenched Osamu’s words, “Ma’am, this is not what you think.  I am still learning how to control the summoning.”


Cleo squealed in my ear, “Oooo, that is so cool.  Do it again!”


She and Terri were bouncing up and down, claws absently digging into me.  I was forced to grab them rather firmly to settle them down.  Hmmmm.  Thirty-two C and thirty-four B cups.


The kitchen door opened inward.  A broad-shouldered blond stood backlit by the sun.  He wore a red and white checked shirt with pearl snaps, faded jeans, and worn hiking boots.  His sleeves were rolled to the elbows.  His forearms showed that he knew what to do with barbells.  His tawny eyes swept across me and the two werekitties I clutched, over to Osama.  The stranger’s stare stopped cold on the katana.


The stranger shuddered, swelling in the doorway.  His torso rippled, muscles clumping, thickening.  Already big, he became bigger.  Baring white fangs, he emitted a coughing grunt that possessed echoes of pain.   Such a fast and radical change had to produce extreme agony.  Golden fur sprouted, covering him.  There were faint white tiger stripes in the fur.  His face flowed like wax, becoming lion-like with a broad, flat nose and receding forehead.  


Oh, crap, the liger!


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


TEN


 


Hell hath no fury like a pissed off liger.


 


                                                —Caine Deathwalker


 


The liger’s topaz eyes filled with rage and murder.  His clothing tore away as his change bent him to all fours, hands becoming claw-tipped paws.  Though no longer standing as a man, his head was a good two feet above anyone else’s in the room.  His leg bones melted, remolded, hardening again with greater mass.  The rampant cellular growth was going to leave him hungry.  


Very hungry.  Not good.


“It’s not what it looks like,” I said.


I’m wasting my words.  There probably isn’t enough human mind for him to understand me—or care.


The girls in my arms were still, staring in fearless fascination at the liger.  It wasn’t that they were too dumb to be terrified.  They were cats too.  Part of the Cat Clan.  Like Kat, they were safe.  Too bad Osamu and I can’t say the same thing.


I warmed a tat.  Pain knifed through my guts as I paid for protective magic, a smoky red half-shell of light that hung between me and the beast.


A blur of gold, the liger lunged past me.


Osamu whirled away, his demon sword slashing the air, its thrum keening louder in hunger.  The dark red garnets and yellow tiger’s eye of the blade streaked the air with light.  Blood sprayed, fanning the air, falling across the tiled floor and the prep table.  Like the lettuce, the French bread looked mortally wounded, in need of bandages.


The liger’s roar shook the house.  His right arm was slashed forearm to shoulder.


Lucky as hell, Osamu got off with a ripped shirt.  Had the liger struck his flesh, more blood would have flown, bones would have shattered; Osama would have been flung against a far wall like a rag doll. 


Stopping just outside my barrier, Osama turned to face the liger, sword braced in a two-handed grip, a little bit of space separating his hands on the hilt.


The liger turned to us, keeping Kat safely at his back.  The free-flowing blood from his arm dried up as the wound closed with supernatural speed.


I felt a rub at my ankle and looked down to see the Siamese.  He peered up at me and made a hungry mewling sound.


The liger’s fierce golden stare dropped to the cat.  Tension bled from his body as he relaxed.  He seemed to trust the judgment of the cat, making no attempt to renew hostility.  Kat came up behind him, caressing his back, riffling his mane as he lowered his face to hers, drinking in her scent.


The previous change ran in reverse.  Just as he returned to human form, my barrier flickered out, letting me know I was safe.


“Just a misunderstanding,” Kat murmured.  “They’re friends of friends.”


Joshua Kent wrapped his arms around Kat, holding her for a long moment before releasing her, all-the-while never taking his eyes off me.  


The girls I held studied his naked anatomy with polite interest.  He was Kat’s, but that only meant they couldn’t touch.  Terri shook me off and reached into a pocket for a phone.  She did an internet search, then punched in a new number, ordering a dozen pizzas for delivery.  After two quick changes, we all knew the liger would need the calories.  


I looked at the blood-drenched lettuce and bread.  Oddly, my hunger was undiminished.  A buried part of me stirred, licking its lips.  That felt weird, even for me.


Cleo pulled away from me, picked up the Siamese, and carried him over to his food bowl by the pantry.  She opened the doors and rummaged, coming back out with a ten pound bag of dry food.  As she shook some out, a second Siamese ran into the kitchen, up to the bowl for her share.


Osamu flicked his wrists and the demon sword vanished into thin air, returning to my treasure room back in Malibu. 


“Good job,” I said.  “You managed not to die.”


“Thank you, Caine-sama.”


Joshua padded to the fridge.  He opened it and grazed from various shelves, tearing into cold chicken, apples, guzzling a half gallon of milk like it was nothing.  He paused long enough to call over his shoulder to Kat, “Would you mind getting me some clothes, we have strangers in the house.


“On it.”  She hustled between Osama and me, heading back to the living room.  I listened to her run up a flight of steps to the second floor.


Joshua turned toward us, an armful of food pinned against his chest so it couldn’t get away.  His gaze raked Osamu and me.  Chomping on a celery stick, he asked, “Who are you guys anyway?”


I smiled.  “Caine Deathwalker.  You might have heard of me.”


He grunted and swallowed the food in his mouth.  “I’ve read your file.”


I narrowed my eyes.  “You’re law enforcement?  Feds?”


“One-time Texas Ranger.  One-time PRT.  One-time human.”  He rounded the island so it was between us.  On his side of the prep area, there were a couple barstools.  He set his food down and seated himself.  Reaching across the table, he picked up a sealed package of Colby cheese slices.  I was surprised he took the time to separate the little paper dividers between slices, and didn’t just shove the whole thing in his mouth.


Osamu picked up the contaminated food and tossed it.  Items still in their sealed packaging, he washed off and returned to the island.


“Texas Ranger?  I’ve been to Texas,” I said.  “I know some PRT agents down that way.”  I remembered Cassie, a hot kitsune bitch with an attitude and a half.  I knew her daughter Grace as well.  She owed me for starting a barroom brawl that helped her out while on a mission—a favor I was in no hurry to collect since it would mean another trip to the Lone Star state.


Josh studied me across the island, slowing his gorging.  “Names,” he said.


I mentioned a few he should know, “Cassie, Virgil Langley…”


A surprised look flashed across the liger’s leathery face.  “Cassie?  She never mentioned you.”


I smiled.  “There are times I use fictitious names.  Don’t ask why.”


Kat returned, handing Josh a pile of clothing including a pair of canvas shoes.  “Here you go.”


Osamu fished a wallet and some keys off the floor by the back door and brought it over.  “I believe these are yours as well.”


Josh nodded his thanks, then gave my butler a quick once-over.  “Hey, what happened to that sword?”


His face betrayed no emotion.  Osamu said, “It went away.”


“Osamu,” I said.


He cast me an inquiring glance.  “Yes, Caine-sama?”


“Go give Vivian a call.  See how she’s making out.”


“Yes, Caine-sama.”  He strode away, stiff with dignity.


Kat stared at me.  “You’ve got yet another girl traveling with you?”


I said, “I’m here to pull the preternatural communities together and head off open warfare that could betray us all to the human world.  As a dhampyr, Vivian can get me in to see those of her kind.”


Josh nodded, shooting Kat a fast look that spoke volumes.  He said, “That tells me what you’re doing here with werecats from L.A.  You figured that would give you an in with me as well.”


I shrugged.  “It’s nothing I’m trying to hide.”


As Josh dressed, Kat went to the fridge and found a bottle of white wine.  She brought it back on a tray with crystal glasses.  “Go on into the living room.  You boys can do the rest of your talking there while I clean up this mess.”


Josh looked at the white wine and suppressed a shudder.


Kat frowned at him.  “I’ll get you a beer.”


He held up three fingers.


“Fine,” she said, “three beers.”  


I held up two fingers.


She huffed.  “Five beers.”


“Imported?” I asked.


She growled at me.  “Don’t push your luck.” She gave Josh the tray and headed back for the fridge.  He and I relocated to the living room.  Josh put the tray on an end table and took an armchair.  I flopped onto the couch, setting my feet on the steamer trunk next to Dani’s butt.  She faced the big screen TV, channel surfing once more.  Teri and Cleo dropped to either side of me so they had me surrounded.


Josh leaned forward.  “So, Caine, what do you want from me, specifically?”


“You’re one of the major players in this town—”


He shook his head.  “No, I’m not.  I’m not playing games.  I’ve let everyone know that if they leave the Cat Clan alone, I won’t break them into small pieces.  Otherwise, I’m a live-and-let-live kinda guy.”


“The wolves might disagree.  You did kill their Alpha.”


“They messed with my people.  They messed with Kat.  They needed to learn a lesson.”                Kat entered the room, handed me two beers, and moved over to Josh.


I stared at him, hard.  “So you’ve got no problem with a new Alpha taking over the Wolf Clan in Sacramento?”


“Long as they don’t push the other weres around.  I don’t like bullies.”  He reached up and took the beers Kat brought him, opening one as Kat sat on one of the arms of his chair.


I sighed.  “I don’t think you’ll be left alone.  The wolves want to run the city.  They know they can’t if you’re a rallying point for malcontents.  Same goes for the dhampyrs.  It will cost them dearly, but if they all come for you at once—”


  “Then I’ll pick up the phone and make a call to some of my friends.  The PRT will sweep in and put down the threat.  The cats and I will go underground until the smoke clears.”


I opened my bottle and took a much needed pull.  “So you’ve got no interest at all in becoming Master of the City, running the supernatural element?”


He chugged a bottle empty and met my gaze again.  “None at all.  I start running things, I make a lot more enemies.  I make more enemies, Kat and her people become targets, hostages to be used against me.  Power is a consuming mistress.  I enjoy being retired, looking after a very small piece of the world.”  He opened his next bottle, unscrewing the cap.


I considered his words.  He seemed sincere in his disinterest, but I thought it best to keep an open mind.  It would be better for my mission if he wanted power.  He had too much power not to be committed to an agenda of some kind.  


Kat caught Cleo’s attention with a wave of fingers.  “You girls got a place to stay tonight?”


Cleo looked at me.


I looked at Kat.  “We were going to grab some rooms at a hotel just off the highway in Old Sac.”


She shook her head.  “No way, you’ll all stay here.”


Josh rumbled, “They will?”


She glowered down at him.  “They will.”


I was glad for the invitation.  It was an opportunity to keep working on the liger.  “Well, if you’re sure you don’t mind…”


“I mind,” Josh said.


Kat smiled.  “Good, it’s all settled.”


Phone in hand, Osamu came in from the front porch and walked over to me.  He passed his phone to me. I put it to my ear.  “Caine here.”


“It’s Vivian.  I need you.” 


“Where?”


“A brownstone in The Pocket.  I’ll text you the address.”  She hung up.


I handed Osamu his phone.  “I’ll be going out to meet Vivian.  Stay here and make sure nothing happens to anyone.”


“Yes, Caine-sama.”


My phone vibrated.  I pulled it out and opened it.  Getting directions, I turned the phone screen toward Kat and Josh.  “You guys know this place?”


Kat took my phone and checked the address.  Her eyes went wide.  “You sure you want to go to Greenhaven?  The top dhampyr live out on Moonlit Circle.”


“Not the Darth Vader building?” I asked.


Josh said, “Nah, that’s just middle management.”


I took my phone back.  “Well, I suppose I can always use the GPS to get there.”


“Don’t bother.”  Josh climbed to his feet, looming over us all.  “I’ll take you.  I want to make sure the dhampyrs know I’m not in their way, as long as they leave my people alone.”


I stood up.  “They might not want to see you—without an invitation.”


He grinned, showing a bit of fang, gold eyes smoldering.  “That might be interesting.”


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


ELEVEN


 


Here’s a choice for you: give me what


I want, or give me what I want.


 


                                                  —Caine Deathwalker


 


We took Kat’s battered, moss green, VW bug.  Unlike my vehicles, hers lacked flames painted on the side.  It had a Hug-A-Tree bumper sticker on the back, and a radio tuned to a country station.  A singer with a gravelly voice was whining about his ex taking off with his beloved pick-up truck.  I resisted the urge to shoot the radio.  Later, I promised myself, business first.  I donned sunglasses, hoping no one I knew would see me in this junker.  


Tall as he was, I didn’t see how Josh managed to squeeze into the front passenger’s seat.  We rattled off, shuddering to a stop at every light.  I think the vehicle wanted to find a place to die, but somehow, Kat kept it going.  


Along 19th Street, I noticed how dead the city looked: no one walking around, clubs and bars open, but no sign of business.  We passed more houses modeled in Victorian style, but less sprawling.  Such structures vanished as we crossed downtown.  Ten minutes later, we entered the pocket community of Greenhaven, a genteel area which could have been a prize-winning model for clean and tidy neighborhoods.  Upper middle class homes dominated.  If Norman Rockwell had immortalized suburbia, this place would have inspired numerous paintings.  The air of innocence and normality gave no clue to the presence of day walkers.


“The house is a couple blocks away,” Kat said.


I leaned forward, gripping the back of her seat.  “Okay, stop here.  I’ll walk the rest of the way.”


“Why not drive up?” Kat said.


I shook my head.  “Your car isn’t cool enough.  I have my reputation to think of.”


Josh gave a grunty sound of agreement, quickly muffled as Kat glared at him.  He got out to accompany me, and slid the front seat forward so I could escape.  


“Fine,” she said, “next time walk all the way!”  


Free of her tin can, I pulled out my phone and texted Vivian: Two blocks away, on foot with the liger.


She texted back: I’ll come out to get you.


As Kat’s classic VW lurched away in a snit, Josh and I walked on.  A tattoo along my spine burned like hellfire sinking into my flesh, as my Dragon Sight kicked in, letting me see magic.  Dark red tendrils of energy snaked along various estates, webbing the fences, lawns, sidewalk and the street.  Smaller offshoots, like fine hairs, fanned up to wave in the wind—a magical nervous system capable of sending out an alarm.  The growths weren’t visible or material to humans, thickening as we approached the dhampyr stronghold.  The predatory hunger and faint blood scent in the air reminded me of vampire magic, but weaker.  The quality of restraint shouted dhampyr. 


My shield turned the gentle strands aside, not letting them find me.  Filaments brushed the liger and deepened to an arterial red, pulsing with sudden interest that drew more of the strands his way.  He gave no sign he knew they were there.  Had he known, I don’t think he would have cared.    


An iron fence separated the sidewalk from the lawn until we reached the open gate, where baby palm trees played sentry at the mouth of a private drive.  Josh and I started up the drive.  I shut down my Dragon Sight as Vivian stepped out of a two-story Tudor style building with white walls, pale blue painted beams.  Above the house, I saw the tops of evergreens and one blue Douglas fir.  Parked in front of the house was a fleet of black sedans, mostly Jaguar XJs, but a Tesla model S, and a red Maserati Quattroporte as well.


Vivian walked out on a concrete porch, waiting for us with the stillness a vamp would have shown who’d forgotten to breath.  I shut down my Dragon Sight to conserve magic as we made our way to her.  She spoke, keeping her voice almost inaudible, “There are thirty high-ranking dhampyr in the house, ten of them female. You’ll want to keep an eye on Mason.  He has a lot of influence.  I’m not sure if that’s a good thing.”


I nodded my understanding.


Vivian’s hard stare raked Josh over.  She didn’t seem intimidated by the fact that he towered over her, and carried his over-muscled body with lethal grace.  Her voice came up to normal levels.  “And you would be?”


“Joshua Kent, the were-liger.”


She lifted an eyebrow.  “Well, you’re big enough.”


“That’s what they tell me.”  He smiled at her, a flash of white.  His eyes glinted gold.  The sun streaked his blond mane, edging it in more gold.


I saw tension melt from Vivian as her eyes betrayed female interest.  She smiled back self-consciously.


I said, “Okay, if we’re all done jerking each other off, let’s get moving.”


Vivian flushed, glared daggers at me, and turned, leading us in.  I let Josh go second.  I could feel the dhampyr magic meshing, charging the air.  I suppressed my shield, turning it off to announce myself to those gathered inside.  Tendrils feathered my skin, and ahead, I sensed a veil of magic making a hidden pocket where someone or something was being guarded.


Interesting.


Vivian pushed open the door she’d come out of.  A man stood just inside.  He wore a dark brown suit.  A blood smell hit me like a gun butt to the face.  It wasn’t just the dhampyr, but most of the people in the house.  They’d all fed very recently, boosting their strength.  They hadn’t wanted to meet me unprepared.  This suggested that I intimidated them.  


That made me happy.


The man at the door led us past an oversized living room full of milling dhampyrs, a few of them beautiful woman in gowns of crimson, sapphire, and emerald.  The women seemed determined to make up for the drabness of the males, most of whom wore dark brown as well.  It made sense; when blood dries it turns that color.  However, that color only looks good when it is dried blood.  As a fashion statement, what they had on looked like something a street person ought to be buried in, dead or alive.


The décor of the house was overly modern, defying the building’s old world architecture.   Paintings that would fit well on a museum wall hung everywhere.  Couches still had plastic on the bottom edges.  Carpets had a fresh-from-the-factory smell.  I doubted anyone lived here full time.  The place was a decoy, a convenient target dangled for anyone trying to get to the dhampyr leadership.


Moving on, I saw through an archway to the dining room where an open cooler was filled with ice and bags of blood in assorted flavors.  A dhampyr was there, passing up other types in favor of the O-neg.  He stabbed the bag with a pointy straw, drinking from it like a juice box, glowering at us as we headed up a wide staircase.  From the upper landing, we entered a side wing of the house.  I could hear murmuring voices behind some of the doors.  Between the doors, there were European coat-of-arms on the wall with swords crossing the artwork on the shields.


Dhampyrs aren’t that different from vamps.  Both are pretentious.


I looked out a side stretch of windows facing the front lawn.  A butterfly fluttered past the glass, stalling out a moment as though time had stopped.  Across the street, a lone woman stood, long black hair forming raven wings behind her.  Her black dress was sheer and lacy.  She was watching the building.  


No.  She was watching me.  The force of killing intent was a sword annihilating the distance between us.


I recognized her.  This was the woman from Gray’s vision, the mysterious assassin I was supposed to be careful of.  She’d been sent to finish the job bungled at the last red moon.  


The Dragon Eyes tattoo on my back awakened, bathing me in acid, sending my senses into overdrive.  The image of the woman sprang toward me as if I were sighting her through a sniper scope.  Her hazel eyes were pitiless.  


A secret door cracked open deep in the core of my spirit.  A shimmer of raw power ghosted over me, dull red curls of flame streaked with gold.  I felt the dhampyr magic in the house evaporating like morning mist in the rising sun. Some part of me felt like it was doing the same, making room for something else. 


And in a nearby room, a pre-existing barrier thickened, twisting space with a slippery kind of power I didn’t recognize, trying not to draw my attention.


The endless moment shattered as someone put a hand on my right shoulder, through the flames that wreathed me.  The unnatural fire sank into my flesh, and the secret door in my spirit slammed shut.  I, too, was hiding secrets—from myself.  Across the street, the woman was again a distant figure.  


A green flame surged up around her and she was gone.  


The assassin from Gray’s vision…


The hand dropped from my shoulder.


I turned to find Vivian, her watercolor-red eyes wide, her mouth partly open, lips trembling.  Her whole body lightly trembled.  Her voice emerged low and husky, “Caine...”


Standing balanced, body poised for combat as though every survival instinct had been tripped, Josh stared at me with bright yellow eyes, the liger in him barely submerged.  


Behind him, a door had opened into the hallway.  Several dhampyr guards had emerged, swords in hand, their faces pale as ice, eyes desperate, afraid.  


I felt like going “Boo!”


“Ca…Caine...” Vivian said.


“Yes, little rabbit?”


“What the hell…?”


“Is there some problem here?”  I didn’t want to answer questions.  It might come out that I had no idea of what I’d just done, or how.


Her eyes narrowed, flashing with annoyance.  “Don’t play innocent; you know you’re not.  What did you do?”


I smiled.  “Shall we keep going?”  The cloaked power I’d sensed among the dhampyr was in the room where the guards had come from.  I really wanted to know what was in there.


Vivian’s face became a hard mask as she buried her emotions.  She turned and led Josh and me past the guards, into a drawing room with a long mahogany table.  Candelabra were lit, dominating a white linen tablecloth.  No places were set.  No refreshments were in sight.  Five dhampyr leaders remained seated in high-backed chairs that could pass as thrones in a pinch.


Pretentious bastards … and bitch.


The dhampyr seated at the head of the table, facing us, was a woman.


“Hello, I’m Brielle.  You have the audience you craved.  Why have you come among us, Red Moon Demon?”


“Not going to offer me a seat?”


She shrugged.  “We seem to be out of chairs.”


That wasn’t it. They were testing me.  Dhampyr have a feudal society that only respects strength.  I knew that if they thought they could push me into a subservient role, I’d gain no respect, and my job would a hundred times harder.  


I smiled.  “If I kill all of you, the ones that take your place might have more manners.”


The guards behind stepped closer.  Without looking, I knew they’d be raising their swords to strike.  Brielle lifted a hand, stopping them from getting themselves killed.


Arching an eyebrow, I put surprise in my voice, “Oh, did I say that out loud?”


I walked to the end of the table opposite Brielle.  No one sat there, so it was a simple matter to spring flatfooted from steel gray carpet to table top.  From my new position, I stared down at the dhampyr, my hands resting casually in my coat pockets.  The angle reminded me of the other boardroom meeting in Gray’s vision, except none of these dhampyr had dressed in robes with cowls shadowing their faces.


Sitting to Brielle’s right—a favorite’s position—a dhampyr in a charcoal suit with dove gray pin stripes stood, shoving back his chair.  He did this slowly, almost ponderously.  A big man, his expensive tailoring couldn’t conceal the fact that he was built like a tank.


Brielle quirked an eyebrow at him.  “Mason...?”


He said, “Caine, take my chair if you need one so badly.”


I waved him back down.  “This is fine.”  It gave me a good perspective on the room.  I surveyed everything in sight, looking for the source of power I’d earlier sensed.  Something unseen was here, or someone, but all I could feel was the protective barrier that hid it.  That barrier was twisting my perceptions, bending them all around the room so my focus was scattered, unable to rest.


I decided to get on with business.  “I come to represent the major Courts in L.A.  We have concerns over the situation here in Sacramento.  First, we can’t have the fey, wolves, and dhampyrs fighting in the open.  If you will please stand down, I’ll make sure the other factions behave as well.  I will also host a gathering where all parties concerned can thrash out an agreement on how to live together peacefully.”


Brielle stood and walked around the massive table, stopping behind me so I had to turn.  She didn’t seem to care that my people were at her back.  I applauded her nerve, and her tight, navy suit which taunted me with hints of an amazing body.  She wore auburn hair in a bun, held in place with jeweled pins.  Her blue eyes washed out, but warmed, becoming a pale red.  This made her alabaster skin look even more tasty.  I suspected she’d be a real freak in bed.  I hoped for a chance to confirm my theory.


“The city is ours,” she hissed.  “We spilled blood for it.  We drove out the vampires.  The wolves and fey were oppressed.  We freed them.  They need to be grateful and bend their knees to us.  It is only right.”


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


TWELVE


 


“Sure you can trust me.  Look at this face.


Hey, stop laughing before I kill you.”


 


                                                 —Caine Deathwalker


 


“And what if we don’t want to bend knee to you?”  Josh’s eyes were a yellow haze of fire.  His hands formed claws.  The bones of his face coarsened, growing bestial.  


I stepped off the table, dropped, and landed lightly on my feet.  Brielle backed a step; half turned, saw Josh with the liger peering out of his eyes, and froze between us.   The rest of the dhampyr were on their feet, but didn’t intervene.  That would have weakened Brielle’s position, suggesting she couldn’t take care of herself.  


She ignored me, facing Josh.  “You haven’t earned anything in this city.  The instability was caused by your murder of an Alpha wolf.  Do you deny this?”


Josh’s voice roughened, as if words were no longer easy to form, “He needed killing.  Which of you wouldn’t defend a heart entrusted to you?”


Brielle’s tones softened, “It’s not that we don’t understand; we just can’t approve.  If you would be Master of the City, the needs of the city must come before your own.”


“I don’t want to be Master of the City.”  Josh sloughed off the beast, his face becoming human once more, his claws morphing back to hands.  “But I will protect my people.  We bow to no one, but if we’re left alone, all of you will be left alive.”  He shot me a glance.  “That’s all I came here to say.  I’ll wait for you outside.”  He turned his back on all of us and stalked out the door as if we were all beneath him.


I had to admire his style.


Vivian came up to me, keeping her eyes on Brielle.  Mason drifted over, making it a four-person knot with everyone else in the room pretty much discounted.


Vivian said, “Josh is ex PRT.  If he goes down, the feds will swarm in here like fleas on a wolf.  But if he really wanted to go to war with you, he’d win, or do so much damage to you, the fey and wolves would clean up easily.  You’d lose everything.  You’ll get more by befriending him than by trying to leash him.”  


“Cat’s don’t walk on leashes,” I added.


Mason smiled broadly, looming on my right.  “You might be right.  We will consider your words.”  He caught Brielle’s gaze.  “Right?”


She nodded.  “We will consider, but we make no promises.”


Vivian looked at me, waiting.


I nodded.  “I suppose that is the best I can hope for right now.”


Brielle stepped in close to me, her pale face inches away.  “Walk softly in our city.  We do not answer to the Courts of L.A., the vampire courts, or those of the fey.  We heard about the mess you made in your own city six months ago.  We don’t need a night of the red moon here.”


I gave her a stare with tingling eyes.  My eyes were reflected in hers.  One of my eyes had that weird slit pupil in it again.  She gasped softly and took a step back from me.


I said, “I’ll walk as softly as I can, but I will also kill whoever needs it.”


“Understood,” Mason said.  “I’ll walk you out,”


We retraced our steps and exited by the front door.  The sun was dropping lower, but we still had hours of daylight left.  Mason pulled out very dark sunglasses and slipped them on as we stepped off the porch.  Vivian put hers on as well.  They were day walkers, only half vampire, but the summer sun took its toll.  I was feeling a bit wilted myself, used to the milder summers in Malibu.


Josh was in the drive, in Kat’s VW.  He must have called her for a pickup.  He yelled at me, “You coming?”


“No, you go on.  We’ll follow you in one of these sedans.”


Mason canted his head, looking at me with veiled eyes.  “You will?”


I nodded.  “Sure.  You’re going to loan me a vehicle in the spirit of cooperation.”


He shrugged, displaying carelessness with his property that told me he was more than filthy rich.  He probably didn’t really expect to get the car back, and would write the bribe off as the cost of doing business.  


He said, “Fine.  You’ll find I can be a good friend.  Should other dhampyr prove too stubborn, and get themselves killed off, I think I can promise you a more sympathetic response under my leadership, especially if you’ve got some control over the liger.”


Vivian looked like she wanted to spit in Mason’s face.  I put a restraining hand on her arm, smiling at Mason.  “I am here to do business.  We should all try to get along.”


Vivian pulled violently away from me and marched over to the VW.  She climbed in, leaving me to ride alone as Mason handed me a set of keys, pointing to one of the Jags.  “That one,” he said.  “When you return it, make sure the tank is full.”


I smiled.  “Sure, I’ll try not to let it get blown up or anything.”


Mason lowered his voice, “Why are you really in Sacramento?”


I gave him my best look of baffled innocence.  “I’m an open book, Mason.”


“We’re all friends here,” he said.


“Sure, I’m into that.  The power of love and friendship can change the world.”  I managed to say that with a straight face, not that he bought it.  I left him there, strolling over to his car, keeping an eye out for the lady assassin who was on my trail.  With her around, I couldn’t afford to be predictable.  That’s why I was changing vehicles.  Every little bit helps.


I followed Kat’s VW down the drive, out the gate, and over to the corner.  She pulled in and parked.  Everyone bailed from the car, forming a lynch mob on the sidewalk.  I parked behind the VW and got out.  


Before I could speak, Vivian turned a hard face my way.  She burst out in indignation, “Were you actually kissing up to that sleaze back there?” 


Josh added his own softly rumbled inquiry, “Planning on controlling me, are you?”


Kat glared.  “So my car isn’t good enough for you?”


I drew a PPK and shot her vehicle in the ass, punching out a taillight, drizzling red plastic splinters to the street.  “No,” I told her.  “It isn’t good enough for me.”  I swung my gun hand to my side, and slanted the liger a look that told him to stand down before other things got shot.  “And no, I’m not interested in controlling my allies, shooting them maybe, but not controlling.”  My glance swung to Vivian.  “And you are an idiot—a hot idiot—but still an idiot.  Of course I’m going to exploit an advance from one of the major players in this game.  What part of ‘keeping one’s enemies close’ don’t you understand?”


Kat blinked back tears.  “I can’t believe you shot my car.”


I grinned.  “That’s because you don’t know me very well.”  


Josh jerked a thumb at the bullet hole in the car.  “You are going to pay to fix that, right?”


“You’re damn right he will!” Kat yelled.


I looked at Kat and I offered her my weapon.  “How about if I let you shoot my ride instead?”


She snatched the gun from my hand, moved abreast of my borrowed car, and emptied the clip.  Intentional or not, she fired across the rear passenger seat, shattering windows on both sides of the car, doing little significant damage.  She finished with a big breath and returned the PPK with a smiled.  “Yeah, I do feel better.”


 “And people say violence doesn’t solve anything.”  I holstered the weapon.  “Anything else?”  No one said anything, so I said, “Well, I got something.  There was a hidden source of mystic energy in that room back there.  I couldn’t pin it down, but I noticed something interesting when Mason showed us out.  The mystic web covering the place is his.  Its center moves when he does.  He’s a lot more powerful than the other dhampyr know.”


I started toward my Jag, but Vivian’s hand caught my arm.  “Do you think his power comes from the dream stone?”


“It’s possible, but there are a lot of mystic artifacts out there that could explain this.  Still, I want you to swallow your dislike of the man and try to get close to him.”


She let me go.  “I’m sorry, Caine.  I should have known you knew what you were doing.  I was … unprofessional.”


I loved her confidence in me.  Such a rare thing for me to find.


“Forget it.”  I walked away.  “Let’s go kick some wolves into shape.”


She called after me, “After we clean the broken glass out of your back seat.”


Oh, yeah.


 


*    *    *


 


Leaving Sacramento, we found the wolf pack compound out near the Folsom Lake State Recreation Area.  We parked our vehicles at the edge of undeveloped hill property that was thick with granite outcroppings and oaks.  A dirt road serviced the site, winding past a couple of small cabins, built from boards, not logs.  A larger structure lay beyond, half-hidden by trees.


I left the Jag and joined the others outside their VW.  Kat had her arms crossed, plumping up her boobs.  “I’m not going in there.”


“Sensible.  They are wolves after all.”  Vivian checked over her guns.  Like mine, they were freshly loaded with clips of silver ammo.


Kat said, “It’s not that.  Bad memories.  Last time I was here, I almost died.”  Her glance swept Josh.  “I would have been eaten if not for—”


“It’s okay,” Josh said.  “Go home.  We’ll ride back with Caine.”


“You’re sure?”  Her voice sounded troubled as she hugged herself, needing to do something with her hands.


Josh smiled at her.  “Yeah, go on.  We have to take special care now to keep you safe.”


We do?  Am I missing something?


She returned to her VW, driving away.  We started up the road.  I didn’t see sentries, but knew they were around.  Wolves are as paranoid as they are arrogant.  Besides, they couldn’t be too secure without an Alpha around to tell them what to do.  You get used to things like that: pack mentality.  As we neared the two cabins, their doors opened.  A thin man with heavy stubble and bushy eyebrows moved to the edge of the porch on the right.  A woman with wide hips and small breasts came out of the cabin on the left.  They studied us all, but their eyes remained on Josh.  From the tension in their lean, starved-looking bodies, they might have been waiting for the end of the world.


Josh offered them a pleasant nod in greeting.  “Who’s running things now?”


The female wolf ignored the question, saying, “No one here wants to see you.”


“This isn’t my show.”  Josh jerked his head my way.  “This is Caine Deathwalker.  He’s here to speak on behalf of the L.A. Courts.”


The male wolf stepped down off his porch, his gaze coming back to me, acquiring a bit more calculation.  “And he needs a cat and a half-bat to feel safe?”


I sighed.  “Too bad we can’t be intelligent about this.  Apparently, I need to make an example out of someone.”  Both my guns were in hand.  I raised the one in my right and shot the male wolf in the balls.  He grabbed himself and slammed his knees to the ground, screaming like he’d lost something important.  Several more wolves came out from behind the cabins, looking mean and pissed, but happy to have something to play with.  If I’d actually killed the wolf instead of giving him a flesh wound, they’d be coming in much faster, looking for blood. 


I pointed my left gun at the woman.  “We’re using silver ammo.  The rest of you might want to think about that before irritating me.”


“We don’t have anyone in charge,” she said.  “Not really.  We got some bone-heads fighting it out, but until someone gets on top and stays there…”  She shrugged.


Vivian took a few steps toward the female wolf.  “How are they deciding things?  Ritual combat, one challenger at a time?”


The wolf bitch nodded.


The wolf I’d shot was dragged away.  The rest of the wolves spread out, a half-moon around us.  One of them with red-tipped blond hair scowled at the female wolf.  He said, “Marsha, shut up.”


She didn’t.  “Standing around and beating your chest may feel good, but it comes with a hell of a price.  Not cooperating with the liger got five wolves killed last time, including our old Alpha.”


The male wolf glared until she dropped her eyes.  He said, “Doesn’t matter.  Wolf business is for wolves.”


She shrugged and headed back inside her cabin, muttering over her shoulder, “Whatever.”


I pointed a gun at Red-tips.  “You—take us to where the dominant wolves are fighting, or I’ll sic the liger on you.”


Josh raised his eyebrows at my statement, but didn’t contradict me.


Red-tips looked me over.  “Who’d you say you were?”


Josh’s voice casually boomed out, “He’s the Red Moon Demon.  I’d step lively if I were you.  Cars everywhere fear him.”


Shoot one VW…


Red-tips looked doubtful.  “Really, I thought you’d be taller.  Well, you better be who you say, or it will go badly—for us both.  I’ll just get beaten, but you?  Well, the top three have been working up a hell of an appetite.”  He pointed at Josh and Vivian.  “You stay, but the bitch can come.”


“You know,” Josh sounded slightly whimsical, “there aren’t a lot of you wolves left.  You don’t really want to get in my way.”  He stared at the wolves.


One by one, they dropped their gazes.  Josh headed between the cabins.  No one tried to stop him.  


He smiled to himself.  “That’s what I thought.”


Taking point, Josh strolled ahead.  I followed with Vivian at my right side, and took the opportunity for a closer look at the wolves escorting us.  When a pack loses their Alpha, it hurts them all—there’s no core to their pack magic, no sense of stability to their ties—but these wolves took starved and dirty to a whole new level.  They didn’t seem to notice my stare, keeping attention on Josh.  Their eyes betrayed no fear, but I smelled its stink on the air.  They were easily cowed, like puppies beaten into timidity.  


Were I capable of mercy, I might have felt sorry for them.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


THIRTEEN


 


Throw a wolf a bone and


he’ll take your hand too.


 


                                                 —Caine Deathwalker


 


We curved around a ranch house with stucco walls the color of butterscotch.  The inside curtains were drawn, no sign of life.  Oddly, our werewolf escort grew silent, scarcely seeming to breathe.  None of them looked at the structure.  The backs of a few of the wolves shuddered with the twitchiness that comes from a close threat.


Interesting.


A change of wind brought a charnel house smell—old, rotted blood, decomposing flesh.  I gave Vivian a hard look, then shifted my eyes to the building, my way of saying we need to check that place out—discretely.


She nodded subtly.


Threading a grove of oak, she slid around a tree bole and vanished in a moment when only I watched her.  As we broke between two natural columns of white-gray granite, one of the wolves noticed her absence.


“Where’s the dhampyr?” he asked.


“She stopped to take a piss,” I said.  “She’ll catch up soon.”


“I should go find her,” the submissive wolf said.


I smiled.  “Yeah, you go do that.  Walk up on a high-strung dhampyr with her drawers around her feet.  Startle someone whose guns are loaded with silver ammo.  That’s real smart.”


Another wolf told him, “It’s just a bitch.  Forget about her.”


The wolf growled annoyance, but dropped the issue, staying with Josh and me, and the rest of the wolves.  The misogynistic attitude didn’t surprise me.  While European wolf packs were matriarchal, the American ones were patriarchal.  They had dominant females among the higher males, but they were skilled warriors who’d fought for respect, claw and fang.  Having pumped iron and learned martial arts in their human form hadn’t hurt. 


We broke into the open and walked over to the edge of a depression too shallow to be called a pit, though it had a coliseum feel.  The far lip had a shell of rock along it.  Our side had a couple more pillars, pointed at the top like fangs sticking out of the ground.  Down in the flat center of the bowl were four wolves.  One was on his knees, off to the side.  His neck was mending from a terrible wound.  We seemed to have arrived during an intermission.


Josh noticed the injured wolf.  “He’s out of the running.  Looks like he had to offer his throat in submission to stay alive.”


Red-tips nodded.  “It’s the way of the challenge.  The defeated wolf must yield or die.”  He pointed at the center wolf among those standing.  “That’s our shaman.  He isn’t fighting to lead the pack, more like a referee.”


“What happens in case of a draw?” I asked.


Red-tips answered after a long pause, “The shaman gets to kill the one he thinks is weakest.”


I huffed something close to a laugh.  “I wouldn’t mind that job.”


“Trust me,” Josh said.  “Killing gets old fast.  The worst part is when they beg for their lives.  I mean, I believe in the milk of human kindness, when appropriate, but wolves tend to be too stupid to learn from their mistakes, not like natural wolves at all.  There are times when mercy is simply pointless.”


“I’m right here, you know?”  Red-tips growled under his breath.  “C’mon, let’s get this over with.” 


The forty-foot basin sloped gently to its center, covered in a dry brown grass that needed watering with something other than blood.  We kicked over an occasional skull on the way down, crunching assorted bones underfoot.  The two contending wolves looked up at our approach.  Both were bare-chested and in human form, but with claws and wolf teeth in evidence, faces twisted and bestial.  They took in the liger and froze, eyes flooding with golden rage.  The tension in their bodies doubled.  I smelled adrenaline hitting their system as we stopped a few feet away.


The air also reeked of pack magic, strongest around the shaman.  He gave no sign he was worried about anything.  His human face displayed only mild curiosity with the slight lifting of his brows.  He wore torn jeans, boots, and a black, sun-faded Metallica tee shirt.  His long brown hair fanned behind him.  The only mystic items I saw on him were a copper wristband with crossed eagle feathers made of turquoise, and a necklace of teeth, wolf teeth.  His facial features didn’t look Native American, but a lot of Indian blood was thinner these days.


Unlike the other waiting wolves, the shaman’s stare was fixed on me.  I figured he was sensing the dormant dragon magic of my tattoos.  He’d know I was a special threat the others might overlook.  “Why have you come uninvited into one of our most sacred ceremonies?”


I started to answer, but paused, noticing that when he spoke the bone splinters in the grass vibrated, giving off a soft whirr.  Yeah, this guy is for real.  “I may not have an invitation, but I do have a get-outta-jail card.  Here…”  Slowly—not wanting to provoke an attack—I drew a crumpled envelope from my side coat pocket and held it out.


He smiled.  “If that’s a court summons from my ex-wife, no thanks.”


The bigger contender for Alpha stood over by Josh.  The wolf’s baleful glower caught Red-tips.  “You know better than to bring them here.  I will speak to you about this later.”


The other contender, a man with dirty blond hair and mean eyes, interrupted.  “I will speak to him later, once I’ve been confirmed as the new Alpha.”


In my mind, I nicknamed the first contender Big Stupid.  He laughed without amusement.  “That is not going to happen.”


I continued to hold out the envelope.  “I’d read it if I were you.  It’s from your Fenris.”  The title brought a shocked silence.  “Whoever becomes Alpha here will still answer to Achill.”


Red-tips brightened.  I’d just proven myself to be here on wolf business.  Our submissive escort was off the meat hook, so to speak.


Mean Eyes reached out to snatch the envelope.  


The shaman smacked his paw away and took the letter.  He opened it and read silently.


Big Stupid frowned at the shaman.  “Well?”


“The letter identifies its bearer as a personal friend, one Caine Deathwalker, also known as the Red Moon Demon.  We are instructed to render him ‘all assistance.’”  The shaman folded the letter and stuffed it back in the envelope.  He looked at me.  “I will, of course, have to authenticate this.”


I nodded.  “I would.”


Big Stupid was glaring at Josh now.  “I suppose the liger is with you?”


“Yeah, but I’m the one you ought to worry about.”


Josh looked at me, lips twitching with humor.  “You think highly of yourself.”


“Nobody I love more,” I said.


The shaman spoke and the bones in the grass rattled in a threatening manner, “We’ll be in touch.  Meanwhile, if you’ll leave, we have business to wrap up.”


I took the hint, backing away.


Josh paused another moment.  “I don’t care who your next Alpha is.  Walk softly around my cats, and I’ll walk softly around you.  That’s all I came here to say.”


The shaman nodded curtly.  “I wasn’t here when our wolves took your woman, and you ripped out the heart of our Alpha getting her back.  I’d have done the same, but that doesn’t mean I’ll let you get away with it again.”


Big Stupid grinned in an evil sort of way.  “Liger, you did me a favor, opening up a position for me to move into, but don’t expect gratitude.”


Showing no fear, Josh turned his back on the wolves and followed me up the bank.  He spoke over his shoulder, “Where you’re concerned, my expectations are real low.”


As we crested the depression, snarls broke out behind us.  We turned to see who’d win.  Big Stupid leaped, coming down with his heavier body, but Mean Eyes pivoted, sliding away.  Not too far away.  His claws lashed out and red, dripping furrows appeared, winding around Stupid’s torso.


Stupid lashed out with a back hand that almost spun Mean Eye’s head clean off.  I winced in mock sympathy.  Mean Eyes spun with the blow, borrowing its energy for a back-fist of his own.  Stupid’s head rocked, a ribbon of red blood flying from his split lips.  The two wolves closed, tearing chunks from each other.   Even with the werewolves’ rapid healing, this wasn’t going to drag on much longer.


Big Stupid stumbled and fell.


With a shout of triumph, Mean Eyes pounced.  Only to impale himself on a splintered piece of thigh bone.  


Big Stupid twisted his improvised knife, and ripped it upward to widen the wound.


Despite what had to be horrible pain, Mean Eyes gestured with clawed fingers.  Wolfen pack magic in the air made my tats tingle, without quite coming awake.  The bone exploded in Big Stupid’s hand like a grenade.  In that moment of distraction, Mean Eyes completed his change to full wolf form.  Such a thing normally takes minutes.  For it to happen so quickly meant that Mean Eyes had wrested the pack magic to himself, leaving nothing for Big Stupid to use.


A wave of crushing power rolled off Mean Eyes.  


The shaman dropped to his knees and bowed in submission.


Big Stupid resisted, fighting to advance against the unseen current.  The pack magic wrapped around Stupid, crushing his arms to his side, driving his face into the ground.  Mean Eyes leaped and bit the fallen man’s neck, severing vertebrae with a loud crunch.  Bigger than a normal wolf, Mean Eyes used his grip to whip his opponent over.  The transformed wolf stared, nothing more, but Big Stupid’s choking breaths stopped.  His eyes clouded in death, going dull.  The only thing that made sense to me was that Mean Eyes had used pack magic to keep the fallen wolf from healing, opening the door to death. 


“Well, I guess that settles that,” Josh said.  “Now we know who we’ll be dealing with.”


“Saw it coming,” I said.  “It’s always the small ones you have to watch out for.”


Josh looked me over.  “I’ll remember that.”


Red-Tips had watched beside us.  He turned to us now.   “You guys ready to go, or what?”


“Sure, I can use a drink.”  As we headed back into the oak, I shot Josh a sidelong glance.  “Know a good place?”


“The Zone,” he said.  “A lot of shape-shifters hang there.  Good food.”


We retraced our path back past the ranch house.  Vivian was waiting out in the open for us.  Her clothes now stank of old death.  She’d been inside the house.  From the white, tight look of her face, I figured she had hella bad news to tell us.  She fell in as we went by with our escort.  At one point she started to say something.


I held up a hand.  “Later.”  The wolves had heightened senses.  They already knew where she’d been.  What they didn’t know was what conclusions she’d drawn, and what we’d do next.  I wanted to keep things that way for a while.


She nodded.


We passed the two cabins, and went on without the wolves around us.  The female wolf from the cabin was back outside on her porch.  I caught her eyes as we went by.  They were dark with knowledge, full of secrets she didn’t want.  Vivian’s eyes were like that now.  Something very bad was going on, something I wouldn’t like.  I’d have to come back later, alone, under magical concealment to check this out in more detail.


I really do need a drink.


I stopped by the Jag sedan I’d come in.  Josh started toward the back passenger door.  I stopped him with a hand in his path, turning my head to Vivian. “Someone may have messed with it while we were gone.  None of us are without enemies.”


Josh gave me a knowing look.  “Bomb.”


I shrugged.  “Maybe, they didn’t know we were coming and haven’t had time to get too fancy, but even cut brakes would be a problem.”


Vivian said, “I’ll check it out.”


“Wait.”  I invited a moment of intense, soul-searing agony, activating my Dragon Sight tattoo.  My mind flared with heightened clarity, my senses on overdrive.  Nothing felt wrong except…  There was something under the car that radiated an amber feeling of threat, but not outright danger.  I told Vivian where to look, as I stared back toward the two cabins.  All the wolves were gone, but I knew they were still watching, listening.  Vivian took her time, doing a thorough search under the car, checking the brakes and fuel lines.  She finished up, brushing her knees off, and returned to me.  


She held out a small black box with a blinking red LED on it.  “This was under the back bumper.”


Josh studied it.  “Transmitter.  Someone wants to know where you go while in town.”


“The wolves?” Vivian said.


I shrugged again.  “Can’t say for sure; the car is borrowed.  Someone might have been keeping track of Mason.”  I moved to the driver’s door and opened it.  “C’mon, let’s go.”


“Where,” Vivian opened the door behind the driver.  Josh circled to the other side.  We all slid in, slamming our doors.  I turned on the radio to make it difficult for the wolves around here to hear us.


I said, “This is no good.  It’s been over an hour since my last drink.”


“Oh, heavens,” Vivian said, “the world just might end.”


I slipped the transmitter in a pocket. Might be fun to see who shows up following this bad boy around.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


FOURTEEN


 


I don’t mind being dead drunk,


but I draw the line at dead.


 


                                               —Caine Deathwalker


 


Intent on hooking up with the werekitties, Kat headed off in her VW bug.  Vivian, Josh and I drove to Old Sac where we treaded the dusty boardwalks with shoppers and tourists from the outer reaches of the Sacramento area.  A couple blocks from the waterfront with the riverboats and the fancier restaurants, the crowds thinned quite a bit.  


Soft-voiced, Vivian said, “I can’t get over that house.  All those street people drained of blood, dumped like emptied juice boxes.  It wasn’t the wolves.  They’d have eaten the flesh.  And no scent from the killer or killers on the bodies—”


“Magically wiped clean,” Josh said.


I said, “Wolves could have cleaned up with pack magic, or maybe they’ve allied themselves with a new player.” 


“Or a new faction from among the old players,” Vivian said.  “That Mason sought you out privately could indicate a dhampyr splinter group with him at the head.”


“Maybe.”  I didn’t want to voice my real concern just yet, that the wolves had brought stray vampires into their territory to strengthen their power base.  Vamps drink blood.  So do dhampyr.  And the dark ones among the fey.  We need to eliminate some of the suspect groups.  But for now… 


We came across a wooden buffalo outside one store.  I insisted Josh use his phone and get a picture of me riding the beast.  “For my blog,” I explained.  There’s a shadow web in a corner of cyberspace only supernaturals know of, hopefully.  Even there, I am a legend.


Vivian stood with arms crossed until we were done.  She probably rolled her eyes, but it was hard to tell since she sported dark glasses.  Her coat stayed on even though the summer sun had gone red and was riding low in the sky.  Sunlight wouldn’t kill her like a full vamp, but she didn’t rush to embrace its fading glory.  Her head turned as she tracked the storefront displays; windows full of handmade chocolate, taffy, Peruvian imports, tees, crystals and tarot cards at a new age shop…


“Those shopping genes must be hell on your vampire half.”  I don’t know why I brought up her darker nature.  I knew it would piss her off.


Oh, yeah, that’s why.


She glared at me, eyes a deep, vibrant pink, shining through her shades.  She bared fangs.  “Don’t make me bite you, demon scum; I might get poisoned.”


“Worse ways to go,” I said.  “But you’d never make it past my defensive shield—not without taking off your clothes.”  For some reason, my shield equates hot, naked women to non-threats.


She sneered in a rather pretty way.  “In your dreams.”


I smiled and nodded.  “Yeah, I’ve had you there.  Want to hear the details?”


Leading down the boardwalk, Josh spoke over his shoulder, “You guys really need to get a room and work out your issues.”


“Good idea,” I said.


“Shut up,” Vivian told him.  “I’ll tell Kat you were mean to me.”


Josh fell silent.  I guess Kat really was the only thing he feared.


We passed a few bars and cafes, not the right one though, and cut over to 2nd Street.  A block later, we turned toward the Sacramento River which lay on the far side of the Old Sacramento State Historical Park.  The six-pane street lamps burned gold, adding a cheery glow to the deepening twilight.  We followed a black fence that wrapped around a sunken patio.  Half-occupied tables and chairs were down there, each set with its own umbrella.  There were unused outdoor heaters wearing steel hoods shaped like Chinese straw hats.  The table cloths were a hunter green, accented by white napkins.  A lower double door was open, showing indoor seating and the rest of the restaurant.  A sign over the doors said: THE ZONE.  I saw waitresses in delightfully skimpy outfits.


“This is the place.”  Josh pointed at a black iron gate in the fence, where the first store front stopped, and the next business began.  “The stairs are through there.”


“Lead on,” I said.  “Something tells me I’m going to like this place.”


“Don’t like it too much,” Vivian said.  “We’re in town on business, not to get your rocks off.”


I frowned, following Josh through the gate he opened.  I asked, “Whatever happened to killing three birds with one brick?  Never heard of multitasking?”


Vivian assumed a superior tone, “Leave that to us women.  We’re genetically better suited to it.”  We diagonally followed a red brick wall, tromping down wooden stairs that creaked and groaned like a damned soul.  


At the foot of the stairs, we were met by a server with pad and pencil pocketed in a small black apron belted around her acid green dress.  “Take a seat anywhere,” she said.  “I’ll bring you menus and get your drink orders in a minute.”


Josh moved toward an empty table.  I delayed a moment, watching the waitress’ assets.


Vivian slapped my arm, hard.  “Are all women just sexual objects to you?”


I stared in her eyes, giving her my best look of guileless innocence.  “Oh no, not the ugly ones—unless they wear a bag over their head in bed, and the lights are out.”


She growled low in her throat and stormed off to our table, leaving me to follow.  I did, watching her assets.  I took a wrought iron chair with tied-down padding, one placed so I could keep my back to the wall.  Protective shield or not, I followed my training.  Vivian unrolled her napkin and picked up the table knife, throwing me a suggestive look.


“Order a steak,” I said.  “They’ll bring you a grownup knife.”


She ran her thumb over the very blunt edge.  “We wouldn’t want it to be too quick.  Besides, what do you want to bet your shield wouldn’t recognize this as a threat?”


Josh sighed and shook his head sadly side to side.  “Children, I can’t take you anywhere.”


I studied the other patrons.  Common humans displayed moles, freckles, facial stubble, balding patches, beer guts, all wearing casual clothes.  On the other hand, the fey were unnaturally beautiful, alluring, and easily mistaken for celebrity actors, actresses, and rock stars, always ready to be worshiped.  There were also protective runes cut into the walls to fend off evil intent from other preternaturals.  The fey didn’t want to be hassled while dining.


The waitress returned, handing out menus.  “Here you are.  Can I bring you drinks while you’re getting ready to order?”


“Beer,” Josh said, “a pitcher.  The lady will have the Bloody Mary Surprise.”


The waitress dropped her voice.  “Dhampyr?  What blood type do you want?”


“I’m fine,” Vivian said.


She was embarrassed to drink blood in polite company.  I needed to help her get over it.  I told the waitress, “Get her an O-neg.”


“Really, no,” Vivian said.


“Look around you,” I said.  “Plenty of people are doing it.  How long are you going to fight what you are?  I happen to like what you are.”


She didn’t look happy, but she didn’t continue to argue.


The waitress’s friendly gaze slid over to me, her raised eyebrow forming a question.  “And for you?”  


I had a sudden desire for vodka, Kahlua, and Irish cream liqueur.  “Vodka mudslide, with plenty of mud.”


“Coming right up.”  She flounced away with a bouncy walk that delighted my soul.  I leaned toward Vivian.  “How come you don’t ever walk around like that?”


“There are enough cheap whores in the world.”


I shook my head in disbelief.  “How is that even possible?”


The drinks came, along with a basket of fresh baked bread.  We placed our orders.  Josh chose classic fare; blackened salmon and white rice.  Vivian declined food, telling the waitress to keep the Bloody Mary’s coming.  I went with a rare steak and a breaded onion flower with dipping sauce.  Mushrooms and grilled onions came with the steak.  The waitress said, “I’ll get your order going right away.”  She smiled at me, instead of Josh, and hurried off.


Vivian glowered.  “What is with your freakish charisma?”


“Josh is a devoted married man.  It shows.  You, as a woman, are less likely to be swayed by her charms, and tip big.  That just leaves me, and the monster living in my pants, straining for release.”  We were talking about me, my favorite subject, so I could have gone on endlessly, but I spotted three individuals approaching our table.  They looked like they were hunting up trouble.  I softened my voice, giving warning, “Incoming.”


Josh put his pitcher of beer back on the table after only a small sip.  He leaned back in his chair, giving the three strangers a casual study.  


Vivian held her glass in both hands, ready to use it as a weapon if she had to.  Yeah, she already bristled with weapons, but I figured she didn’t want to be obvious.


With a thought, I warmed the Dragon Sight tattoo on my back.  The activating magic sent red waves of agony through my torso like I’d swallowed a flaming sword.  As the sensation faded, I relaxed and looked over our visitors.  To my eyes alone, their outward forms rippled, peeling away in smoky shreds.  Through the glamour, I saw fey, two men and a tall, uncommonly thin woman with emerald eyes and hunter green hair.  Her dress was a sheath of shimmering silver scales.  From the damp hair, faintly green coloration, and webbed fingers, it wasn’t hard to guess their nature.


“Water fey,” I said.


“Makes sense,” Josh said.  “The river’s just a stone’s throw away.”


They stopped at our table, angled to face Josh.  The woman placed a flat box on the table.  Her fingertips stayed in touch with it as if she couldn’t quite stand to part with it.  Her stare clung to Josh’s face.  She slid the box to him.  “A gift for your new bride that she may know the river folk hold her in great esteem.”


Josh reached out as her fingers curled away from the prize.  He lifted the lid, grunting in surprise.  “Beautiful workmanship.”  He turned the box so we could see a bed of midnight blue silk cushioning a silver necklace.  The centerpiece was a thumbnail-sized black pearl braced by smaller white pearls on either side.


Using Dragon Sight, I looked for fey power, a curse, or blessing.  Fey gifts are often both.


Dangerous to accept, dangerous to refuse.  Fey can be touchy, easily offended.


“The necklace is only what it seems,” I said.  “I’d know otherwise.”


The woman paid attention to me for the first time.  Her glance traveled slowly over me.  Her nostrils flared as if she could scent my magic.  “And who would you be?”


“Caine Deathwalker.”


The name seemed to have no effect on them.  That disappointed me.  They probably spent too much time soaking their heads to keep up on current affairs beyond Sacramento.


Recalling her manners, she bowed shallowly to Vivian and me, then turned her whole interest to Josh.  I think she was giving him a taste of her glamour, trying to charm him a little.  Unfortunately, Kat wasn’t here, or a cat fight would have been on for sure.


Josh set the box on the table.  “We’ve been married a few months now.  Your gift comes late.”


“Does that make it any less beautiful or welcome?” the fey woman asked.


“No, but the timing makes me wonder…”


The fey men stiffened behind the woman, their eyes icy and arrogant.  One of them said, “You know about the killings, don’t you?”


The woman looked over her shoulder, sending her male a scalding glance.  “I am dealing with the liger,” she said.


“Killings?” Josh asked.


She faced Josh once more.  “There have been three of our people torn apart by a terrible beast.”


One of Josh’s fingers traced the edge of the box’s lid.  “And since we’re such good friends, you wouldn’t object to me bringing my clan down to the river in the morning, helping you to scent out this predator?”


The fey woman smiled.  “We wouldn’t object, no.”


Josh nodded in sudden decision.  “Expect us at dawn.”



The woman bowed once more, deeply respectful.  “One will be sent to your home to guide you to us, and bring your cats through the protective wards we’ve cast.”  Without saying goodbye, she turned and passed between her guards.  They fell in behind her as she left.


I caught Josh’s eyes.  “For someone who doesn’t want to be the Master of the City, you sure are racking up brownie points with the fey.”


“You can take the shape-shifter out of law-enforcement,” he said, “but you can’t take the law-enforcement out of the shape-shifter.  Too many years as a PRT agent I guess.  There’s just something about monsters threatening the common good that makes me want to kill them.”  He reached out and snagged the necklace box, closing it, putting it in his pocket.  “Do you think these fey deaths have anything to do with the wolves’ slaughterhouse?”


I shrugged.  “I don’t know, but when you go for your river walk in the morning, I’ll be with you.”


“And me,” Vivian said.


“No,” I told her.  “I have another job for you.  I want you to bury your dislike of Mason Mason, and see if you can ingratiate yourself with him.  If you talk bad about me, he might put you on the payroll as a double agent.  I want to know if he represents a splinter group among the dhampyr, and if he’s being watched.”


“That tracker on his car,” Vivian said.


I nodded.  “Right.  If the wolves weren’t trying to get a handle on us, then I want to know who’s trying to get a handle on the dhampyr.  Besides, there’s that mysterious force feeding his magic.  We can’t rule out he has the dream stone we’re looking for.”  I fell silent, seeing the waitress approaching with our food.  She dropped off the dishes and moved away.  


That’s when I reached for my glass and found it replaced by the obsidian bottle.  I sniffed the bottle; Still Crown and Coke.  The red pearl that hung around my neck pulsed with gentle warmth.  The Red Lady lived in another dimension, in a non-linear flow of time.  She claimed to know—and love—the future me.  


Yeah, right, like I can forget you’re out there with designs on my body, waiting for me to get desperate enough to call on you.  Not going to happen.


Her soft, mocking laughter echoed in my head, saying otherwise.  


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


FIFTEEN


 


In for a penny, in for a pounding.


 


                                              —Caine Deathwalker


 


Our waitress slipped me her phone number along with the check.  The number went in my pocket, an option for later tonight.  After paying the ticket, I led my troops upstairs to the boardwalk.  As I opened the black metal gate—Vivian a step behind, Josh bringing up the rear—my magic barrier activated, a shield of shimmering red blurring the air.  Fire splashed my barrier.  Like a living thing, it clung and writhed tenaciously, obscuring my view of our attacker.  My shield obscured some of the flame’s color, but I thought it a dark, muddy shade of green.


The assassin.  


Caught inside my shield at its formation, Vivian shoved me down behind a black Jetta parked alongside the boardwalk.  The shield moved with us.  Lying on the boardwalk, I heard the whump of fireballs pounding on the other side of the vehicle.  Whoever owned the Jetta was going to have a hell of a time explaining this to their insurance company.


As if I didn’t have magical protection, Vivian pressed herself over me, a living shield against anything lobbed over the car.  Pinned down, I was touched in more ways than one.  The growing monster in my pants all but whistled a happy tune.  


Vivian looked back to see what had become of Josh in all the confusion.  With his background in the PRT, I wasn’t too worried.  As her stare returned to my face, her look of disgust was shattered by one of disbelief.  Something compelled her to rock to the side and grab my crotch.  I hissed, wincing.  She’d not been as gentle as I’d have liked.


She said, “That’s not natural.  No one gets that big who’s not a shape-shifter.”


I gave her a cocky grin.  “Now you know what you’ve been missing out on.”


A reddish-orange explosion washed across my shield along with muted thunder.  Metal pieces rained off my barrier and went back out into the street.  The concussive blast set off car alarms.  And a flaming tire slammed the restaurant fence and bounced back, heading away.  The car we’d sheltered behind was gone.


Vivian’s body peeled away.  Her hand jerked off my crotch, not in a good way.  She dragged me up with dhampyr strength and slung me over behind another car.  I flopped to the boardwalk, my shield moving with me.  She followed, now outside my shield, ducking behind its dome for cover.


I got to my knees and peered through the car’s side windows, scanning for the green flame assassin, for Josh, and for more fire coming my way.  I had a shield, true, but I’d noticed that during my last exposure, her mystic fire had started eating through my barrier.  If she were to corner me and pour on the attack, my shield might eventually break.  Besides, constant defense limited my ability to counterattack.  I needed to capture the momentum of the fight from my adversary.


The incoming fireballs were fewer and spaced out more.  Wherever Josh was, he was drawing fire away from Viv and me.  The angle of the green fire changed.  Balls splattered the vehicle’s backside.  


“She’s heading for the river!” I yelled.


Staying low, Vivian ran past the end of the street, into the grassy rectangle which was posted as Old Sacramento State Historical Park.  I followed, drawing a PPK from my shoulder rig.  I didn’t see Josh, but I heard the liger’s bellow of rage coming from the direction of the old Pacific Rail Road Depot.  He and the assassin were already half a block away.


  With Vivian dogging my steps, I followed the boardwalk, trying to catch up to the running battle.  I ran across an alley mouth on the left, and passed one of the few streetlights burning in the vicinity.  The black lamp caught a green fireball that melted its middle, sagging the pole so it resembled a modern sculpture.  The concrete under foot, along the edge of the grassy field, was rough and worn, dusted with loose gravel on top.  I slowed slightly so I wouldn’t slip and turn an ankle.


Vivian barely seemed to even touch the ground.  She pulled away from me like I was standing still.  Ahead of both of us, the liger’s roar cut off.  He’d probably been forced to drastically change his angle of attack, dodging fire close up.


He oughta leave this to me.  All that fur is flammable.  And if I lose the liger, I lose a key piece to fixing this city.  


Vivian swung away from an island in the middle of unused railroad tracks where maple and oak grew.  She headed for a structure where old trains were housed for display, along with hand carts, and an antique luggage crane.  These were visible through the black grille of what looked to be a twelve foot iron fence.  Part of the fence was gone, turned into pooling slag.  The lady assassin had retreated into the locked area for cover.  Flashes of green light told me that Josh was keeping her busy inside.


Vivian shot in after them, leaving me as the only one playing catch up.  I could have used the tats on my legs to give myself vampire speed, but I was saving that.  This piece of magic came with a time-delayed penalty of debilitating cramps, so I used it sparingly.    


I followed the rail tracks to the half-melted fence and went in, keeping low, dodging to the right to get at least one line of railroad cars between me and the assassin.  I wanted to be on her without her seeing me coming.  The area was gloomy with little green fires putting out a dull sort of light.  Shadows jerked, matching the dance of flames.  The air thickened with the stink of smoke.  Coming up on an engine, I paused and muffled a cough.


From some distance away, I heard the assassin calling, “Don’t think I’m going to make your death easy, Caine.  You’re going to see all you love and cherish destroyed before your turn comes.”


Okay, a killer and a bitch, but the gods will weep for you if you touch my gold.  


 A wall of green fire chased Vivian around the engine, forcing her to take shelter a few feet from me.  She glared my way, slapping green fire on the edge of her sleeve.  “I just knew all this was your fault.”  The fire resisted smothering.  She shed the coat before the flame got to her arm.  “Damn, I liked that duster.”


“Where is she,” I hissed.


“On top of the next train over.”


“Where’s Josh?”


“Got no idea.  He asked me to buy him a little time.  Said he had a plan.”


I focused my senses.  They were better than human now; I’d make them work for me.  Vivian started to say something else.  I held up a hand to stop her.  For all we knew, the assassin might have preternatural senses as well.  I heard my pulse in my ears.  Tuning out the sound, I heard Vivian’s heartbeat, slow and strong.  The crackle of flames came from a dozen places.  Green light made the smoke a miasma of evil, defying vision.  A scrape of sound made me look up into the rafters, where a false ceiling of steel mesh prevented bats from nesting.  I saw a huge shadow-shape clinging to the mesh, tearing at it.


I’d fished with a net on numerous occasions, so it wasn’t much of a leap to figure out what the liger was doing up there.  Unfortunately, the ripping steel was betraying his intentions.  A blast of fire shot up around him.  Josh dropped and slammed to the floor with an explosive grunt.


 Figuring the assassin was distracted with him, I bolted past Vivian, grabbing her arm, tugging her along as I rounded the plow-like cow-catcher on the locomotive.  I saw the assassin on top of the other train, a stocky female shape wreathed in green fire.  I snapped off a full clip into her back and ass.  She jerked, crying out softly, biting off a curse.  Instead of penetrating, my slugs splashed over her, and dripped down her body like quicksilver.


Recovering her balance, crouching, she turned my way, eyes blazing with yellow-green light, her smile a hard rictus of pain and pleasure.  A shaft of green fire speared off her hand, but went for Vivian, not me.  The assassin called down at me, “Watch me roast the flesh from her bones, and suck the marrow out.  That’s the best part, you know?”


I shifted my stance and saw Vivian back-flip away faster than a human can run.  No one was ever going to find it easy to take her down.  Looking back again, I saw the assassin sweep her arm toward where Josh had fallen.


But he was on his feet and leaping for the loose dangle of steel netting above.  His massive claws snagged it and he wrenched hard as he fell again, using his weight, about a thousand pounds, to tear a long strip of mesh free.  He landed and tossed the mesh at the assassin.  She met it with a sheet of fire that turned the mesh into a drizzle of molten steel.  The sheet of fire blocked her view of Josh, but I could see him leaping onto the side of her train, running on it with all of his claws digging in for support.  


I needed to get the bitch’s attention back on me, giving Josh his shot.  I warmed up my Dragon Fire tat, a sensation not unlike being clubbed down by a wrecking ball.  Fortunately, these payments for magic were more ghosts in the brain than actual damage.  If I’d been a real dragon, there would have been no such cost attached.


Dropping my shield to attack could get me killed.  I had to depend on her cruelty in not wanting to end me before I’d suffered enough.  


The red pearl I wore heated up, the Red Lady’s way of letting me know how much she hated my plan.  Her gift, the obsidian bottle, popped into my hand, a tempting distraction.


I threw the bottle at the assassin, and followed it up with a blast of dragon fire.  I expected the woman’s green flame to vaporize the bottle, liquor and all.  I didn’t expect the black bottle to blur through the green fire unscathed, only to break across her face, cutting deep.  The liquid inside washed over her, dampening her torso, displacing green fire, making her vulnerable to the unnatural heat of my dragon fire.  She screamed and covered her face as my fire smashed into her, toppling her backwards.  She fell from sight on the far side of the train.


The heavy smoke—no longer thinned by my shield—burned my throat, making me cough.  Sweat dampened my clothes, dripping down my face.  I’d never felt a flame this hot, not even my dragon flame.  


Recovering, I heard her voice ringing with strength, despite her pain.  “Mishi-makwa, help me!”


A moment later, a pyre of green fire roared up from behind the train.  Josh was on top now, in position to look over, but he pulled back, turning his face away.  The inner wall of the depot behind the assassin was burning heavily.  The whole place was going up quickly.  And through the clogging smoke and green glare, a great white shadow rose, a sixteen-foot beast with red eyes.  It opened its jaws, baring seven-inch fangs as it roared a challenge.  Then the pyre was tamed, clinging to its fur coat like a lover.  And it was running.  


Another coughing fit doubled me over.  It was hard to see, but the woman was probably riding the beast, protecting it from her own fire as they made their getaway.  I made a mental estimate.  About thirty-six hundred pounds, maybe more.  I’m not sure we’re prepared to catch up with that thing.   Her partner’s even bigger than the liger.  We need a damn rocket launcher.


It ran through another black iron fence, melting a hole, turning toward the river.  I heard Vivian scream, and realized that it had battered her out of the way, and she was burning.  


I ran flat out toward her, willing to let the enemy get away, for now.  


Josh surged past me, getting there first.  He used his great furry mass to smother her, crushing out the flames.  Even unnatural fire needed oxygen to burn.  A human would have been killed by it all.  As a dhampyr, Vivian might survive, but she was going to be hurt—bad.  


We were outside in an area lit by streetlights.  The depot behind us was a total write-off, the green fire now burning an ordinary orange.  The air was filling with the wail of fire and police sirens.   Josh rolled over, shedding burnt fur, slowly, painfully reverting to human form.  Vivian’s hair was badly seared.  She had a burn on the side of her face.  Her top had caught monstrous claws, getting burned and shredded at once like some of the flesh underneath.  Fat curls of smoke wound up from her torso.  She groaned in pain, grimacing, hissing as she clutched her wound.


I threw my coat to Josh.  He tied it on to cover his privates, a wrap that only exposed the outside of one leg.  “I’ll get the car.  The dhampyrs will know best how to treat this.”  He sprinted away.  


I knelt by Vivian, and stretched out over her, keeping my weight off her, and activated my Demon Wings tats.  The cost of the magic was a crisp, soul-curdling pain that sloshed through me like acid.  The pain receded and I knew we were both cloaked from perception.  Eyes would turn away, seeing nothing.  Anyone about to step on us would find themselves turning suddenly away with no reason.  I watched Vivian’s face, seeing her pale-faced agony on display.  I listened to her shallow gasps of breath.  People think I’m a monster who enjoys the pain of others.  Normally, that’s true.   


Even now…


Smelling the iron of blood, I looked down at her hands, and saw her own blood soaked them.  She said, “Don’t … worry.  Bleeding will stop … soon.”


That wasn’t the problem.  I could tell the smell strained her self-control, making her hungry, lengthening her fangs, deepening her eyes to a glowing pink that bordered on red.  She stared at my neck with great interest.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


SIXTEEN


 


What’s a little blood between friends?


 


                                             —Caine Deathwalker


 


Fire trucks screamed closer, followed by police cruisers.  Red and blue lights strobed in the twilight.  This back corner area had been deserted by the tourists, but at the commotion, a lot of people were drifting over from the cafes, stores, and riverboat docks.  As firemen unloaded their gear, Josh returned.  A policeman stopped him from getting too close, and launched into pointed questions on why he was mostly naked behind the wheel of the black sedan I’d borrowed from Mason.


I knew it hurt Vivian to be picked up, rolled against my chest, and carried, but she made a muffled growl and stayed silent after that, biting her lip.  All Slayers were like that, heroically stoic.  Me, I’d have been screaming for hard drugs.  I carried her to the car, trusting my demon-wings tat to keep the cop from noticing me, Vivian, and the back car door opening by itself.  I stowed her in the back seat, slammed the door, and went around to get in the front passenger door.


Halfway through his tirade on public indecency, the cop broke off, his stare finding Vivian in the back seat, looking like death warmed over a time or two.  The cop went for his gun.


I extended more energy into my magic, draining my lifeforce perilously.  


The cop looked dazed, staring about like he’d lost something, and forgotten just what it was.  In a distracted fog, the cop returned to the fire.  We skirted the fire trucks and shot down Front Street, passing another railroad station, this one painted with the false-fronts of old time stores.  We passed the docks with the two paddle-wheel boats, then turned left down a side street.  At the edge of Old Sac, we drove down into a tunnel, entering downtown Sacramento at the backside of the K Street Mall.  We circled around to get to K Street, slowing for oblivious pedestrians.  Getting onto K Street, I dropped my stealth magic.  People pointed at the car that had just materialized in front of them.


“People need to get a life,” I said, as Josh floored the pedal.  


We reached the Darth Vader building.  Josh parked us on the sidewalk, near the front doors, telling me, “Back in a minute.”  He left the engine running, bailing out of the driver’s door.


I turned in the seat to see how Vivian was holding up.  She’d pulled herself forward.  Her black hair was plastered along her face, her head poking between the front seats.  Her clammy skin looked mostly white, with the faintest tinge of pale green—as if some lethal element from the assassin’s green fire had poisoned her body.  Her eyes burned electric pink, dangerously alive with surfacing hunger.  She reached and her nails dug into my shoulder.  


But my protective shield didn’t activate.  Vivian still had control.  I was impressed.


“It’s okay,” I said.  “Take some blood if you need it to heal.”


She shuddered.  “No.  This far gone, I’m not going to be able to stop myself from draining you dry.”


“Then I’ll stop you when I need to.”


Her eyes dimmed, turning their normal black as the human in her struggled up.  “Can you?”


I smiled with reckless abandon.  “Sure.”


“Okay, then…”  She shoved herself back, dragging me halfway into the backseat.  I lay awkwardly in her arms.  Her mouth opened wide and her white fangs lengthened.  Her mouth lunged.  Teeth buried themselves in my neck—painful and erotic as well.  


The teeth pulled out and her mouth closed on the wounds, her tongue slathering across the punctures.  That part wasn’t so bad.  A little euphoria set in.  Like vamps, dhampyr saliva contained a chemical high that tended to take some of the fight out of their victims.  It was too bad she couldn’t use it to tone down her own pain.  I could tell she was getting into the feeding by the hand she used to squeeze my ass.


Damn.  This was definitely a new side to Vivian.  Unfortunately, it was a side inherited from her vampire father, whoever that had been.  I knew when the emergency passed, she’d be mortified by this memory.  If I was a better person, I’d never bring it up again with her.  Too bad I wasn’t a better person.


“Okay,” I told her, “that’s enough.  You need to stop, right now.”


She kept on, slurping my blood like a starving predator.


“I hate to do this,” I said, “but if you don’t stop now, I’m going to punch you in those damaged ribs.”


She ignored me.


I punched her.


She jerked, face getting whiter, if that were possible, hissing, eyes closing in agony.  


I squirmed into the back seat, pulled out a PPK, and thumbed off the safety.  If I had to fire, I’d try to hit something not too vital.


My blood dribbled from the corner of her gaping mouth, dripping onto her naked breasts.  Her eyes opened.  Her pink irises were now red rimmed and the pupils were tiny little slits.  She looked so hot.


I put my muzzle right between her eyes, making a threat that I thought might back her off.  “You know I will.”


“Bastard!”


The red rim faded from her eyes.  The pink darkened to black.  An angry black.  


“Are we done here?” I asked.


“We are so done!” she gritted out the words.  “We are beyond done.  We are forever done.”


“Good.”  I thought about making some joke about getting a rabies shot, but my sense of self-preservation kicked in just in time, for once.


“Just one more thing.”  I holstered my weapon, and pulled her face to mine, kissing her hard.  She resisted maybe half a second, then kissed me back with withering passion.


The backseat doors jerked open.  I was pulled away from Vivian by black-suited dhampyrs, and dumped on the sidewalk like an empty bag of blood.  The dhampyr entered the vehicle from both sides, gently easing Vivian out.  She still had that slightly greenish cast to her face.  Worry gnawed on me as they carried her into the building lobby.  I followed, but was stopped at the security desk inside.


A six-foot guard with black sunshades, hair, and goatee stepped into my path.  He said, “We’ll take it from here.  We know what to do.” 


“I doubt that,” I said.  “She was burnt by a preternatural.  Poisoned, maybe, by its fire.”


“We have fey healers that service our community.  Since she’s not dead yet, she’ll probably be all right.”


“I’m going with her.”


The guard shook his head no.  “Mr. Mason is coming down.  He asked for you to wait.  He has questions.”


I considered ripping the guard’s head off, for presuming to give me orders, but remembered Old Man expected me to show diplomatic skills on this mission.  So I glowered, graciously.  “You want me to wait here?  Where are your manners?”


He smiled like he meant nothing by it.  “This way, please.  Can I get you some coffee to swill?  Maybe some orange juice and a cookie?”


I pulled out my gun, shot him in the knee, a wrist, then the other knee, and walked off.  “I don’t think I like your tone.”


He hobbled on one leg, dragging the other, cursing with great feeling as the bloody knee spat out the bullet, healing quickly.  


Spurred by the gunfire, another dhampyr guard lunged over.  


I tracked him with my gun, as he slowed, not wanting to startle me into taking another shot.  He gestured toward a bank of elevators, his voice mellow and soothing, “I’ll take you to a conference room where you can relax and wind down.  I imagine you’re still feeling the stress of combat.  I’ll have some refreshments—”


“White wine,” I said, “and send Mason straight to me when he gets here.  I don’t like to wait.”


“Yes, Sir, I’ll see to it.”


Giving my brain a rest, I quieted my thoughts, riding the elevator up several floors as insipid elevator music played.  I allowed myself to be guided down a hall with cream colored carpet to a pale blue door.  The glass was frosted.  


My guide opened the door and ushered me in.  Another boardroom.  I was really seeing too many of them lately.  The table was cherry wood.  The high-backed chairs were black lacquer.  There were no windows looking out.  I went to the side of the room where a dove gray couch kept company with a green glass coffee table.  Magazines were spread out.  Forbes, Money, Time, and the Wall Street Journal.  I flopped on the couch and looked at the dhampyr.  “What?” I said.  “No Soldier of Fortune?  What about Guns and Ammo?”


He half smiled, backing to the door.  “I’ll see what I can do, Ambassador Caine.”


Ambassador Caine, I like that.  About time I started getting some respect from these guys.


I put my feet up, my head back, and stared at the ceiling tiles.  They were the kind with dots in them.  After a while, my mind connected the dots.  I began to see faces.  Big, fanged, bestial faces.  Monster faces.  What was that name the assassin had used?  What had answered her?  I sighed.  I should have paid more attention at the time.  


The door opened and Josh walked in.  His blond hair was wet from a shower.  He wore a borrowed black suit—that was tight on him—with black glasses hiding his eyes.  I wouldn’t have known him except he was oversized even for dhampyr muscle, and there was his smell.  My heightened senses had been dialed way low, stunned since the burning building.  They were apparently back now because I could smell the liger from across the room.  Not an unpleasant scent, just not human.


“Where you been?” I asked.


“It’s surprising the places you can aimlessly wander into when you look like you belong.  They’ve got Vivian on the top floor.  She’s comfortable, and a healer’s on the way.”


Something deep inside unclenched a little, which was ridiculous since Vivian was only a piece of ass to me, and a dependable soldier in most situations.  I’m a demon lord, fer Christ’s sake.  I use people.  I don’t get attached.  Bad for business.


My stomach rumbled.  I’d used a lot of energy burning magic.  Normal cloaking magic is draining.  I’d expanded my output to conceal a whole car for minutes.  Fatigue set in along with hunger.


“Don’t worry.”  Josh sauntered across the room, snagging a chair from the table as he went by.  He pulled the chair over to the couch.  “I’ve sent some of the boys off for some Chinese take-out.  It should be here soon.”


“They give you grief about that?” I asked.


He loomed over me, grinning.  “Nah, I just reminded them that this human form hides a thousand pound, ravenous beast that scares werewolves.  They were more than happy to get me food, before I started looking at them.”  He paused, crossing his arms across his chest, settling into the chair to wait.   “Like I’d eat people.  Really, I ought to be insulted.  I’ll forgive the slight if they come back with the shrimp fu young and general chicken.”


“You know,” I said, “we’re going to be hungry an hour later.”


He shrugged.  “I’m always hungry an hour later.”


He picked up a magazine, skimmed it, and dropped it within minutes.


“Listen,” I said.  “Did you get a good look at that thing the assassin called up?  A demon maybe?”


He shook his head no.  “Too much smoke and weird green light.  Bigger than me is all I know, which is remarkable all by itself.  Still, I’ve got its scent locked in my head, for whatever good that will do.  After I’ve eaten…”


The door opened and Mason walked in.


“…I’ll go back to the waterfront and see if I can pick up its trail.”


“That won’t be useful,” Mason said.  “Whatever the burning creature was, it slammed through another building, crossed to the River Park, and took a dive into the Sacramento River.  A water fey shed his human glamour and went into the water after the beast.”  He paused.


“And?” I asked.


“Lot of blood in the water.  The fey got eaten.  You want to tell me what we’re dealing with and why it wants you dead?” Mason asked.


I grinned.  “I stand high among the demon clans.  There’s a very long list of people who want me dead so they can piss on my grave.  While we’re talking about enemies, you got any idea who’s tracking that car of yours?  We found a radio transmitter underneath.”


He looked at me with genuine shock on his face.  “That can’t be possible.  We have our vehicles checked out every day.  A sensible precaution.”


“Sure,” Josh said.  “Which means it’s someone in your own outfit keeping tabs on you.”


“Division in the ranks.”  I shook my head sadly.  “You got any enemies you want to tell us about?”


“Not now.”  His eyes scanned the room quickly.  “Not here.” 


I nodded.  “Then Josh will fill you in on the details of our night’s adventures.  I’m going to see how Vivian is doing.”


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


SEVENTEEN


 


“I’m faithful to every woman I’m


bedding, until I get up and go.”


 


                                               —Caine Deathwalker


 


              The room Vivian occupied was easy enough to find, once I got off on the right floor.  Her scent drew me like a stalking werewolf: sweat and blood, smoke, and a hint of cucumber-and-melon perfume.  No one was in the hall.  She was a guest, not a prisoner.  I opened an office door and ambled in.  Vivian lay on a leather couch.  Another dhampyr woman sat in a recliner near her.  


I scanned the rest of the room.  One wall was all windows, the vertical blinds cranked open so the city lights could be seen.  Indirect lighting circled the edges of the ceiling, highlighting bookcases, and objects of art.  Someone overly fond of Wild West paintings also owned a three-foot bronze of an Indian—on a pony—in a posture of deep dejection as if white invaders had just burned down his village.


              Motion drew my stare from the general inspection.  An unknown woman—in black blazer, knee-length skirt, and three-inch heels—rose smoothly, turning a frown of disapproval my way.  “She’s resting.  You don’t need to be here.”


              I pulled my gun, let it hang at my side, and stared at her right knee, imagining a bullet hole in it.


              She spoke over her shoulder to Vivian.  “I’ll be outside the door.  If you need anything, just scream.”  She passed, deliberately not looking at me.  


“Very funny,” I told her.  I put my PPK away and went to the chair the dhampyr had vacated, settling on the edge.  


Vivian acknowledged me by tilting her head back a little more, looking in my general direction.  Her face still had that odd green tinge at the edges.  “I thought you’d be out hunting beauty and her beast.”


“I never go on safari without the hired help.”


Heat crept into her voice, giving it a weak lash, “That’s all I am to you?  Hired help?”


“If that were true, I wouldn’t be here.”
You’re also a potential sex slave.


Her eyes half shut.  Her tone cooled, “Oh.”


I looked along her body, a vague shape under a midnight blue throw with a silver moon and wolf pattern on it.  “How are the ribs doing?”


“They’ve mended—mostly.”  Her hand came out from under the throw.  She touched her smooth face, where the burns had been.  “I don’t know why I feel so drained—like something’s eating my life.”


The door to the hall opened.  I glanced over and saw an old Indian with blunt features and no facial hair.  His skin was weathered and wrinkled.  He wore a yellow-and-brown checkered shirt with pearl snaps, faded jeans, boots, and a bolo tie.  His long gray hair was tied in back.  The silver and turquoise ring on his right hand had a stylized thunderbird pattern.  He was followed in by a hot redhead with ice-pale skin.  Her dress was a tight sheath of royal blue and her heels were silver.  Piercing and bright, her eyes were rusty-gold with deep blue horizontal-slit pupils.  Her body and face had been cast in perfect symmetry.  Red lips were an invitation to sin.  Her breasts had a delightful bounce as she sauntered closer.  A necklace of gold wire and raw amber caught my eye, stirring the larceny in my soul.


I tried to look away, but my eyes leapt back to her.  


My protective shield flickered into half-life, dimming the pull of her glamour.  She smiled, and dropped the effort to roll my mind.  My shield returned to dormancy.  


I held her curious stare.  “You’re the fey healer.”


“Yes.  And you’re the Red Moon Demon.”


“I’m Charlie Darkcloud,” the Indian said.


I nodded.  “Glad we got that settled.”


              Leaning on a gnarled, hand-carved cane, Charlie limped over, circling the coffee table.  He sat on its edge, facing Vivian.  Leaning in, he touched the side of her face and stared in her eyes.  He said, “You were right to call me in.”  


              The redhead stopped beside me.  Swiveling her delightful bottom, she sat on the arm of my chair.  Her forearm went to my shoulder, bracing her in place.  


She and Charlie meshed stares.  


Her voice was honey smooth, nearly a purr, “The wounds resisted healing.  I felt some force fighting me.  The flavor wasn’t fey or Wiccan.  I thought of you.”


Charlie raised his cane.  Just below the knobby top, a couple of eagle feathers fluttered as he waved the stick over Vivian.  He chanted a soft, rhythmic invocation that brought a stir of wind to the closed room.  I heard the faded screams of eagles in the distance, a sound from another world.  Wisps of green light curled off of Vivian’s face, also seeping through the throw that covered her.  The specter-green mist gathered in a spot several feet in the air.  A bestial face formed, fangs bared, jaws wide, silently thundering.


The Indian waved his feathers through the fuzzy green face.  Color leached to white as the monster dissolved.  The chanting ended.  Charlie lowered his stick, grounding it to the carpet.  He smiled at Vivian.  “You’ll be fine now.”


The green tint was gone from her skin.  Her eyes showed more life as she sat up on the couch.  The drooping blanket revealed she was still naked, her clothing having been burned off during the earlier fight.  She hastily grabbed the throw and pulled it back into place, her face flushing with heat.


The fey absently drew circles on my chest with a bright red nail, making sure the valley of her breasts was ever in view.  “So, what was that image anyway?”  


“Part of a spirit beast,” the old man said, “a poisonous residue.”


“Even in my experience,” I said, “that’s not normal.”


The Indian stood up, leaning on his cane.  “No, the spirit’s been tainted, turned
dark and angry.  Gonna be hell to deal with.”  Charlie grinned at me.  “I’m glad I’m not you.”  He looked at the fey pinning me back in my chair.  “You ready to head out?”


“Back to the casino?”  The fey brightened with a child’s enthusiasm.  “You bet.”


“No betting,” he said.  “My grandson runs security there.  He won’t let us have any fun.”


I understood.  Casinos take a dim view of magic-users beating house odds.  They employ their own magic-users to see that it doesn’t happen.  Not that I’d ever gotten caught.


Charlie and the fey left together.  As she went through the door, she switched off the lights, calling back, “You know, the best way to get rid of temptation is just to give in?”  She closed the door.  A bit of fey magic caused it to lock itself behind her, giving us privacy.


“She might have a point there,” I said.


Vivian didn’t answer.  I left the chair for the coffee table, sitting where Charlie had.  The outside lights through the window were enough to let me see, that and the odd enhancement that had recently improved my sight.  I could tell that Vivian hadn’t fallen asleep.  Though still and silent, her eyes studied my face.


Yeah, that’s right; dhampyr see in darkness as well as any vamp or werewolf.


Her voice almost startled me when she did speak.  “I want to thank you … for earlier.”


“Earlier?”


“The blood.  It really helped.  And wow, what a fucking rush!”


The last part had been said really softly.  I don’t think she knew I’d heard it clearly.  The sensation of sharp fangs piercing my throat ghosted through my brain, a memory of the same euphoria she’d been talking about.  “Don’t mention it.”


“I’m just sorry I needed you to rein me in.  Losing control that badly is just pathetic.”


She lay there, falling silent again, a bruised look around her eyes, an illusion of frailty.  On most days—if I let her—she was strong enough to snap me in half.  This wallowing in weakness really pissed me off.  


No, she is frail, if only for this moment.  Even steel can break.  We all have our limits.  Question is; how am I going to break her out of this mood?


I hardened my voice so it matched my heart.  “You need to stop whining like a bitch, or I’m not going to let you fuck me.”


She shot up on the couch, clutching the throw in modesty.  Like heating elements in an oven, her irises blazed an unnatural pink.  Her wide eyes shifted from numbing shock to inchoate outrage, with a quick shimmer in there of what might have been fast-smothered lust.  Awkward, she threw a punch.


I caught her fist, having to use both hands to do so.  “Vivian, listen to me.” 


She relaxed, slightly, not trying to pull free.  Luckily, she was still pretty wasted by what she’d been through.  “We’re all inadequate at some time.  We fall down.  We get back up.  We keep trying.  That’s what a soldier does, what a soldier is.  And that’s what I’ve always liked about you.”  I leaned forward, holding her fist, and licked the top of her hand with just the tip of my tongue.


“I don’t do one-night stands,” she said.  “I’m no one’s plaything or conquest.”


I smiled.  That’s the spirit.  “I’m not telling you to be any of those things.”


“What are you asking?”


I shrugged, letting her hand go.  “Nothing, and making no promises.”


The glow of her eyes softened to a cherry-blossom pink. “What’s left then?”


“Rutting in all our animal glory.”


“You’re a bastard, you know that?”  There was no bite to her tone.


“What else?  I’m demon raised.”


Her hand rested on my knee, bracing her as she leaned closer.  Her face hovered inches away.  “You’re part human, no matter how deep that part is buried.  You brandish your darkness.  I hide my inner monster.  I don’t think this will work out.”


I reached out and took her face in my right hand.  I brushed soft hair back from her delicate, slightly-pointed ears, tangling her hair in my fingers, letting her feel a gentle, suggestive tug.  My face brushed hers, my lips traced a line to the corner of her jaw, then to her throat.  I scraped her skin with my teeth, hearing her rapid-fire heartbeat, as a shudder went through her.


I pulled back, intoxicated by the scent of her need, my pants tight around my bulge.  “Hey,” I said, “at least you know up front not to trust me.”  I pushed her back, my knees going to the carpet as I leaned over.  I stripped the throw off her body and cast it aside.  “You are too beautiful to wear anything but the night.”  


Sappy, I know, but girls like that kinda crap.


The shadows on her body were pools of mystery.  The highlights from the windows teased, suggesting hard muscles mated with delicious curves.  My hand trembled with eagerness, using the lightest touch to skim along her hip, rounding her knee, returning along a new line.  I lightly kissed her stomach as my hand slipped behind the small of her back.


She moaned.  A dove cry.  A sound of begging hunger.  “I don’t—don’t think this is a good idea.”


I glided my left hand up her spine and back down again.  “I know it isn’t.”


Vivian lay mostly on her side, tilted just a little toward me by the back of the couch.  I raised her farthest leg and licked inside her left knee, along her inner thigh, lingering on a pressure point where leg and pelvis joined.  Her raised foot kicked as I played upon her sensitivities.  I knew she expected me to zero in on her vagina, but I disliked being predictable.  I changed to her other leg, working the opposite thigh, pausing for a sudden bite on the way to her core.  I lingered just short of the prize.  


She snarled, “What the hell are you waiting for?”


I smiled, feeling the warmth of her core radiating on my face.  “Nothing at all.”


I kissed her and stabbed my tongue into her depths, flicking across her sacred vestibule, curling around her clit.  


Vivian arched, gasping.  “Oh, fuck!”


She dug her fingers into my hair, gripping tight, shoved beyond rational response.  I kept her trembling at the edge of her peak, not letting her fall into dissolution.


I drew myself upward, lips brushing through her trimmed pubic hair, and worked her abdomen, switching between lips and teeth.  My hands explored her toned body, one palm pressing a moment over her hammering heart.  I tasted the pebble-hard tip of her left breast and lolled my tongue around the prominence, bathing it, then eased off, blowing softly across the wetness I’d left behind.  


She turned, bringing my mouth back to her breast. 


I bit her nipple, tugged with my teeth, released her, and licked where I’d inflicted injury.


Her arm tightened around me.  “Inside, now!”


I ignored her demand, moving my mouth to her other tit, using a hand to caress the breast my lips had just abandoned.  


Her moan became a gasp.  She bared fangs at the ceiling.  


I kissed her lips with bruising force, my self-control crumbling as my tented pants ground against her.  Our tongues were mingled flames in each other’s mouths.


I starred into her pink-star eyes.  Their radiance masked her features with a haze of light, stealing a bit of her humanity.  “Finish the job,” she said, “or I’ll find someone who will!”


A harsh bark of a laugh escaped me.  


She blinked, surprised by whatever she saw in my eyes, clawing at my clothes, ripping them to tatters in seconds.  My belt fell away.  I kicked off my boots, a cold gust of air-conditioning coming out of nowhere like a phantom caress.  I hung over her, preparing to thrust home.


“No.”  She shoved me across the coffee table to the floor beyond.  “I told you before, I will not be one of your whores.  I do the taking.”  


A goddess of the hunt, she towered on the couch, unconcerned about the weak light that slanted across her lean body.  Her hair lifted like raven wings as she sprang over the coffee table, falling on me like a curse, biting my neck lightly, playfully, drawing a little blood.  She seized my manhood, and guiding it into paradise.  Releasing my throat, her lips sought mine.  She crushed her breasts against me, rasping her whole body against me in fierce demand. 


As she bounced magnificently, my voice matched her roughness.  “Fine, but next time, I have a schoolgirl uniform you’ll be wearing.”


“Bring it, and you’ll be wearing it.”


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


EIGHTEEN


 


“Never Superglue diamonds to the bottom


of a pool, too many women will drown”


 


                                             —Caine Deathwalker


 


The morning sun was a bright blaze, not at all intimidated by the body parts strewn about.  The blood splatter was easy to see, not so the tracks left behind by the assassin’s beast.  The sand was not good at keeping imprints.  We were a few miles east of downtown Sacramento, along the American River.  The water color was off from what I’d imagined, too much gray.  And the level was low, revealing a modest strip of beach.  The thick sand, mixed with small rocks, was nothing like the tidy beaches in L.A.  


Josh had a broken branch.  He poked a chunk of dead pookas on the beach.  The water pony had definitely seen better days.  The human-looking water fey from the restaurant last night stood in a knot.  Their natural skin tone was showing now, an icy blue.  They had closed slits in their neck, gills not currently in use.  They were taking pains not to get blood on their bare feet.  Their silken clothing—what little they wore—shimmered aqua blue, purple, and sea foam green.  Pale-faced, arms crossed as they murmured to each other, they radiated a fierce anger.  I left it up to them to cover the scene with their magical glamour so clueless humans entering the area might stay that way.  


Nothing here, move along.


 All we needed was someone calling 911, or snapping a phone picture of us for their Facebook page. 


Kat was by a sapling, studying one of the smaller pooka.  I walked over for a better look.  Its long, graceful neck was marred by skin flaps that didn’t quite hide its gills.  The foal couldn’t have been more than a few years old.  The legs were ripped away.  Claws had left deep gashes.  Its chest gaped, broken ribs poking out like misaligned fangs.  The creature’s heart was gone, probably eaten while fresh.  I suspected the same was true for other internal organs.  With its mouth open, I saw its second row of teeth were still breaking the gums.  The foal had not yet made its first kill.


That’s no way to go.


Josh followed me over to Kat.  His stare skimmed her, feeding hungrily.  “Kat, you’re all right?”


“Why wouldn’t I be?”  Her crisp voice was cool, untroubled.  Fey carnage might be part of her regular day for all the emotion she showed.  I wondered how often she left dead birds on the bed back home for Josh.


He studied the blood-soaked ground and scattered body parts, and looked at me.  “Caine, what do you think?”


I looked at the ground where sand became actual dirt.  There were prints an inch and a half deep leading into the woods.  “I think I’m standing on the paw print of a five-thousand pound bear.”


“Damn,” Josh said.  


“Gonna be hard to kill,” Kat said.


I nodded.  “One big-ass bear.  Look how far apart the back and front paws are.  We’re talking about a beast that’s at least twenty-four feet.”  I caught Josh’s gaze.  “You ever see anything like this when you were with the PRT?”


He shook his head no, drawing a deep breath.  “I smell fading magic along its trail, cleaning away the animal’s natural scent.  The creature has power to burn.  Funny, how I never heard of a werebear this big.”


Squatting, Kat reached out and closed the baby pooka’s wide, shocked eyes.  “For no one to know of it until now, the bear must be new to the area, maybe even the planet.  Something that big doesn’t hide easy.”


“Which is exactly why we have so many dead,” I said.  “It’s using the river to get around.”


“Its trail doesn’t return to the river,” Josh pointed out.  “That might be a break for us.”


I saw movement in the trees.  The werekitties were helping us poke around.  Their bright chatter showed they thought this all some kind of game.  “Have your pussycats look for a den.  If we find a lair, we can get it while it’s pinned down.”  I moved under the canopy of the woods.


Kat punched a number on her phone’s speed dial.  Her voice was slightly brittle, “On it.”  I turned, feeling her stare a hole in the back of my head for the calling her people pussycats, not really a respectful term I supposed, not that I cared.  Beyond Kat, the female leader of the water fey came up to us, her male companions a few steps behind.  They seemed nervous without the safety of the river immediately at hand.


Ignoring the rest of us, she spoke to Josh, “What are we dealing with here?”


I took a few more steps into the trees, following the bear tracks.  From the corner of my eye, I saw Kat press in close to Joshua, giving silent support, a sign of solidarity.  We might be helping the fey, but only a fool ever really trusts them.  I turned back, wanting to see how the wereliger would handle things.  He met the fey woman’s jewel-bright stare, making sure her attention was on him, not on Kat.  


“Best guess is some abnormal form of werebear that could hold its own with a Kodiak.  It’s a magic user as well, unless it’s hunting with the woman it travels with and the magic is hers.  These are the same two we ran into in Old Sac on the riverfront.  It looks like they’ve been using the river to get around.  That may change now that it’s been uncovered.  Its trail is headed away from the river now.”


“What do you want us to do?” the woman asked.


That she would ask that of a human male surprised me.  Something about Josh’s easy-going competence kept politics out of things.  The guy would make a great Master of the City if he only wanted the job.   


I kept pulling away, walking deeper into the woods, voices fading with distance.  I warmed up my Dragon Sight tattoo.  Along my spine, the skin burned like hellfire.  I blinked a few times, clamping down on a breath that wanted to hiss past my teeth.  The pain backed off, fading, leaving me with the ability to see lingering traces of magic.  The paw prints had a phosphorescent green glow.  The edges of the light tattered, fraying as I watched.  Following the glowing hotspots was easier than reading impressions.  This would let me move a lot faster.  


As I slipped past tree trunks, I noticed the glow-prints becoming smaller, but not suddenly weaker.  The spacing between tracks became smaller and smaller.  I stopped and felt the trail, using my fingers to read a print.  I straightened up as Josh and Kat caught up to me, and pointed at the trail ahead.  “He turned human as he went through here.  We’re not looking for a beast anymore.” 


Joshed looked at the trail.  “Still not leaving a scent.  If he gets some clothes on, he can hide by blending in with the first people he meets.”


“We still have to follow the trail,” Kat said.  “Who knows, he might run out of magic and we could get a sniff to make a later identification.”


  Eventually, the tracks crossed a bike trail.  Soon after, we found a bike with a bent tire and its near-naked owner.  Someone had knocked him over, broken his neck, and taken his clothes, leaving only a tee shirt spread over his manhood to leave him some dignity in death.  The tee shirt had John Lennon’s face on it and the phrase: GIVE PEACE A CHANCE.  


The trail of magic led off the path to a regular street and stopped abruptly. 


“He got into a vehicle here, I’d guess,” I said.  “Maybe a car-jacking.  Maybe he parked his own car here, and has gone out looking for a new feeding ground.”


Josh sighed.  “Not much else we’re going to be able to do around here.”  He settled a big, heavy arm across Kat’s shoulders.  “Better call the girls in, have them pick us up.”


“Good,” Kat said.  “I don’t like us being involved in things like this.  Too much death going ‘round.” 


“That’s exactly why you guys need to help end this,” I said.  “If this beast is killing pooka, then it’s already killed humans which are easier prey.  We just haven’t found what’s left of them yet.  And ending the threat sooner is better than later.  Next time, fire-girl and bear could show up at your house, wanting to borrow a cup of blood.”  


“Maybe she’ll kill you and just blow town.” Kat said.  “That might be best for  everyone.”


I was pissed by her stubbornness, and knew I couldn’t push any more.


“What’s next?” Josh asked.


“Lunch,” I said.  “Then I’m going back to sleep.  I need to give Vivian time to check out Mason and the rest of the dhampyrs, and Osamu could probably use a break from guarding the house.” 


“Food and sleep,” Kat’s voice dripped with sarcasm.  “Well, you’re motivated.”


“I want to be fresh for tonight,” I said.  I want to go up to the casino and see what Intel their Shaman might have on what we’re hunting.”


“You can gamble away some of that anger I see hiding behind the deadness of your eyes,” Joshua said.


“I love gambling,” Kat said.  “Count me in.”


I smiled.  “I wouldn’t mind winning a few extra souls.”


Josh’s easy smile fell off his face.  The ex-fed in him surfaced as he glowered at me.  “They don’t do that kind of gambling there, Caine, not even in the back rooms.”


“Yeah, I need a demon place for that.”


Josh sighed.  “You’re not a demon, Caine.  What would you even use extra souls for anyway?”


A passing mother with a baby in a stroller looked at us rather strangely, and hurried on a little faster.


My brows shot up.  “Hey, I’m more demon than most demons, despite being human.  And souls come in handy for powering up the really advanced spells.”


“I don’t think I want to hear anymore.”  Kat looked down the street, watching for her girls to come and pick us up.  “I need to stop by the house and change clothes.  I’ve got blood on my pants and shoes.”


“It’s only pooka blood,” I said.  “You’re lucky it’s purple instead of red.  Explaining bloodstains to a passing cop could ruin our whole day.  You’ll be happy to know that the blood will wash out easily in salt water.”


Josh looked at me, speculation in his eyes.  “I’m not sure I want to know how you happen to know that.”


I smiled, seeing a couple cars coming to get us.  “Good, a little mystery keeps things interesting.”


 


*    *    *


 


  The day passed quietly.  Lunch was followed by me and the werekitties finding a bed and engaging in carnal bliss before sleep took us away.  I don’t remember my dreams, if I had any.  It seemed like I’d just closed my eyes when I was shook awake.  The kitties were showering and dressing, and yelling at me to come along as they were planning on clubbing till dawn.  I begged off, getting myself together to leave with Josh, Kat, and Osamu.  


It took us close to an hour to get to the Thunder Creek Casino.  The entrance was huge.  The gold letters above the door, with the yellow neon lights inside of them, stood out.  The concrete in front of the building had swirl textures to give shoes a better grip.  Square islands of grass and miniature Japanese maples dotted the area.  Between the squares, three-foot posts were evenly placed, lighting the way to glass doors with gold trimming.


We strolled in and I stopped us with an upraised hand, feeling the faint feather-touch of Indian magic on my skin.  Brown marble floors matched the walls.  The ceiling overhead sported electric chandeliers, hung a good twenty feet above me.  They were the source of the magic touch I’d felt.  I pointed them out to Josh.  “Some of those crystals have been made sensitive to magic.  A magical security system.”  I took some pictures with my smart-phone and put it away, knowing they were probably watching me through two-way glass somewhere.  I hoped it pissed them off.


There was impatience in Kat’s voice, “Can we move on now?”  


“Soon.  Someone’s moving in on us,” I said.


“How do you know?” she asked.


Osamu just took my word on it, stepping forward, passing me and stopping as if he might need to throw himself in front of me and take a bullet.  The guy really takes his job as my combat butler seriously.


I caught Kat’s eyes.  “You shifters wouldn’t have set off the sensors.  Indians do skin-walking all the time.  The system here is designed to find other types of magic.”  I heard the doors behind us open and smelled faint traces of white sage and tobacco.  “I must have set off every alarm in the place just coming in.”  


An Indian chant—a faint echo like ghost whispers in the wind—intertwined with the radio music playing over the sound system.  No one else looked at the speakers or mentioned the change.  The thronging gamblers kept going about their business, searching for the perfect slot machine—and they were everywhere, flashing, blinking, sirens calling the brave to financial destruction on the rocky shores.  


I knew that security would have come in behind us.  I saw two more Indians in dark blue suits approach us out of the crowd.  They stopped in front of us.  Both men wore earpieces, in touch with their handlers.  Their hair was long.  They wore gold necklaces with tribal symbols on them.  The tall one on the left looked straight at me.  “Sir, your kind isn’t welcome here.”


I could feel the magic coming from the symbols, earth magic.  These guys were heavy hitters.  They had to be to deal with any stray dragon, witch, or demon that might try to come in and rip off the House.


“I’m here on a different kind of business than you might expect.”  I called up the photos of the dead pookas on my phone, and held it out so the men could see.  I then showed him the bear tracks, “I’m looking for this thing.”


The man studied the photo and then touched his ear, receiving a message.  “Follow me, please.  My grandfather wants to know more about this.”


“I’ll be at the poker table,” Kat said.  “Come cheer me on when you guys are done.”


“Okay honey, have fun,” Joshua leaned down to give her a parting peck.


I caught Osamu’s gaze and murmured.  “Keep close to her.”


He nodded and went along in her wake, asking no questions of me.  


Josh’s eyes burned with curiosity.  


I explained, “She’s been investigating with us.  If someone wants to know what we’ve been doing, what we know, they could try and snatch her.  In my kinda work, a little paranoia is healthy.”


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


NINETEEN


 


“There are easier ways to get a


drink than stealing a bottle.”


 


                                             —Caine Deathwalker


 


With that out of the way, Josh and I followed the security detail through a side door close to the front counter.  We strolled down an extra-wide hallway with golden-taupe carpeting and a teal green runner striping the center.  Frosted glass shells wrapped lights mounted on the wall.  


We took a flight of stairs upward.  The air along the sidewall seemed oddly heavy.  


I gritted my teeth, warming my Dragon Sight tattoo.  Pain, a chainsaw in the guts, came and went.  The magic I kindled let me see a dull greenish brown glow, earth magic.  Flat ribbons of it peeled our way, stretching to stay with us as we climbed.  Hesitant, curious, the ribbons licked our auras, not quite touching flesh.  Someone was checking us out.  Had there been an evil intent, my protective shield would have snapped on.


I took a moment to grab two fronds of earth magic, and tie them together in a nice Christmas bow.


Our escorts looked at me funny, probably wondering what the hell I was doing with the little pantomime act.  I didn’t explain, moving on.  They led us to double doors, each with a soaring eagle carved in, their claws gripping lightning bolts.  The artist had designed the eagles so shimmers of light were suggested around them.  


No, not eagles—these would be much bigger.  They’re thunderbirds, a little more realistic than you normally see in Indian jewelry.


The doors were opened.  I saw a thin haze in the air.  I drew a deep breath.  They’d been burning white sage.  The security detail, except for one man, stayed in the hall.  Their leader used a gliding stride to lead us into a massive office full of Native American decorations, well, that’s what people would think if they didn’t have Dragon Sight.  Nearly everything in the room resonated with echoes of shamanic magic.  


The man behind the solid oak desk was a close copy to the old shaman I’d met at the dhampyr building downtown: same piercing eyes and iron gray hair tied back from a weathered, wrinkled face, but this version didn’t have a walking stick handy.  Behind his desk, a wall of one-way glass let us look out over part of the crowded casino, machines flashing in frenzy.  Fortunately, sound proofing kept the noise out.  The old guy laid a Louis L’Amour western face down on his desk, and pushed to his feet.  


“This way.”  He walked over to a red leather couch with matching chairs.  He took a chair, gesturing at the rest of the seating.  “Please sit.”


Joshua flopped on the couch and locked his hands behind his head.  I took the chair across from the old guy.  The guard moved to a position behind the old guy’s chair where he could watch us.  The wooden coffee table between the old man and me had a small stand that held a ghost flute on it.  From the stain on the wood, I could tell the instrument was used for more than playing music.  It doubled as a peace pipe.  I smelled tobacco, pure, a very high grade.


The old man said, “My name is Thomas Darkcloud.”  He jerked a thumb at the man standing behind him.  “This is my son Joseph.  I believe you already met my brother, the tribe shaman, earlier tonight.”


I nodded.  “I’m Caine Deathwalker.  My friend here is Joshua Kent.”


“He is well known in these parts.  So tell me what the were-liger and dragon-mage want here?”


I wasn’t surprised he knew our natures; we’d been tasted by the earth magic on the way here.  To answer his question, I pulled out my phone and pulled up the pictures of the murdered pooka and the bear tracks.  “The water spirits are angry.  Seems a werebear’s running amok.”


Thomas leaned forward, studied the picture on my phone, and reached for the peace pipe and a tin of tobacco.  He filled the hole at the front edge of the flute’s fetish, a wooden carving of a duck head, and handed the instrument to me.  


Anything could have been in the tobacco, but my shield didn’t even flicker with interest.  I used a spark of Dragon Flame off the tip of my finger to light the tobacco.  


Joseph watched carefully as I took a draw of smoke into my lungs through the tapered mouthpiece.  I offered Josh the flute.  


He waved it away.  “Your powwow, not mine.”


I handed the smoking flute back to Thomas.


He took a long draw and exhaled smoke up into the air, letting it hang above us.  “When you came to town, the spirits told my brother about you.  They especially like you.”


It’s hard to believe anything likes me.  


“Me?  Not so much.”  He took another draw.  “I’ve heard trouble follows you like a moonstruck calf.”


“Then you should answer my questions just to get rid of me.”


He grunted.  “Let me see your phone again.”


I handed him my phone in exchange for the pipe.  The tobacco was starting to smell sweet.  I stared at the soft, curling smoke.  I sniffed.  “Strawberry flavoring.  That’s new.”


“I like to straddle many worlds.”  Joseph helped his father operate the phone, accessing the pictures.  He looked intently at each photo, taking his time.  The photos of the slaughtered pooka didn’t seem to bother him.  He took a lot more time with the bear tracks.


“Can you confirm if it’s a werebear or a skin-walker?” I asked.  If a skin-walker, then the beast might be one of his own people.  I took a drag on the flute and set it on the stand, in the middle of the coffee table.  “And why would it help this woman?”


“It’s not helping her—it’s part of her.  You attack her, you attack it.  It will fight back like any creature.  You should ask instead who the lady is and how she has bonded to such a primal spirit.”


“A fey shifter?” Josh suggested.  “Maybe the bear is not of our world at all.”


“It is part of her, but not her,” Thomas said.  “Its size might be caused by her power, a spirit that feeds on her life, mourning the loss of its own.”


“A ghost bear?  That might explain the green fire,” I said.


Thomas grinned at me.  “Ask her when she catches you.  I think we’re done here.”  


He had his son show us out, leading us to an elevator this time instead of the stairs.  On the main floor, he left us with a word of caution.  “Enjoy our hospitality, but no sneaky white-eyes magic.  We’ll be watching.”


I wanted to take offense at white-eyes, but lacked knowledge of my own ethnicity.  If it turned out I had Indian blood, I ought to agree.  


Josh walked away before the warning was finished.  I hurried to catch up.  “Do you have to take such big steps?” I asked.


“I want to find Kat.  She can sometimes get carried away.”


“When she wins or loses?”


“Uh-huh.”


It didn’t take long; she was playing high-stakes poker with a huge stack of chips on the green felt table in front of her.  Slot machines everywhere filled the air with electric-voiced chaos.  I stopped short of the poker table.  A bar near the central hub captured my attention.  “Josh, have her play a few more hands.  I need a drink, or three.”


He waved me off, taking up a position behind Kat’s chair.


I sauntered away, threading the crowd, eyeing the ladies that passed.  I’d have done quite a few of them, but I had a sense that things were moving toward a showdown with the lady and her bear.  She was driven by vengeance.  It would demand to be fed soon.  She’d surface and I’d take her out.  True, I wasn’t quite sure how, but I’d think of something.  That’s why I needed to drink.  Some of my best ideas come to me from the bottom of a shot glass, or the g-string of a stripper.


I entered the bar, taking a seat at one of its corners.  Dreamcatchers were all over the place, one of the few Indian touches to an otherwise modern décor.  Black leatherette booths lined the walls.  The central bar and stools were high off the ground.  The area behind the bar was all chrome and glass shelving where a multitude of bottles.   A big screen TV hung from poles that ran down through the false ceiling they used to create the feel of an intimate space.  


The bartender was a chick in black slacks, white dress shirt, vest, and apron.  Her name tag said: Tammi.  Her hair was neon red, a color only natural to demons in certain hell-dimensions I knew of.  Her roots and nails were black, as well as the raccoon-eye mascara she’d over-applied.  I took a sniff, filtering out the smells of the bar.  Using my new heightened senses was getting easier all the time.  Tammi smelled human.  She also smelled vaguely of pot and recent sex.  Party girl.


She smiled brightly.  “What can I get for you?”


I was in mood for something earthy, sweet, and electric blue.  “I’ll take an Envy.”


“That’s not a real drink.”  She gave me a look like I was a tool, just making her job harder.  


I shook my head sadly, Amateur.  “You may want to take notes,” I said.  “Mix tequila, blue curacao, and pineapple juice, shake and serve in a cocktail glass with a crazy straw.  Hold the umbrella.”


A man in a longcoat slid onto the stool next to me.  “Sounds interesting,” he said.  “I’ll have one too.”


She got to work on the drinks as I eased a PPK from shoulder holster, pointing it at the fey next to me under concealment of my coat.  I knew his smell: rot and decay, ancient detritus and winter-killed birds.  Autumn Court fey.  This was the guy I’d tangled with in Dallas, whose brother I’d killed.


“Kind of far from your stomping grounds, aren’t you,” he asked.


I thumbed the safety off.  “You’re one to talk.”  


“Got me there.  Are you going to shoot, or are we going to talk?”


“I’m surprised you’re not trying to kill me.”


“I want to,” he said, “I really do, but I promised her I’d lay off.  In exchange, I get that dhampyr bitch of yours.  When she’s begging me for death, screaming—and not in a fun way—I’ll let her know all of it is your fault.  Who knows, if she gets broken in and learns to please me, I may keep her alive for breeding stock.  Of course, she won’t be much to look at by then.”


“This ‘her’ you mentioned, would that be the lady who’s fond of green fire?”


He nodded.  “My brother’s widow.  Her hate puts my own to shame.”


I decided to push for a little more Intel.  “So, she’s fey too?”


“From another clan.  We took the cursed one in when she was cast out by her people.”


“And the bear that travels with her, what’s that about?”


“No,” he said.  “That’s all you get, just enough to whet your appetite.”


Our drinks were served on bar napkins.  He tossed out a twenty and smiled at the bartender.  “Keep the change, sweet lady.”


I sent a flicker of power to my Dragon Sight tattoo, taking a stab of pain between the ribs.  For a moment, I saw through the elf’s glamour.  The twenty on the bar was a large, brown leaf, crinkled and mildewed, with wormholes in it.  I smiled.  “You didn’t?  You idiot!”


He turned his lean, gaunt-checked face toward me, raising an eyebrow.


I put my gun away as the bartender picked up the bill.  She wore a bracelet of woven horsehair.  A silver eagle feather dangled from it.  As she looked at the fake bill, it crumbled to dust.  She reached under the bar.  I knew I had very little time before security arrived.


I pulled out some real money.  “This is for my drink.  I’m not with this guy.”


Two male bartenders had come over to stand by Tammi.  One of them took my ten, checked it out, and offered change.


“Keep it,” I said.


The fey next to me looked like he was sweating now.  “Well, I’ve got to be going now.”  He tried to push away from the bar, but it was as if his butt had been super-glued to the barstool.  He reached into a pocket and drew out several small silver coins.  Not strictly legal tender, but Tammi swept them up.  “You’re not getting out of things that easy.”


The bar under his hands cracked, flaking with age.  With his anger, his smell took on a rotting corpse quality.  The fey glared all around, then narrowed his eyes.  “Do you know what I am?”  


Sliding off my stool, getting clear, I huffed a little laugh.  “Dead meat?”


He snarled at me.


I threw back my drink, savoring the sweet coldness sliding down my throat, and set the empty glass back on an untainted section of bar.  Strolling out the door, I was almost stampeded by a phalanx of grim-faced security men heading into the bar.  


Something told me Vivian wasn’t going to have to worry about this guy any time soon. 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


TWENTY


 


“Never bring wolves to a cat-fight, 


or you’ll have angry pussy on your hands.”


 


                                             —Caine Deathwalker


 


Osamu’s leather-gloved hands were rock-steady on the steering wheel as we tore through mid-town Sacramento.  He flicked a glance at the side view mirror.  “Caine-sama, who do you think is following us?”  


I shrugged.  “Long list to choose from.  It could be any of the local factions: Our Lady of Green Fire, a wolf, or one of the dhampyr.  With my luck, it’s an old girlfriend with a meat cleaver.”  


I’d have to handle this without the liger.  Kat and Josh had been left behind.  They were making a date out of our casino trip, and had wanted to linger.  That was cool with me.  I wasn’t sure how they’d get home without the VW or limo, but they’d figure it out.


The car phone chimed. Osamu picked it up and listened, nodded, and put the phone back on the console.  “The girls are in place, and not happy with being called away from their clubbing.”


“Then let’s bring them a chew toy.”


We roared along a fairly empty street.  There were houses on both sides of the street, and a lot of vehicles along the curb.  This struck me as a little risky with the thick canopy of branches making a tunnel overhead.  I easily imagined one of those limbs coming down and caving in a car roof.  Of course, the canopy overhead was why the girls were here.  I knew they were above the road, doing the werekitties-in-the-tree thing.  My job was to bring them something to pounce upon.  Ambush 101.  A thirty-foot drop wasn’t a problem for the transformed party girls.  I just hoped they remembered we needed some questions answered before they were done playing with their prey.


“Slow up a little,” I said, “like we’re looking for an address.”


Osamu tapped the brake.  The limo rolled on a few blocks, stopping at a red light.  A vehicle pulled up on our bumper.  The blue halogen glow of headlights through our tinted, back windshield kept me from making out most details of the following car.  I could have activated my Dragon Sight tattoo and mystically enhanced my senses, but there was no need to waste magic, and I’m not into pain for its own sake.  It was easy enough to see when the trap was sprung; the other car’s headlights bobbed and we heard loud thuds.


I opened my limo door and stepped out onto the street.  The scene was magical with overarching trees holding up black sky.  Leafy branches exploded with vivid greens where streetlights brushed off the gray gloom of night.  Some of the houses were still lit up, casting runners of light across various lawns.  The windows of the red Camry were shattered.  Jewel-like shards of tempered glass were strewn on the asphalt.  The roof was caved in.  There were foot-sized indentions in the hood.  The werekitties tails poked out from under short, frilly black skirts.  They wore matching tights and black sports bras, displaying bare abs as they ringed the damaged vehicle, looking for movement.


Cleo sniffed delicately, her face naked without her usual glasses.  A look of alarm flashed across her features.  She took an involuntary step backwards, and stopped herself.  “Wolves!”


Dani and Terri went from casual slouches to tense, combat crouches.  Their curved fingers became fuzzy claws.  Their ears migrated to the top of their heads, going pointed and also fuzzy, laying back on their heads.  Their tails lashed with nervous energy.  After a second, Cleo copied their posture.  It was funny, seeing the warrior side of them.  Few shifters willingly face pissed-off wolves.  The courage I was seeing bordered on stupid, but it was magnificent.



But then again, they had Osamu and me to back them up.  I changed the clips in my guns, going for silver loads with a few explosive rounds mixed in for good measure.  That done, a gun in each hand, I moved behind the ladies.  I wasn’t surprised to find Osamu on my right, his demon sword in hand.  Wearing his black chauffeur’s uniform, gloves, and cap, he did a credible imitation of Kato from the Green Hornet movie. 


We froze, listening to a chorus of deep, base growls.  The shifters in the vehicle were voicing their rage.  The caved-in roof reverberated to blows.  Furry fists broke through.  Clawed hands peeled the ragged metal back.  Werewolves scrambled out, five of them, bloody and unstable.   On two feet, they were in half-phase, holding themselves between man and wolf, wearing shreds of clothing, but no shoes.


These weren’t ordinary werewolves.  Either that or they were drawing heavily on pack magic.  My guess was confirmed when I saw them wearing leather cords round their necks with little medicine bags attached.  It looked like the pack’s new Alpha was using his shaman to turn run-of-the-mill wolves into an elite hit squad.


I started emptying my clips, going for heart shots.  One wolf shuddered as silver slugs ripped through his torso.  His growl became a choked yelp as he slumped to the street, thrashing as death closed in.  I clipped a wolf’s shoulder, and chased another back over the vehicle which he used for cover.  The remaining three wolves closed with the kitties, forcing me to hold my fire.


Closing in on the hiding wolf, Osamu circled the vehicle’s front grille.  I left the girls to their own devices, followed Osamu.  He was most likely to need help.  Sure, he had a demon sword—and was spry for his age—but he was only human.  A couple scratches and bites, and he could find himself howling at the moon.


The wolf sprang from cover.


Osamu spun, slashing.  Both of the wolf’s arms came off at the elbows.  Continuing the motion, Osamu turned his back to the shell-shocked werewolf, sliding his sword behind him.  The demon sword thrummed with joy as it pierced the wolf heart, coming out the creature’s back, severing his spine.  Osamu kicked backwards and the wolf slid off his sword.  I’d seen wolves come back from much worse, but this wolf lay still, eyes glazing in soulless death.  The sword had drained his soul.  Its hum of satisfaction had an odd sexual quality to it that I could relate to.  


Osamu flicked the blade, spraying blood onto the street, and looked at me as I stopped in front of him.  “Yes, Caine-sama?”


“Uh, never mind.”  I turned my attention toward the remaining wolves.  I hopped on the damaged hood, vaulting to the opposite side of the vehicle.  


Dani was holding her own, circling her wolf, staying just out of range of his claws.  Every time he slashed at her, she dodged and slashed the attacking limb before it pulled back.  The wolf’s fur was drenched in his own blood, new tears opening as older ones healed shut.


Terri had her wolf stumbling back under a rapid-fire barrage of kicks, her toe-claws ripping at his throat and eyes, with an occasional stab at the groin to keep things amusing.


Cleo was in trouble though.  Having ripped her clothes to tatters, her wolf had her on her back, his drooling jaws close enough to bite away her lovely face.  She writhed under him, unable to throw him off.  The tip of her brindle-colored tail twitched vigorously.


I had a couple of rounds left in both guns.  I lifted my PPKs, taking careful aim.  


Osamu touched my right sleeve.  “Wait.  He has her right where she wants him.”


“What?  Oh, I see.”  


She wasn’t trying to buck him off.  She was rubbing her crotch against his, and from his pleased rumble, he liked it a lot.  She lifted her head, laved his nose with a pink tongue, and rubbed cheeks with him as she reached down to grip what must have been a massive lupine erection.  Claws seized both her breasts.  The wolf leaned on her, arching as he probed for entry between her legs.


Cleo reached up and filled her hands with his mane.  A look of lust dominated her face, bloodlust, as she jerked his head sharply.  His neck vertebrae cracked and his spinal cord was torn.  The head came off his neck, completely ripped away.  The wolf’s headless body spazzed, still trying to fuck her as she tipped it to the side and picked herself up. 


I stared.  “Wow.”  I dropped my nearly empty clips and loaded fresh ones.  “Remind me to never underestimate a werekitty ever again.”


Osamu crossed to Dani to lend her a hand.


Cleo flashed me a grin, running over to support Terri as her wolf ripped off his medicine bag, tossing it to the street.  He’d finally figured out that half-woman-half-cat was a nature state for the werekitties.  They fought well in that form.  He was actually at a disadvantage, unused to killing this way.  Bad movies aside, wolfmen aren’t as effective as four-footed wolves with their humanity completely swallowed.  No longer in stasis, the wolf’s shift continued, but it would be several minutes before the change completed.  The time lag was why half-states were useful to shifters in emergency situations—those able to pull them off.


  The wolf flopped and rolled, trying to stay clear of Cleo and Terri until its shift finished.  I helped the girls by firing between them, zipping the wolf from brain to crotch.  Its magical healing useless against silver ammo, the animal crumpled and died, drooling onto the street as its change hit reverse.  Death always brought back the human form.


By the time I turned my attention to Dani, she’d gone low and broken both her wolf’s knees, creating an opening for Osamu.  


His humming sword blurred.  Garnets—flaring like new-born stars—left pin-point trails of light where the handguard passed.  The yellow tiger’s eye on the pommel added a thicker, golden streak as the glossy black katana lopped off the wolf’s head, which hit the street and bounced under someone’s white pickup truck.  The wolf’s body slammed to the pavement, and we were done.


As sirens filled the air.


Someone had called the cops.  Turning, holstering my guns, I shot a glance across the houses on both sides of the street.  More lights were on.  Many of the windows had people staring out into the night.  A few braver souls had ventured onto their porches.  


Their work done, the girls ran to a tree and leaped up into the branches, climbing quickly from sight.  Lost in the canopy, they’d make their own way home.


Casually, Osamu strolled over, flicking his wrist, sending the demon sword back into the limbo it had come from.  Together, we walked back to the limo, finding it surrounded by a bevy of chicks, some of them hot, some of them not so much.  They wore jeans and sneakers, pink berets, and white tee shirts with long-stemmed roses silk-screened on them.  The roses were pink.  The writing over them said: Thorns of Justice.  Under the roses, it said: Citizen’s Patrol.


God, kill me now!


At parade rest, their hands locked behind their backs, the Thorns blocked our way, forming a line.  In front of that line loomed a chunky Amazon lacking makeup.  Instead of sneakers, she wore well-worn combat boots, and carried a clipboard and heavy flashlight.  There were dents in the handle as if she’d used the light to beat in a few heads in her time.


Osamu bowed to her.  “Excuse me, Ma’am, we are in a hurry.”


“I don’t know exactly what’s been going on, but you will remain until the police get here.”


I gave her my most practiced look of surprised innocence.  “This has nothing to do with us.  We’re just good Samaritans who stopped when we saw an accident, hoping to maybe save a few lives.”  I looked back at the now human bodies on the street. “Unfortunately, those naked frat boys were beyond help.  Drunk driving, it’s a terrible thing.”


Osamu nodded sagely.


The Amazon, her pink beret canted at a rakish angle, jabbed her flashlight into his chest.  “Didn’t I see you poking those corpses with a sword just now?”


The police cars were getting closer.  We needed to bail.


“You can search me if you want?” Osamu offered.  “It was probably just a trick of shadows.”


I started to push past her.  “Look at the limo while you’re at it.  Not a dent.  Not a scratch.  We didn’t cause the wreck.”  


She swung the flashlight over to block me.


I don’t have time to kill them all.  I sighed in regret and went to Plan B, warming up my Dragon Voice tattoo.  A wash of agony offended every nerve-ending as if I’d been skinned in a wink.  I shuddered, swallowed a scream, and forced out words that rolled like thunder, deep as the abyss where I’d dropped my heart years ago.  Magic gripped the Thorns, the power of my words, “You know we had nothing to do with anything here.  Get out of our way, and when the police arrive, you will promptly confess to these murders—and completely forget you ever saw us.  Do you understand?”


The Thorns of Justice nodded and spoke in unison, “We understand.”


Piling into the limo, Osamu and I drove away.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


TWENTY-ONE


 


“I’m a hard man, and moving


in for the kill gets me harder.”


 


                                            —Caine Deathwalker


 


As the limo rolled on, I replaced spent clips and put my PPKs away.  I grabbed a bottle of Tsingtao beer from the bar, wishing I had some shrimp chow mein and a spring roll to go with it.  Homes flashed by.  At the next red light, Osamu’s formal-but-relaxed voice came across the intercom, “Caine-sama, are we heading to the Victorian now?”


 “No.  I think the new Alpha needs to know just how fast retaliation comes when his wolves don’t play well with others.”  I gave directions to the wolf compound and drew my phone from a pocket.  The limo glided through another intersection, and I punched in a call for Josh.  I’d need backup for this.


He answered the second chime.  “Hello?”


“Josh, its Caine.  We were just attacked by magically enhanced wolves that followed us from the casino.  You need to be careful getting Kat home tonight.  I’d especially watch myself in the parking garage.”


Josh’s voice stayed unexcited and deeply mellow, “Good to know.”


“I’m on my way to have words with the new Alpha.  Want to meet me there?”


“Oh, yes.  Don’t start the party without me.”


“Sure.”  I started to put my phone away and it went off, playing a Queen ringtone: Who Wants To Live Forever?  I read a text from Vivian: WHERE R U?  


I replied: BEHIND U, LOOKING UP YOUR DRESS.  


There was a pause, then: PERVERT.


I texted back: YOU GOT THAT RIGHT.  I expected her to call me an idiot or an ass.  This flirty side of her was going to take a little getting used to.  


She sent: I’M GETTING CLEANED UP AT KAT’S.  YOU SHOULD C THE SIZE OF HER TUB! 


Talk about fanning my flames…  


I sent: LIKE 2, BUT WOLVES MADE A MOVE ON ME.  I NEED 2 HUFF, PUFF, AND kick n theIr FACES—GET SOME WOLF PELTS. 


SOUNDS FUN.  ON MY WAY.


Pocketing my phone, I picked up my beer.  It went down smooth.  So did the one after that.  On the edge of drifting off, I gave instructions to Osamu.  “When we get there, park a block from the wolf compound.  Vivian should arrive close to the time we do.  Josh is coming from the casino, so he’ll need an extra half hour.  I want to sleep until we’re all set to go in and kick ass, but if Vivian wants to wake me up early with a blow job, I won’t be mad.”


“Yes, Caine-sama.  You are the soul of restraint.”


“Damn straight.”  I nodded somewhat drunkenly and stretched out on the seat, drifting into inner darkness.  


 


*    *    *


 


Approaching consciousness, I dreamed of Ouroboros, the great snake eternally devouring her own tail.  She let go of herself and rippled toward me, eyes baleful lanterns of red that streaked the cold mists pink.  The snake coiled in motion, landed, and sprang at me like a slate-green spear, but slammed into a wall of pulsing red—my protective barrier snapping on.  


Strange, I’ve been in dreams of danger before without my shield
blazing to my rescue.  This means something.


The snake flopped back off the shield, thumping the ground in a tangle.  Slowly unknotting, she rose once more, her body a question mark as her eyes became black ice.  Distorting ripples in the air—like expanding rings of glass—passed through the snake, making her less real.  As if another mind were hijacking the dream-shape, her eyes shifted to crystalline purple, like those of the dream seer I’d left in L.A.


“Kimberley?”


“I’ve found you!”


“What do you want?” I asked.


The snake’s torso flattened out, sprouting arms.  Her face changed to Kimberley’s.  The seer’s thoughts pierced my shield.  She said; I’m on my way.  Whatever’s been blocking the dream stone has stopped.  I can sense it now.  I can trace it!


I nodded.  “Fine, call me when you hit town.  I’ll let you know where you can find me.”


Her amethyst stare danced across the dragon blood tattoos patterning my body.  She smiled with fascination and a bit of awe.  When this is all over, I would like to study you.


“No free ride,” I told her.  “You want a close look at me, you’ll have to give me the same.”


I sensed Kimberley withdrawing from the dream.  The snake’s eyes darkened back to black.  No longer piloted by the seer, the serpent bared fangs, returning to an aggressive posture.  Oddly enough, my protective shield collapsed, as if unable to tell friend from foe any longer.  Well, there were other ways to handle dark haunts on the dreamscapes.  Within a dream, belief is the ultimate power.   I simply needed to give my natural arrogance free rein.  As long as I believed I was indestructible…


The snake whipped its head at me, jaws dislocating so it could swallow my whole head, crushing it like an egg.   


I caught its open mouth and peeled it back.  The snake writhed as I rammed it into the ground, pinning its spine, breaking its back with a knee.  I continued to pull its lips toward its tail, letting it swallow itself in an entirely new way.  Soon, I had the critter turned inside out, blind with pain, thrashing desperately.


I concentrated and the pale mists glowed green and blue and yellow, swirling like paint on a canvas.  New images formed.  I stood on the golden sand of a tropical beach, under the swaying palm trees.  A cool breeze caressed my naked flesh.  Before me, sun-kissed ocean stretched out forever.  I settled onto a conveniently placed lounge chair.  A skin of frost stilled the water, becoming an island of ice just off-shore.  An oval of ice buckled upward to form an oyster shell.  The lips of the thing dropped to face me.  The top half hinged up again to show the interior.  The inside shell was clotted with ice.  At its center a figure moved, a naked woman.  My subconscious obviously knew what I liked.


There was something very familiar about her enormous tits and ice blue hair.  As she closed the distance, walking on frozen sea to reach the shore, her pale face acquired a crimson smile.  It was my ice fey neighbor Izumi, at least the dream version of her.  I wondered if back in L.A., Izumi was perhaps dreaming of me.


She strolled up the beach to me, pausing to stare down at my engorged member.  Her smile widened.  As her head lowered on me—warm, wet, providing a pleasant suction—I closed my eyes.  The attention I received started as exploratory, teasing, then shifted into ardent intensity.  Staying hard while a very cold mouth steals your warmth wasn’t very difficult; after all, this was my dream.  


 


*   *   *


 


The feel of a female presence woke me up.  The scent of lavender with an undertone of pheromones was a pleasant way to wake up from a nap.  I didn’t have to open my eyes to know who it was.  Vivian was here.  With Izumi fresh in mind, it was hard not to get horny, but we had work to do, and killing is just as much fun.  I did take a moment to stare down Vivian’s shirt as she hung just above me, staring into my face.


“I know you want me, but you’ll just have to be patient,” I said.


“Ass.” 


“Thanks for the offer, but like I said…”   


Growling, she withdrew.  I followed her out of the limo, pulling myself together as I did so.  We were at gas a station that was closed for the night.  The line of gas pumps stood silent watch.  Fourteen feet up, a metal canopy shielded us from the night sky.  I looked at my phone for the time.  Make that the early morning sky.  Dawn was still hours away, but a new day of bloodshed had arrived.  That thought made me happy.  There were a few other business in view, all of them dark, slumbering.  An asphalt road came in on a straightaway, passed us, and shot away into a curve.  I recognized this place.  The wolf compound wasn’t far.


The night air was cold and bracing, waking me up a little more.  The tree leaves murmured in a breeze.  Somewhere, two cats yowled in fury, or lover’s passion.  Those two are sometimes hard to tell apart. 


As I shut the car door, headlights knifed my way.  A red Ford F-150 pickup truck with extended cab pulled in behind the limo.  The driver was the wrinkled old Indian who’d treated Vivian.  Charlie Darkcloud still wore the yellow-and-brown checkered shirt with pearl snaps, and much faded jeans.  His spill of iron gray hair was bound in back.  The bolo tie and scuffed boots completed his look.  


The fey healer he traveled with exited the cab.  She was still a hot redhead with ice-pale skin, but her dress of bright blue and silver heels were history.  Or she’d changed her glamour’s projected image.  She now wore a black pantsuit with gold piping and black, Renaissance fair style lace-up boots.   It might be that I had yet to see her true form, but I thought her inhuman eyes were real—a sign of vanity.  Rusty-gold with midnight blue, horizontal-slit pupils, her stare raked Vivian like a withering challenge.  


I heard the soft growl that wavered deep in Vivian’s throat as she returned the glare.


Josh and Kat emerged from the back seat of the extended cab, moving past the shaman and his fey companion to join us.  I became aware that Osamu stood just behind my right shoulder.  He was good at moving when no eyes were on him, producing the effect that he was teleporting freely.  I think it was a game, him seeing if he could startle me.  I made a point of disappointing him.


I looked at Kat, then Josh.  “I thought you wanted her to stay out of danger.”


Josh’s western drawl deepened as he answered, “When I’m heading into danger, she insists on tagging along, at least partway.  You’d almost think she loved me.”


Kat smacked him in the arm.  “Big lugs can be such idiots.  Well, he’s not going to die on my watch.”


 Even in human form, Josh dwarfed her.  The idea that a former PRT agent turned wereliger would need the little shape-shifter to protect him, made me smile.  I wiped the expression away as Kat looked at me.  Severe expression in place, I nodded gravely.  “I can’t imagine what he’d do without you.”


“Let’s not find out.”  Josh placed a heavy hand on her shoulder, peering down into her face.  “I said you could come this far.  You’re staying here where I don’t have to worry about you while I’m stomping wolves.”


“But Josh—”


He shut her up with a kiss then pulled back.  “You’re carrying our child.  You can’t take chances.”


She frowned, grouchiness adding furrows to her forehead.  “All right, all ready.  I’ll stay put.  You just be extra careful.  Wolves are treacherous, evil bastards you know.”


“Amen,” Vivian murmured.


Wolves were the dominant shape-shifting species.  They were used to throwing their weight around with a vengeance.  I wasn’t surprised they were generally despised.  Of course—I thought of loveable, sexy Angie as I’d last seen her sprawled naked in my bed—there were exceptions.  


Josh shuddered, fuzzing with golden fur.  His clothing ripped to tatters as muscles exploded in an orgy of growth that would leave him starving.  Kat stayed by his side, but the rest of us backed away to give him plenty of room.  Soon, liger replaced man.  I could still see intelligence in his eyes, but it was joined by a predatory spirit.  He hugged Kat, sniffing her hair, then eased her back.


The fey healer joined arms with Kat, tugging her toward my limo. “Come, dear. We might as well be comfortable while we wait.”


We walked for the road.  Osamu and Charlie strolled on my right.  Vivian was on my left.  Beyond her, the liger went to all fours and still stood taller than a man, shambling on my left.  The white-on-gold stripes in his fur became harder to see as we left the awning of the garage for the gloom of the road.  His tail lashed with growing excitement.  A streetlight up ahead gave us a target, an island of light through which we’d be passing.  The road climbed a little and curved from sight beyond that.  A cold sigh of wind came along, as if curious ghosts were keeping us company.


I said, “As we get to the dirt road turn off, I’ll shield us with dragon magic so we can get the element of surprise.”


 We passed through the light, rounded the bend, and approached the drive.  I was about to pay the price in pain that my dragon magic required when the stench of old blood hit me, lots of it.  The smell reminded me of the dead pooka we’d found along the river.  I had the feeling that someone had spoiled all my fun, beating us to the wolves.  I hurried.  “Come on, we need to see if there are any survivors to interrogate.”


“Survivors?  Not likely.”  Charlie looked ahead where two small cabins displayed broken windows, shattered doors, and splintered porch rails.  Scattered wolves lay on the road, body parts soaked in blood.  Torsos were ripped open, gaping.  


I recognized the woman sentry from my earlier meeting.  If she’d died fighting as a wolf, death had returned her humanity.  Her face was unmarred, oddly peaceful, open eyes staring into infinity.  The claw marks on her body were deep and ragged. 


“Bear claws,” Charlie said.  “The Spirit Bear did this.”


“Might still be here,” Vivian added.


Osamu’s demon sword materialized in his hand.  “One can only hope.”


I frowned at him.  “I was going to say that.”


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


TWENTY-TWO


 


“Ashes, ashes, fall down and die!”


 


                                             —Caine Deathwalker


 


I nodded for Vivian and Charlie to take the left, and Josh the right.  Our job was to kill the bear.   Osamu stayed just behind me; his job was to keep me alive.  Moving as a unit, we followed the dirt road past granite outcroppings and gnarled oaks.  The compressed soil revealed the same massive prints we’d seen at the pooka massacre.  Past the screen of oaks, the big house looked untouched.  The liger sniffed toward the structure.  Vivian looked that way as well.


“Still smells of old death,” she said.  “If there’s fresh death, the smell’s being masked.”


“Fresh or old, we still need to check it out.  A wolf might have gone in there to hide, hoping he wouldn’t be found by the bear.”


The liger led the way.  I could have boosted my strength and kicked the front door in, but we had the liger for heavy lifting.  He simply surged through the door, letting it shatter around him like something made from glue and Popsicle sticks.  He vanished into the dark interior, big but silent on his feet.  Osamu squeezed in to go ahead of me, but I at least beat Vivian and Charlie across the threshold.  The sweet smell of maggoty decay and metallic tang of rotting blood formed a dusty miasma.  I covered my lower face with an arm, trying to breathe shallowly.  My eyes were tearing.  I was suddenly no longer happy with my new heightened senses.


“Caine-sama, the smell is quite awful.”


The liger grunted agreement.


The living room was a scene from hell.  Drop cloths were everywhere, on carpet and furniture.  Blood splattered the plastic sheets.  There were heavy ceiling beams overhead.  Chains had been thrown over them, chains ending in massive meat hooks like a slaughterhouse might use.  A dozen naked bodies, mostly young girls, hung on the hooks.  The dead flesh carried the taint of vampires—at least two or three—who’d been feeding on them.  There were fang marks along all the major arteries.  From the expressions on the faces of the dangling bodies, they’d been alive and drenched in horror up to the moment blood loss and shock killed them.


“Wolves have been dealing with outsiders,” I said.  “Probably trying to bring in vamps to counter the dhampyr lock on the city.”


“Stupid,” Charlie said.  “Once the dhampyr were gone, the vamps would build their strength until they could dominate the wolves and everyone else.  Vamps never share power with other preternaturals, not for long.”


“Quick sweep,” I called.  “Search everywhere.  Yell if you need backup.  We’ll regroup out back.”


The carpet squished underfoot.  Bloody lumps were kicked up as everybody charged off.  I didn’t look too close at those lumps, having a good idea that they were pieces of bodies.  There were splatters of blood on the walls and hand smears that looked like attempts at modern art.  Stumbling over the spokes of a broken chair, I staggered into a kitchen, seeing several corpses on the counters, the flesh thick with wiggling white worms.  A severed arm lay on the stovetop.  This was no clean hack.  The limb looked torn off by brute force.  


Elsewhere, bodies had voided in dying increasing the awfulness of the stench.  I picked up a barstool from the breakfast bar and slung it out a big window to let in some fresh air.  That accomplished, I went to take a quick look in the pantry.  Sliding a folding door to the side allowed a pack of rats to escape, streaking past me.  Inside, I saw half a dozen bodies, eyes dead, skin gray.  They’d been chewed on and were decomposing so delightfully.  From the threadbare, stained clothing—and what I could make out of their features—these were homeless derelicts, both men and women.


There was a small child’s corpse wearing dirty jeans and a once bright pink tee shirt.   Her intestines had been ripped out.  A hole in her chest was where her tiny heart should have been.  She’d been someone’s toy.  


I backed away, retracing my steps to the living room.  I searched a few more rooms and found no dead wolves.  Whatever had happened here before our last visit had created a strong aversion.  Even facing death, they hadn’t tried to hide in here.  


As I headed for the back door, Charlie joined me, a handkerchief held across his lower face.  Osamu was right outside.  Vivian and the liger were a little farther away, bodies tense, scanning the area, sniffing the air for some trace of the bear.


“Doesn’t make sense,” Vivian said.  “With this much trouble here why would the wolves divide their strength by sending a team out to mess with us?”


“Enough wolves can pull down a much larger creature, especially using pack magic,” Charlie said.  “The bear would have seen the wolves leaving and chosen to attack when defenses were lowest.”


I nodded.  “So, in more ways than one, by attacking me, they brought death to dinner.”


“You look pissed,” Vivian said.  “Doesn’t removing the wolves from the whole situation simplify things?”


I crossed over to her, taking point as we entered the oaks, passing an outcropping of granite.  “Yeah, but I wanted to do the killing, especially since this is probably going to be blamed on me anyway.”


Charlie’s creaky voice came from behind me, to my left.  “If you take out the bear and she’s blamed for this, you become a hero.  If you are blamed for this, and take out the bear, you are a useful threat and too strong for others to go against. You can name the new Master of the City and no one will oppose you, openly.”


Good point.  I’d still have to locate the dream stone I’d been paid to find, but the rest of this mission would fall in place.  


We stopped in a clearing where several wolves had been torn apart.  Vivian studied the remains with cold detachment.  Joshua sniffed around, paying as much attention to the tracks as the body parts.  He froze, head lifted toward the bone pit over the next hill where the new Alpha had been chosen.  We hurried on.  I think we all sensed that the remaining wolves and their shaman would make a last stand here—on sacred ground, a place where pack magic and ritual would be strongest.  


I was suddenly very curious to see what lay over the rise.


We reached the top and paused, staring down.  There weren’t any places in the hollow to hide.  Three wolves had been torn into very small parts.  The blood smell was fresh, heavy, and metallic.  I started down and my shield remained off.  The threat was gone, leaving death behind and a strange piece of man-shaped sculpture.  


“What the hell is that?” Vivian stared open mouthed at the anatomically incorrect bone man.


It was heavily damaged golem made of bone.  I looked at the ground as I descended.  All the bone slivers once underfoot were gone.  I looked back at the bone man, trying to put myself in the wolf shaman’s place.  “I’m a shaman,” I said.  “My pack is almost dead.  I’ve been run to holy ground and the big bad Spirit Bear monster is coming to eat my liver.  What do I do?”


“Run hella fast,” Charlie said.


“Yeah, but I need to buy time so I’m not chased down before I escape.”  I walked over to a pair of detached human feet.  Bone ankle cuffs held them to the ground.  I looked for other trapped feet and found them, pointing them out.  “The shaman staked out the last of his people as a free meal for the bear, then animated the bone slivers, pulling them together by the power of that sacrifice so he’d have something to fight the bear with.  By now, he’s probably headed out of state.  When the Fenris hears about this cowardice, every wolf in the country will be after him.”


Charlie nodded emphatically.  “Good.  Shaman like him give the rest of us a bad name.”


I walked over to the sculpture.  It stood on one leg, the other shattered at the knee.  The figure was seven feet tall, solid torso, but looking skeletal elsewhere.  Bone man hunched in a frozen crouch, but as I stopped in front of it, it shuddered, lifting its skull.  One hand made a weak grasping gesture.  The sockets of its eyes were filled with a bile green witch-fire that dimmed to shadows, dying out.  The thing became heavily webbed with cracks.  There was a soft, dusty puff, and the thing fell apart as a rain of bone slivers, forming a big pile on the ground.


My phone chimed.  I pulled it out and answered.  “Caine here.”


“It’s Kat.  Five police cruisers just shot by, running fast without lights and sirens.  You’re being set up.”


“Thanks.  Wait there for us.”  


Josh was back to human form, big, blond, and naked.  Vivian was looking, but trying not to be obvious about it.  A cute little blush enlivened her pale face.


“Want me to run interference?  I can tell the cops this is a PRT case, and pull federal jurisdiction.”


“You’re naked,” I pointed out.  “No ID.  No badge.  Highly suspicious.  I don’t think it would work.”


“Let’s just get out of here,” Charlie said.  “We’re well away from the road.  We can just head into the woods and play Indian.”


“Lead on,” I said.


Charlie and Joshua ran up the hill, leaving the basin from the opposite side than the one we came down.  Vivian and I followed, with Osamu staying close behind us, watching our back trail.  Ducking under an oak, we went on past a fang-like rock.  A helicopter shot by overhead.  It hovered over the bowl, getting an eyeful, as we kept to cover, putting distance between us and the massacre.  We were all in good shape, except for Charlie.  The guy was old and used a cane.  He also had a beer belly.  I doubted he ever hit the gym.  Still, he proved a tough old bird as he hobbled on his walking stick.  Maybe the spirits of rocks and trees were lending him strength.


We angled across the wilds toward the gas station.  After several minutes, we reached someone’s backyard at a dead-end rural road.  Ducking past a chicken coop, we excited a hound that strained his chain, barking.  The nearby clapboard house was dark.  Then not so dark as lights came on.  


By then, we were on the road.  I was pretty sure the gas station wasn’t far.  Away from the house, we slowed to a walk, surrounding Josh so that if we were sighted, he’d draw less attention.  I’d have loaned him my longcoat, but then my shoulder holsters and PPKs would stand out.  Big as he was, my coat would have been tight.  Josh could never have managed Vivian’s coat.  Being naked after the action is over is a constant problem for shape shifters.


We cut in behind the gas station as we reached it, creeping around the building.  I stopped at a corner, peering around to see if the coast was clear.  It wasn’t.  A cop car had stopped and an officer with a clipboard was checking IDs, probably asking what the limo was doing there.  With my newly heightened hearing, I heard Kat’s voice quite clearly.  “Yeah, we were lucky to find the station here just as our car started to go out on us.  Soon as this place opens, I’m sure we’ll be fine.”


The officer didn’t seem concerned about the red pickup truck.  That was probably due to the magic of the fey healer.  Using her glamour, she appeared to wear a chauffeur’s uniform, the cap on her head set at a jaunty angle.


Behind me, Charlie whispered to Osamu, “She looks better in that outfit than you do.  Careful, she might be after your job.”


“I will not be concerned until I see her pull a demon sword out of her—”


“Shhhhh,” I hissed.


They fell silent.  I returned my attention to the limo.  The radio worn by the cop crackled to life.  An urgent voice alerted him to the situation at the wolf compound.  The officer tipped his cap and scurried off to his vehicle.  In moments, he shot off down the road to join the other cops.


We came out of hiding.  Charlie and his fey girlfriend piled into the truck.  He waved from the cab as he wheeled the vehicle around and headed about his business.  From the passenger’s window, the fey threw a kiss at Josh’s naked ass.


Kat glowered at her, shoving Josh into the limo.


Osamu strolled to the driver’s door and got in behind the wheel.


Vivian walked beside me, her shoulder brushing mine, her arms crossed under her breasts.  “What now?”


I shrugged.  “Bear’s just become a priority.  It’s got to die.”


“No argument from me, though,” she dipped into the limo, “I could use a little sleep first.”


I went in behind her, collapsing on the leather seat, pulling the door shut behind me.  Kat had Josh by the bar and had taken out a handful of bar napkins.  They were unfolded and placed over his private parts.  Josh looked more embarrassed by this than he had by actual nakedness.  Vivian stared.  


Kat glared.  “What?”


“I thought shape shifters were fine with bare skin,” Vivian said.


“She’s pregnant,” I said.  “She has hormones going off.  She doesn’t have to be rational.”


Kat shifted her glower to me.  “Don’t you ever get tired of being an ass?”


I leaned toward her, putting forearms on my knees.  “Honestly, no.  Toss me a beer, would you?”


She grabbed a bottle and lobbed it in my general direction.


I snatched it out of the air as the limo pulled away, heading back to Sacramento.


My phone chimed.  I answered.  “Yeah?”


“Report.”  It was Old Man, wanting a progress report.


“The green flame assassin and her bear have wiped the wolves out, but it’s no loss.  They were dealing with outsiders, making cozy with vamps, feeding street people to them.  These wolves were never going to come around.  On the plus side, I can use the threat of the Spirit Bear to scare the other factions into making peace and backing my candidate for Master of the City.”


“Not going to be me,” Josh said.


We’ll see.  I looked at the napkins in his lap.  Obviously, you’ll do whatever Kat tells you.  I’ve just got to make it her idea.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


TWENTY-THREE


 


“When done right, politics is a blood sport.”


 


                                              —Caine Deathwalker


 


Josh, Kat, and I rode in back of the limo.  The glass partition was down, letting me see Vivian riding shotgun up front, next to Osamu.  They were included in our conversation which ebbed and eddied as we avoided the grim business we were embroiled in.  It was 2:06 AM by the time we hit midtown.  That’s when I discovered that Kat had a background as both a juvenile delinquent and a professionally trained dancer.  


I shared the rather humorous story of the time Old Man dropped me off a cliff—a training exercise he called it.  “Nearly killed me,” I said.  “Good thing my head broke my fall.”


Strangely, no one laughed.  


During a lull, I sampled a Red Bull from the bar.  On my third sip, Vivian’s phone chimed.  She held it up, turning in the seat so I could see the name on the screen: Aldo Roma.  Her face went hard, angry, and even whiter than usual.  Her dark eyes were brightening toward pink, a sign of strong emotion in the dhampyr.


The name on the screen meant nothing to me.  “Ex-boyfriend?” I asked. 


“No, the son of a bitch is my father.”  She turned forward in her seat again, speaking into her phone.  “What the hell do you want, and how did you get this number?”


I closed my eyes and concentrated, relying on my heightened hearing for information.  Kat and Josh fell dead quiet as well, listening along with me.


“Can’t a father take an interest in his only living daughter?”


Vivian’s ringing voice had a cold-iron edge, “You’re not my father.  Father’s have souls.  They care about their children.  They don’t try to own them.”


“I’ve made mistakes.  I’ve been arrogant and hidebound, a product of antiquity.”  Roma’s voice had great flexibility and range, managing to weep sorrow and regret, and hint at manfully endured heartbreak.  “I was a champion of the Coliseum with all Rome at my feet”


“Save the history lesson,” Vivian said.  “I get it.  You’re old.”


“I’d like to see you.”


“Not a chance in hot-and-cold running hells.  Wait!  Where are you calling from?”


“I’m in town on business, and I thought—”


Vivian growled into her phone, “You’re here?  In L.A.?”


Roma chuckled softly.  “Now, Princess, you have to work much harder than that to fool me.  I know you’re in Sacramento.  So am I.”


You pole-smoking son of a three-legged bitch!  


I had a mental vision of the bodies covered in vampire bites—dangling on meat hooks— back at the wolf compound.  Roma’s business in town was very clear.  From the low growl in Josh’s throat, I knew he’d made the same connection I had.  I drained my can of Red Bull and tossed it across the limo, the partition, and bounced it off the back of Vivian’s head to get her attention.


“Just a minute,” she told Roma, putting the call on hold.  She turned in the seat to glare at me.  “What the hell?” 


“Tell him you’ll meet him, but you’re bringing your boyfriend with you.”


“My boyfriend?”


“Me,” I said.


“Why in hell would I do that?”


“He’s connected to this mess.  He’s been playing politics with the wolves and God knows who else.  We need to find out what he’s up to.”


“That’s not smart,” Kat said.  “Give a vamp an inch and he’ll take a hundred miles.”


“And he’s a Master vampire,” Vivian said.  “They’re especially cruel and malicious.  Why not just ask me to stick my arm in a woodchopper?”


“I won’t let him hurt you,” I promised.


Vivian’s eyes were blood-colored now.  “How will you stop him?”


“You’re here to back my play.  It’s what I’m paying you for,” I said.


“Caine—”


I softened my voice, throwing her a seductive glower, “Trust me.”


“Hell, no.  I want a raise.”  


I sighed.  “Fine.” 


She turned to face forward, drew a deep breath, and held it.  A moment later, she let it out, putting the phone back to her pointy ear, returning to the call.  “All right.” 


“You’ll come alone?” Roma asked.


“Hell no.  I’m bringing my … boyfriend.”


There was a long pause.  “Fine, but no one else.”


“How many thralls are you bringing?” Vivian asked.


“My companions will be near, should I suddenly become imperiled, but you and I will have our privacy.”


“When and where?” Vivian asked.


 


*    *    *


 


Vivian and I bailed from the limo on 16th Street, near the Capitol, leaving Kat, Josh, and Osamu to cruise the neighborhood as emergency backup.  There were few people out.  Our steps echoed loudly on the sidewalk.  On our left, along the street, were elm saplings.  On our right was a three-story, red brick building.  The street-level businesses were closed and dark.  We paused by a white, wooden staircase that led up.  By the lobby door, a sign read: White Lotus Steakhouse.  There was an arrow pointing up.  


Vivian said, “Rooftop restaurant.  Want to take the stairs?”


“I’ve had a lot of exercise already tonight, and more is likely.  Let’s take the elevator inside.”  I opened the door and went in, Vivian a step behind.  We crossed a white and green checkered tiles.  A small desk was there but no receptionist or guard.  Frosted glass lamps were attached to the walls.  The wallpaper was a washed-out jade.  I used a thumb to stab the call button of an elevator.  There was only one.  It hummed quietly as the car descended to pick us up.


“You know enough not to look him in the eyes?” Vivian said.


I nodded.  “Not my first suicide-run.”


“He’s a master vampire,” she said.  “He can do a lot with his voice as well.”


“At the first hint of danger, my protective shield will come on, and I’ll kick his ass.  I might not even wait that long.” 


“You ever think he might be stronger than you?” she asked.


The doors opened.  I stepped onto the elevator and turned to show her my smile.  “You think I’d want to live in a universe where such a thing could be true?”


She stepped on, stopping a foot in front of me.  “Caine, I’m being serious here.”


I leaned forward and slid my hands past her hips so I could grab her ass.  “So am I.  Have you ever thought about leaving the Slayers and joining Team Caine?  I can get you a demon sword like Osamu.”  I brushed her lips with my own, pulled back, and came in again, teasing her.


She ignored the first kiss, melted a little on the second, and caught my tongue on the third, opening her mouth to mine.  Her arms went around my neck as she crushed herself against me.  She pulled back, her eyes bright pink, fangs showing.  “When it’s more than friends-with-benefits, I stop sharing.  A committed relationship needs to monogamous.”


“You do realize this is the twenty-first century, right?”


She pushed me away.  “Why do I get the feeling that if I were ever serious with you, I’d have to leave you chained in my basement?”


The elevator dinged.  The doors opened and she turned, stepping out, not waiting for my answer.


The restaurant air was alive with the scent of grilled steak.  Polished wood flooring was everywhere.  Vertical beams supported heavy rafters which in turn supported a smoked glass ceiling.  Water tanks displayed live lobster.  The center of the space was a cooking area with professional chefs to prepare the food directly in front of patrons along a bar.  Elsewhere, golden lanterns were hung, casting a gentle light across individual tables.  Huge sliding doors were open so customers could walk out on the rooftop and sit directly under the stars, most of which were invisible in the light pollution of the city.  The place was only a third full with well dressed patrons that looked like they come from the opera or some other type of show.


A hostess intercepted us in a sapphire dress with mottled, orange and white koi swimming across it.  She was a heavy-set, dishwater blonde, an American with her hair piled high, secured with chopsticks in an Asian style.  “I’m sorry; we’re closing soon.  There really isn’t time for you to eat.”


“It’s all right,” Vivian said.  “We’re just meeting someone here for coffee.”


We pushed on, scanning the room.  I was sniffing for vampire.  Vivian of course knew what Roma looked like.  From the name itself, I expected to find someone with Italian features.  


“Not here,” she headed for the sliding doors.  “Must be outside.”


I tagged along, my demon sword just a thought away.  Outside, the concrete had been jazzed up with hunter green, outdoor carpeting.  There were humongous red ceramic urns from which four-foot bamboo trees sprouted.  These had white Christmas lights draped on them.  Scattered across the roof, were more of the wooden tables and chairs, as well as propane heaters that were off, not needed in the summer night heat.


At first, it seemed like no one was out here, but I smelled the sanitized road kill odor of vampires.  More than one.  


Alone, my ass.


One corner of the roof seemed to have caught a large patch of darkness in which lighter shadows roiled.  Vivian headed that way.  I followed a few steps and realized the vampire smell was weakening.  Stopping, I turned back toward the main room of the restaurant and lifted my gaze.  There above the door, casually lounging, dangling their feet from the lip of the structure, were two vamps in Italian suits.  The suits were black linen, expensive, and almost managed to completely conceal the shoulder holsters they wore.  Their shirts were blood red as were their pocketed handkerchiefs.  Their ties were black silk.  Both men had slicked back hair and orangey eyes that glowed like dying embers.


Regular vamps, should be a lot easier to kill than Roma.


The one on my right grinned, flashing fangs.  He didn’t care if I knew what he was.  


The other vamp kept a poker face in place.  He lifted a hand, one finger out, his thumb cocked back like the trigger on a gun.  His hand jerked as he pantomimed shooting a hole in my head by way of a friendly greeting.


Note to self; stick a grenade up that guy’s ass.


I turned around, depending on my shield to save me if they made a sudden move.  Vivian was a dozen steps ahead of me.  I hurried and caught up to her by the time she reached the oddly darkened corner.  Vamps were known to roll minds, to mesmerize, but this was almost on par with the glamours of the fey.  It made me wonder if there was one nearby that might be working with him.


Or he’s a lot more dangerous than I’ve given him credit for.


The shadows collapsed in on themselves, not so much revealing Roma as giving the impression that he had been the darkness and had compressed himself into human form.  An intimidating illusion, but I kept a carefree smile on my face like this was nothing special.  


He sat on the edge of a table that had appeared as miraculously as he had, and wore a two-thousand dollar suit of midnight blue, starched white shirt, and Italian loafers.  A heavy, 18 carats gold ring flashed on his right hand.  There was an old gold coin set in the face of the ring.  For a second, my vision shifted into high gear.  The ring appeared to leap closer and expand so I could see it better.  The image of the goddess Pax—peace—was stamped onto the coin.  She bore olive branches in one hand and a scepter in the other.  


My vision snapped back to normal, and I gathered an impression of Roma himself.  He had a deep chest and a boxy build, standing five-foot ten.  His nose was aquiline, dominating a leathery, seamed face.  His lips were generous, his eyes—which I made a point to only see peripherally—were pits of black.  Artfully styled, black on white, saw-like bangs draped a high forehead.  His attention seemed locked entirely on Vivian, but I knew this wasn’t true.  He’d surely taken my measure as I’d taken his.


His voice was all hearty warmth, “Princess!  So good to see you.  You’re looking lethal as always.”  He pushed off the table, taking his weight on his feet as he opened his arms wide for a hug.  He flashed fangs smiling.  “Come give Papa a kiss.”


Vivian slid her hands to her hips, lodging her thumbs in her belt loops.  “I’ve told you I want you to stay out of my life.  Is that so hard to understand?”


“Blood calls to blood.”  His tone deepened, softening.  “I heard you were hurt.  Bad.  I just wanted to see, to know…”  His eyes slid to me.  Though I avoided direct contact, the force of his stare was like slamming into a brick wall.  I’d felt the power of a master-level vamp before, Gloria for instance.  This was different.  Another kind of power was work.  I warmed up my Dragon Sight tat, clenching my teeth, knotting my jaw against a thousand hot needles skewering my flesh.  The sensation ghosted away, and I stared past Roma, into a whirl of shadows that resisted my magical vision.


“There’s another person here,” I warned Vivian. 


“Is there?”  Her musing question was thrown at her father.


He turned his attention back to her.  “Your boyfriend is perceptive?”


“He’s—”


I interrupted her answer, “He’s got a contact among the dhampyr.  He’s working more than one side.”


Roma shrugged.  “That’s what vampires do.”


Vivian shot me a disbelieving glance.  “That makes no sense.  Why would any dhampyr want the vamps horning into this territory?”


“Good question,” I said.


Roma’s stare returned to batter me.  “What else do you know?”


“The same hidden power I sensed at the dhampyr mansion, the same veil I couldn’t pierce, is right here.”  I pointed at the table behind Roma.  “And since I don’t believe in coincidence, or trying to out drink a leprechaun, I’m fairly sure the dhampyr traitor is using the dream stone to bend reality out of the way.”  I powered up my Dragon Voice tat, and felt my head getting ripped off and put back again none too gently.  I wasn’t at all sure this next trick would work, but I had to try.  My voice rolled out like a bomb blast, a magical demand.  “Come out now, before I make you eat that stone!”


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


TWENTY-FOUR


 


“I wish I’d seen the one that got away.”


 


                                               —Caine Deathwalker


 


Staggering back a step at my command, Roma bumped the wooden table behind him, blindly gripping its edge to steady himself.  My peripheral vision caught an eruption of red light from his eyes.  They were no longer burnt out cinders.  Next to me, at the edge of sight, Vivian collapsed to her knees, gasping as shockwaves passed.  My attention primarily centered on the emptiness beyond Roma and the table.  


Someone was magically hiding back on that corner of the rooftop.  I’d hoped to drag that presence outside their protective illusion.  That hadn’t happened, but I saw an empty chair fall over, and heard the sound of stumbling feet, of someone catching themselves against the corner bricks.  I tried to use my sense of smell, but all I got was vampire from Roma.


I glanced at Vivian as she climbed to her feet.  “See,” I told her, “I was right.”


She stared back at the White Lotus Steakhouse behind me.  “Caine, you screwed the pooch.”


“What?”  I shifted hips and turned my head to see what she was talking about.  The magical net I’d thrown hadn’t pulled its target into view, but the command had entangled some little fish.  The two vampires from atop the doorway had leaped down and were stiffly reeling my way like resentful mutts dragged on leashes.  Behind them, several human servers and a small crowd of interrupted diners were also lurching this way.  The Dragon Voice tattoo had done its job too well.


I qualified my next statement and used a toned-down version of the Voice, “Humans, go back inside, pay your bills, and get out.”


The crowd lost impetus, swayed, and emerged from their entranced state.  Burbling confused sounds, they turned and left.  


The two vamp soldiers came on until they were in front of me, then steadied as motor-control returned.  They seemed to know I was the one who’d literally jerked them around.  About to lunge, their bodies compressed, but they took a moment to hiss, and bare fangs in unimpressive wrath.


What pussies.  A real warrior never hesitates when the time to strike has come, nor does he give warning.


Vivian said, “Father, control your servants, or I will.”


 “Down.  I will tell you when and whom to bite,” Roma said.


And that explained why they were pretty much useless; he didn’t trust them to act on their own, so they weren’t used to it.  However they did have the virtue of obedience.  The soldiers stayed tense, but came no closer, straightening into non-threatening postures, their clawed hands shoved into coat pockets like they’d practiced the synchronized move. 


Roma waved them off.  “Go back to your stations.” 


Their hands came out of their pockets.  The vamps offered half a bow, and stalked away.  


I turned back toward Roma, making sure to keep my eyes averted from his.  “You do know vampires are not welcome in this town?  When the dhampyr discover your presence, they’re going to be hell-bent on tracking you down and staking you as a general example to anyone interested in their territory.”


He casually adjusted the line of his jacket and tie.  “I’m not overly concerned.  I believe the Spirit Bear running amok has bought me time to accomplish my goals.  I have you to thank for that, do I not?”  He smiled.


“You want to tell me what it is you want,” I asked, “besides spending quality time with Vivian?”


I’m tired of this bullshit diplomacy.  It’s so much more fun when I can kill all of life’s little irritations.


Roma’s stare shot to Vivian.  Whatever emotions burned in his gaze missed me since I couldn’t risk looking that closely, but his voice roughened, as if there were some slight remnant of a soul inside him.  “A city, by rights, belongs only to those who can take and keep it.  It is the obligation of the strong to do just that, for the public good.”


Her voice shrilled, “So we need monsters ruling over us for our own good?”


“It is the lesson of ancient Rome,” Roma said.  “Pax Romana.  Stability and prosperity only come through crushing strength.  This truth is embraced by your country’s federal tyranny which consistently rules against the will of its predominately conservative people.”


“So might makes right?” Vivian said.  “Because you could, you had an obligation to rape my mother and bring me into this world?”


Roma winced at her words.  “I loved your mother and she loved me.  When my enemies struck her down, it was as if my heart were ripped out by the roots and locked in a deep, cold abyss.  I retreated from the world until I found the strength to bury the pain, concealing such weakness.”


She scowled.  “Yeah, and inconvenient little me was left to be raised by the Slayers.  You never tried to be part of my life, to help me understand the hunger and darkness that raged inside.  All I am, I forged without you.  We are enemies.”


He sat back on the table, swinging one foot in a small circle, crossing his arms defensively across his chest.  “And yet you’ve never tried to hunt me down.  Even now, you could drag out a dozen weapons hidden on your person and go for my unbeating heart, but you don’t.”


“Where you’re concerned,” Vivian said, “I admit I’m not entirely rational.” 


“See,” he smiled, “that gives us common ground.  Give it another fifty or sixty years, and you might actually consider forgiving me.”


She snorted softly.  “When Hell sells ice cream.”


Roma laughed at that.


It seemed like we’d wandered too off track.  Time to get what Intel I can.  I butted in, “Roma, what do you know about the dream stone?”


His smile died.  “Why would I care about something I cannot use?  To employ the fey relic, one must have a soul that can dream.  One must have a soul.  Regretfully, I cannot help you.”


I know when I’m being lied to.  With master vampires, that’s all the time.  Sure, vamps can’t use the dream stone—directly—but they can control others.


A thrall of some sort or a dhampyr can use the stone for Roma.  That’s probably what’s going on here.  Time to bail; I’ve got all I’m going to. 


I slanted Vivian a meaningful glance, “Well, this has almost been fun, but we’ve gotta go.”


“So soon?”  Though his humanity had been lost centuries ago, Roma sounded genuinely sad.  He was good at keeping the monster he was from peeking out his eyes.  


I took a step back, then another, wanting distance before I turned my back on him.  Vivian followed.  Another step and we pivoted, heading for the sliding glass doors we’d come through. 


And there was Roma, as if he’d always been waiting behind us.


Vivian and I stopped awkwardly.  I reached for my demon sword, bringing it to me with a thought.  On reflex, she’d drawn both an electric stun baton and a combat knife.  


But Roma held still, offering her a business card.  “If you need anything from me, call.  If I am down for the day, my people will act in my stead.”


She used the hand holding her knife to take the card from him.  I knew she didn’t want it.  I also knew she took it for me.  We’d probably need to pin Roma down before all this was over.


He turned toward me, eyeing the sword in my hand.  One of his eyebrows rose.  “A Muramasa.  Impressive, if you can use it without losing your soul.”


“Not a Muramasa, the Muramasa, his last and greatest.”  I kept my focus on Roma’s chin.  “As for using it, I am the Red Moon Demon.”


“I’m glad you have that,” Roma said.  “You take good care of my little Princess.  Something happens to her, I’ll be highly disappointed.”


Vivian rolled her eyes, and stomped off in her stiletto heels.  I followed.  When several yards separated me from Roma, I flicked my wrist, releasing the sword.  It ghosted away, returning to my armory back in Malibu.  Vivian waited for me inside the main restaurant.  The chefs were cleaning up their stations.  The waitresses were gone with the patrons, having followed my order to get out.  The manager was interrogating the hapless hostess, wanting to know what happened to the rest of the staff.


By the elevator, Josh and Kat studied the bubbling water tanks.  Inside, the lobsters had rubber-bands on claws, bobbing their stalk-eyes with grave concern, and possibly fear for heir lives.  From the feral lust on Kat’s face, that fear was warranted.  She looked ready to scoop out a couple crustaceans and eat them raw.  Josh pulled a couple large bills from his wallet and waved the money in the air.


His spider-sense tingling, the manager cut off mid-tirade, heading for the couple.  Vivian and I got there about the same time.


Josh held out the cash with one hand, pointing at a tank with the other.  “I need some of these to go.”


“Alive?” the manager asked.


“Better flavor that way,” Kat said.


The manager pasted on a strained smile and plucked the bills from Josh’s hand.  “I’ll find you a bucket or something.”  He scurried off.


Josh turned to me.  “I smell vamps.”


“Three,” I said, “outside.  One’s Vivian’s … uh, sperm donor.”


“We’re letting them go?” Josh asked.


I knew the vamps above the sliding door could hear us.  I spoke for their benefit, but shook my head no.  “Sure, I’m a live and let live guy.  Some of my best friends are blood-sucking fiends.”


“Gloria is not a fiend,” Vivian said.


I looked at her.  “A surprising thing for a Slayer to say.”


Vivian shrugged.  “She once did Granddad and me a favor, so we’d owe the bitch.”


“I’d like to hear that story sometime, but the night is still young, and we have things to do.”


“What things,” Vivian asked.


The manager returned with a big, black plastic bucket.  He scooped out four of the lobsters and dumped them in, handing the bucket to a gleeful Kat.


I nodded toward the elevator.  “Not here.”


Josh hit the call button.  Once the doors opened, we crowded on.  The doors closed and we began to descend.  I lunged around the car like a crazy blind man, feeling everywhere.  “It’s just us,” I said.


“Who else would  it be?” Kat asked.


“There was an unseen presence on the roof, someone magically concealing their presence.  You guys are going home.  I’m going to wait in the lobby and tail Roma’s party when they leave.”  


“They’ll see you,” Vivian said.  “And if you’re on foot, when they jump in a car?”


“I’ll jack whatever I need,” I said.  “As for being seen, or sensed, I’ve got a plan that may even pierce the illusion of our unseen traitor.”  My money was on Mason.


“Better be a hell of a plan,” Josh said.  “But I understand.  All of us following them in the limo would hardly be low profile.”


The doors opened.  We stepped into the lobby and I sent everyone off.  Vivian went last, lingering to touch the side of my face with her hand.  “Be careful,” she said, “or I’ll kick your head up your ass.”


The elevator doors closed and the car started up.  Someone else was coming down.


Alone for the moment, I contemplated my next move.  There was a risk—and there would be a hell of a drain on my life force—but I thought I could combine my Demon Wings and my Dragon Sight tats to cloak my presence and boost my power to pierce the dream stone’s distortion zone.  Even if I lost the vamps, there was a good chance I’d make a visual ID on the unseen presence.  That would be a big step forward.


I warmed up the tats, hoping dragon magic and demon magic would play nice.  Pain like the end of the world doubled me over as my muscles burned and cramped, wringing me out.  The pain passed and I straightened as the elevator arrived.


And no one came out.


Wait, I see something.  A blurry patch of air moved past.  I lurched along, hurrying to catch up as misty details began to fill in.  Excitement mounted as I realized I was seeing a very nice female shape from behind.  


Definitely not Mason.  If I can just get closer, I think I can make her out.


Steps sounded behind me and I realized there had been someone else on the elevator.  Someone tackled me to the tiles.  


The woman burst out the door and vanished.  


Dammit.


I slammed an elbow back and hit someone in the face.  


Next thing I knew, I was being picked up bodily and tossed into a wall.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


TWENTY-FIVE


 


“A meeting of minds doesn’t satisfying


as much as the pummeling of fists.”


 


                                             —Caine Deathwalker


 


“Get up, boy,” the familiar voice lashed at me.  “I want to see what you’re made of.”


Roma?  Well, who else did I think it was?


My back hurt, but pain was an old friend.  I played at being hurt worse than I was, trying to create an advantage.  In front of me, the green and white tiles were littered with frosted glass from a wall-sconce light that I think I’d shattered.  Groaning, I levered myself to my knees and pushed to my feet.  I stared across the lobby, but saw no master vampire.


Then my attention caught a misty distortion in the air—a man-shaped distortion.  I put a hand against the wall, as if I needed to steady myself, using the time to drop my Demon Wings magic since it was clearly not doing its job against the power of the dream stone, which was rapidly getting further away.  I released my Dragon Sight too since I didn’t figure it would help much here.  


In their place, I activated the Vampire Speed tats on my legs.  There was no sensation of pain.  The high cost of the metabolism boost would be paid for in an hour with crippling cramps, utter exhaustion, and complete vulnerability.  I’d need to be some place safe by then.  The clock’s running.


 Roma faded into view, clear distortion becoming pale silver, becoming a deepening blue, until he stood there in his two thousand dollar midnight blue suit, the coat unbuttoned.  A Roman short sword was strapped around his waist.  I think it had always been there, obscured by the stone’s dream of emptiness.  His slightly mussed hair matched the dark pits of his eyes.  Before, his eyes had exerted an annoying gravity, trying to catch my gaze.  That force was absent now.  Maybe taking on vampire speed had given me a little more resistance.  Well, I’m not going to complain about unexpected bonuses.


I smiled at Roma as he spread his arms out in a come-and-get-me gesture.  His big weakness was clear.  He was a professional fighter, not a soldier.  He should have rushed in and pounded my head into apple butter, but he was still playing to the Coliseum crowds after almost two thousand years.


That’s going to cost you.


I wished there was more in the environment to use, but the mostly clear space was useful too.  I reached out with a thought and pulled my demon sword from thin air.  The comforting weight filled my hand.  The sword glowed soft red, tinting the under-furnished lobby with bloody highlights.  His deep blue suit swallowed the light, turning midnight purple.  Hungry as a vampire, the sword hummed in anticipation as I swung the blade into a guarding position, its tip angled toward Roma’s face.


Crouching, he drew his sword, letting the gladius scrape into view.  The thing was a museum piece, but well maintained: Spanish steel, a hardwood handle, and a flat, oval pommel of ivory.  The blade was two-edged, about twenty-two inches with a triangular point.  Such heavy swords were usually employed to slash knees under an opponent’s shield and to kill with quick stabs to the abdomen, basically, a close-quarters weapon.


“Show me your courage,” Roma said, “and it is missio, you may leave the arena alive.  Perform poorly and it is sine missione, you will die.”


My sword’s glow dimmed.  Its hungry song thinned and died.  “What the hell?”  I brought the hilt up, shook it, and smacked the bottom of the hilt the way you would a flashlight with a traitorous battery.


“Having problems?” Roma inquired politely.


I brought the sword back to a guarding stance, ready to intercept his weapon were he to rush in.  “The sword doesn’t like the taste of you?”


He arched both eyebrows.  “I beg your pardon?”


“It’s a vampire too. It drinks souls.  You don’t have one.  Apparently, I’m on my own against you.”


“Ah, so your sword is just another sword now.”


“Well, it’s still forged with meteoric iron.  Its strength and fine edge will have to be enough.”


Roma sighed.  “If I’ve learned anything in all my years, it’s that what’s important is the man, not the tool.”


I smiled.  “Hey, Roma, you’re over two thousand years old, so tell me, how much Viagra does it take?”


He lunged without tensing, a blur of motion.


If not for my Vampire Speed tat, and the attending boost in hand-eye coordination, my reflexes would have been inadequate.  As it was, I stepped diagonally back, trying to use the longer reach of my blade to catch him across the ribs, only to be forced to continue my retreat as he pivoted, one attack licking in after another.


I remembered where the unattended desk was.  He was trying to pin me there.  I let him think this was working.  Before I could bump into it, I leaped back, drawing my sword to the side so it was out of the way while I rolled.  On the far side of the desk, I brought my sword back in line with Roma.


“Total awareness of your environment,” Roma said.  “You’ve studied eastern fighting styles.”


Flatfooted, I hopped up onto the desk, lowering my tip to catch any strike he aimed at my feet.  “I’ve studied every style.  I’m surprised that after two thousand years, you haven’t varied your own approach.”


“I’m giving you a handicap,” he said.  “Don’t waste it.”  He kicked the side of the desk nearest him.  I heard wood breaking as the desk jerked under me, scooting several feet.  


I brought my sword point up as I sank to one knee.


He rushed in, knees sliding on the desktop, our swords crossed.  The force of the battering connection traveled up my arms.  I wasn’t the target, my sword was.  He was trying to break it with his heavier weapon.


I shifted hips, trying to slant him off me.  He didn’t move, but my efforts sent me skidding off the desk, onto my feet.  


Roma rolled off the desk, landing on his feet, his sword pointing at my guts.  Still crouching low, he used his free hand to seize a leg of the desk.  Effortlessly, he lifted the desk by one hand.


Oh, crap!


And flung it at me like swatting a fly.  I ducked under the desk, slashing for his feet with my longer reach.  Only he was gone.  The desk flew over me and crashed into the wall, sliding down, shattering another light.  The psychic force of his killing intent washed over me from behind.  I quarter turned, slanting my sword between us.  His blade scraped mine, narrowly missing my kidney, recoiling like a snake to strike again.  


I used my full speed to flank him.


But he blurred faster, as if he’d been holding back all this time.  Three blows landed within the same moment.  He wrapped my head playfully, punctured my right shoulder, and turned his sword so its flat went across my upper arm.  He punched his own sword which passed the energy onto me, slamming me down the lobby, over to the elevator.


From the crack and pain, I knew my arm was broken.  I got my legs under me, kneeling, letting my left hand take up the sword.  Overusing of my magic left me little to call on, so what I needed to do might not work, but I had little choice.  


Roma blurred in to overwhelm and crush me.  I leaped backward, landing in a crouch, my right arm dangling uselessly.  The jar of landing caused a fresh burst of pain from the break.  I ignored it, sidestepping, slashing as he pivoted to follow.  His sword swung up in a short, vicious arc of a block.  


I smiled coldly.  Got you!


The sword ghosted out of my hand, springing into the dimensional ether, returning at once in the grip of my will with no chance to go back to the armory.  Roma’s energy carried his sword on, with my weapon inside his guard.   He spun, but fast as he was, my tip pierced his side, sliding through lower ribs.  My foot lashed out in almost the same moment, kicking him off my blade.  He stumbled.  I followed, slashing, ghosting the sword out of the block, slashing his face.  I rained blows, a couple times actually clashing swords so he dare not block.  


I forced him back and back, burning through the vampire speed I’d kindled in my muscles.  I knew I’d only win if I won right now.  


But the demon sword was pissed.  I felt it waking up, resisting me.  Its hell red glow brightened and its song was back, more a screech mixed with a scream.  It knew I was hurt and weak.  It was hungry.  For me.  My hand on the hilt tingled as it tried to drink my soul from our point of contact.


I managed several more come-and-go attacks before I was forced to disarm myself by sending the sword to the armory.  My left hand shot for my shoulder holster.


Roma stopped me with a stab to my good shoulder, and a knee to the nuts.  I went down with a curse, pushed myself up, and caught a fist to the head that nearly took it off.  I swayed down, but came up again, thoughts swimming in a gray sea.  An odd numbness disconnected me from the world.  Several more blows put me down on the floor with darkness sweeping closer.  Clawing at the tiles, I tried to get up, swallowing all the pain I had to.  The grayness receded as my focus returned—too late.


His sword tip caught my chin, lifting it.


A threat?  Or my last moment alive?


“Fine,” his sword retreated, “you can date my daughter.  But break her heart, and I will eat yours.”  


 I nodded.  I believed him.  


He kicked my head and the darkness claimed me.


 


I came back to my senses with every inch of my body in pain.  It was near impossible to focus.  Bursts of light bloomed everywhere I looked.  Their dance reminded me I could pass out again at any second.  I didn’t like anyone seeing how hurt I was, but it took all my force of will to stagger toward the limo, and not stumble off the curb.  The summer night had finally cooled and was draining my heat like a succubus.  


Osamu discreetly held the back of my left elbow, offering support, opening the car door for me, something I didn’t normally let him do.  Neither of us said a word.  I liked the fact that his concern stayed silent, something I’d rather not have dealt with.  It’s why I’d told him to come alone.  Vivian would have fussed and scolded—way too much drama for how I felt.


I fell in and he shut the door carefully, as though I must be protected from the sound.  I scrambled over to the bar, but when I grabbed a glass from the mini bar, my hand shook.  I put the glass back, closed my eyes, and just let time dwindle.


Clock’s running.  Not much time left until I’m in the penalty box.


I’d used too much magic, and I still had to pay for using my Vampire Speed tat.  That reckoning had to be close since I’d only had an hour to start with.  I probably didn’t have enough time to get back to Joshua’s place.  I was soon going to wish I was very drunk indeed.


“Osamu?”


“Yes, Caine-sama.”



“I am about to have a fit.  I’ll be tied in knots, and will probably scream a bit.  You may want to roll up the partition.  Pull over and wait until the attack passes.  I’ll be unconscious afterwards.  At that time, continue to the Victorian, and see that I’m not disturbed until I’ve slept it off.”


Red-hot claws sank into my muscles, stretching them out, knotting them up.  It felt like I’d been turned into putty with every single nerve ending shrieking like a damned soul.  Between waves of agony, I sensed that the vehicle had stopped.  At one point, I dimly sensed Osamu in the back with me.  He didn’t touch me.  I’d have bitten through his hand, and stabbed him in the eye.  He probably knew that.  He kept guard, composed in utter stillness, waiting.  I’d never thank him for the comfort of his presence.  Such an action would have embarrassed us both.  


Eventually, the pain swirled away, and I drained away with it into sleep.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


TWENTY-SIX


 


“The scariest place I know is inside my head.”


 


                                               —Caine Deathwalker.


 


Red skies with golden lighting frozen in place made me grin.  The golden moon on the horizon dripped liquid light onto a mountain bust of the Red Lady.  Her eyes were red-gold disks, spearing me with attention.  


C’mon, give it a rest.


The grass felt good between my toes.  My hands felt oddly heavy.  I looked down at myself.  A golden gauntlet fit on my right hand.  A matching silver one gleamed on the other.  I had no shirt on.  I looked to be wearing a black silk sheet instead of pants.  A gold silk sash wound around my waist, dangling to my knees.  It felt normal, pleasant even.


I turned around and found a door set in an old oak.  I opened the door and went into a sprawling ballroom.  People danced, drinking, laughing into the swirling music.  Most had papier-mâché masks on that were painted, feathered, and jeweled.  The clothing styles came from all time periods, as if this place were a crossroads of sorts.


Edging the ballroom, stone pillars secured other guests in chains.  Several of them had been stripped of puffy white shirts and crimson loincloths which littered the floor.  They bled all kinds of colors so at first I thought they’d simply been painted.  The smell of iron told me different.  I looked closer and saw they were people I’d killed.  It was no wonder they needed so many pillars.


  Multicolored blood dripping down the pillars, onto the captives, made me look up.  There were more prisoners chained high, and more after that as the pillars soared up into distant heights where vultures circled.


I started walking, skirting the crowd.  Eventually, I came to tables of food.  One of which held a giant ice sculpture of a naked woman.  She had the most amazing rack.  It took me a second to recognize Izumi.  I put my hand on one of her frozen thighs.  Multiple pops erupted.  Cracks appeared.  They raced over the sculpture.  It cracked, splintered, and fell apart.  


A smaller version of Izumi was revealed.  Ice wings unfurled from her back as she stretched in new freedom.  Hopping off the table, she gave me a kiss, and flew off, making ice-sculpture flowers sprout from fresh frost where she passed.  


I stopped for a second to let a giant ball of yarn roll in front of me.  Joshua followed, chasing it.  


I raised an eyebrow.


He kept moving. “I am a cat after all.”  


I could see the far reaches of the room now.  A throne loomed there, big enough for a titan or two, but empty.  The masked dancers opened a path for Angie as she walked towards me.   She had her inner-wolf on a leash, walking in front of her.  Passing me, Angie ran her hand over the silver gantlet, immune somehow to its power.  She kissed me halfway on my lips and cheek, and strolled on to Izumi.  


The ballroom and dancers ghosted away, leaving me half circled by jungle in a cup of blue-gray mountains.  This time, the bust of the Red Lady was absent.  A strip of bone-white sand appeared underfoot.  I smelled salt in the air, and heard the crash of waves on breakers behind me.  Cold, foamy water washed across my feet.  I turned and faced a sapphire sea.  A tropical paradise.


Izumi knelt on the sand, her white bikini heroically struggling to contain her bountiful breasts.  Angie and wolf were further down the beach, tossing a Frisbee.   The wolf had good aim, and Angie was damn impressive leaping into the air, catching it with her teeth.


“Hey, knucklehead, you’re blocking my view.”


I turned a bit more to see Old Man reclining in a beach chair, a blue umbrella drink in his hand.  His aqua blue shorts had serpentine runes sprawling on them.  The symbols matched the ancient Atlantean tats and brands on his skin.  An empty chair waited beside him.  For me, I guessed.  I walked over.  As I sat, a waiter arrived with fresh drinks on his round tray.  I took them both.  


“This is our paradise,” Old Man said.  “You have to go get your own.”  He pointed out in the surf where the breakers were surging.  One section of coral rose to awesome proportions, forming a throne plastered with purple starfish.  “Besides, you’re not off the clock yet.”


I finished both drinks, left the glasses in the sand, and got up.  Facing the coral throne, I noticed that a dotted line of dark green stepping stones now floated on the surface.  I walked toward them.  They were sea tortoises.  They opened beaked mouths and a song spilled out:


 


Darkness falling, I tip my hat to the sun.


 A hammer’s in my chest, life bleeds on the run.



At the crossroads of doom I gotta change the tune.


A pound of flesh, more like a ton,


Ninety-nine problems, and a bitch ain't one.


Ninety-nine problems, and a bitch ain't one.


 


I hopped from one tortoise to another, heading out for the throne.  The closer I got, the more it seemed to stretch into the sky.


Pretty big throne for my ass to fill, but what the hell!


I stood on the last tortoise, salt spray in the wind dampening my chest and face.  Venus on a half shell, Gloria rose beside me, splendid in her nakedness, her eyes hungry red flames, a bottle of Captain Morgan Rum in her arms.  She licked her lips and smiled, flashing fangs.  She winked.  “Hey sailor, dream here often?”


My erection grew hard as a steel pipe, not the least put off by her nails lengthened into painted claws on the bottle.  Her half shell drifted up to my tortoise.  She reached out with one hand and pulled me over to her shell.  She pressed her boobs into me, rubbing my crotch with the cold bottle.


“Hey, now!” I objected.


Her free hand caressed my chest, and the claw tips dug in.  Four scratches appeared on my chest, dripping blood.  Gloria licked the shallow wounds.  Her blood red eyes burned into my own.  “I want you so bad,” she whispered.


She got tackled off me, as the world blurred into silver mist, then returned with a change of setting.  We were in a large gymnasium.  Steel I beams formed rafters overhead where lights were suspended.  Spongy mats lay underfoot, filling my half of the space.  Across the gym, ignoring us, the Romanian Girls Gymnastics Team were riding gymnastic horses, beating the inanimate beasts with their riding crops.  In place of their usual uniform, the ladies wore thigh-high stockings, black panties, and corsets that laced up front.  


For all the energy they were putting in, no one seemed likely to win the race.


The sounds of grunting and high-pitched squeals drew my attention to Gloria, flat on her back on the mats, Vivian on top of her.  “He’s my fuck toy,” the dhampyr said.  “You keep your mitts off him.”


Gloria pouted.  “But I saw him first.”


A voice whispered in my ear, “You cannot sit upon the throne.”  A woman’s red-nailed hand slid onto my shoulder, turning me to face her.


“Red Lady…”


But she was a shadow, fading to nothing as I watched.  Her words lingered behind her like a restless wind, “The throne is within you.  Your destiny…”


And then the dream became a nightmare as a sea of zombie children thronged me.  Their faces smeared with peanut butter and jelly, grubby fingers clawed at my flesh.  They were dhampyr and human and fey and shape-shifter with wolf and cat ears and tails in evidence.  They cried piteously, “Daddy, Daddy, give me a ride.”


“Give me a ride.”


“Give me a ride.”


“No, me first!”


“Me first!”


And then they were dressed in little Slayer uniforms, armed with knives and aluminum baseball bats.  The knives stabbed.  The bats hit.  Pain drove me to my knees.  Staring up, strangely unable to defend myself, I saw a crescent red moon below the steel I beams.  A rope swing dangled from it, gently swaying.  A man sat there with bloody moonbeams in a jar.  The jar became the dream stone in Mason’s hands. 


“Crap, the dream stone,” I said.  “This isn’t my dream.”


“No,” Mason called down.  “It’s mine.  That’s why you’re going to die.”


He stepped off his swing, onto a baby white cloud that drifted down, bringing him in for a better look at my destruction.


My ribs caved in, splinters of bone piercing a lung.  A bat shattered against my head.  Warm blood trickled down my face, dripping off my jaw.  My arm felt broken.  There were stigmata in my shoulders that had opened, gushing blood down my torso.  Knives bit, slashing, tearing.  And somehow, through it all, I couldn’t manage to care, as if my emotions were frozen in Izumi’s ice.


Mason?  But it was a woman I saw running from the White Lotus.  Or was that a dream too?


The dream stone glowed brighter and brighter.  Other Masons rose from the mats, features blurry and smudged, toner on their cheeks like they were bad copies.  They turned from me and walked away.  Each Mason copy had a knife in the back from the little zombie children.  The kids followed the Masons.  A moment later, I lay alone on blood splattered mats.  Vivian and Gloria had vanished.  


But I heard Vivian’s voice, “You need to wake up.  Wake up, Caine.”


 


*    *    *


 


I opened my eyes in the spare bedroom in Joshua house.  Vivian was shaking me.  Osamu stood by a window, talking on his phone, probably to Old Man back in L.A.  Joshua jutted like a mountain at the foot of the bed, his face carved into an image of concern.  Vivian’s hands gripped me tight, one on my hip, the other on my chest.


I said, “That hurts, you know?”


She stopped, staring down at me with glistening eyes.  My right arm hurt a lot and so did my shoulders.  Matter of fact, everything hurt.  I had knife cuts bleeding all over me.  Bruises were forming.  I tried to sit up a little and look myself over.  The room swam.  A severe pain exploded inside my skull.  What had happened to me in my dream had come out of the dream.  I was mangled badly and losing blood everywhere.


“He’s awake.  He’s awake,” Osamu shouted into the phone.


I managed to get my left hand around the red pearl chained around my throat.  I poured my desperate need into the pearl.  


It warmed in response.  A red mist wrapped my hand and flowed down my body.  Strength came—the Red Lady’s gift.  I poured it into my healing tattoos.  I used them sparingly because they required so much power, leaving me as weak as my Vampire Speed tattoo usually did.  Fortunately, this time, the Red Lady was making the payment for the magic I needed.  That had its down side too.  She’d expect me to be nice to her now, spend time with her in her crimson dimension.  The problem with that is that once I went there, there’d be no guarantee she’d ever let me out. 


The sound of bones springing back into place made Vivian’s hands jerked off me.  It would take a few minutes for me to finish healing, but the job was underway.  Muscles burned, melding various rips and tears.  My knife wounds visibly closed.  I closed my eyes and let the red mist do its thing.  I felt like I still needed about twenty hours of sleep.


Do I dare ever sleep again?


And of course, people wanted to talk to me.  “What the hell happened to you” Joshua asked. 


“Ran into a door,” I said.  “Hey, I’m going to be ravenously hungry soon.  Somebody want to fix me something?  New sheets would be good too.  These are covered in blood.”


Vivian shouted at me, “I want to know what stupid thing you did without us, and I want to know now!”


“Frozen pizza all right?” Josh asked.


I pried my eyes open to stare at him.  “I’d rather have it cooked.”


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


TWENTY-SEVEN


 


“When out of lube, there’s always blood.”


 


                                              —Caine Deathwalker.


 


Osamu helped me to a recliner while the bedding was stripped and fresh sheets were put on.  I ate the pizza when it came, and demanded several more.  Josh moved the bed and took colored duct tape and—under my supervision—roughed out an Atlantean-style summoning circle on the hard wood floor.  Old Man sent us a phone picture of the necessary symbols for the interior pattern of a seven-pointed star inside the larger circle.  I sent pictures back of what we’d done.  


Old Man studied the images and responded with a text: adequate.  If you’d studied your dead languages properly, I wouldn’t have to look over your shoulder this way. 


While Josh put the bed back, I sent Old Man a picture of me flipping him the bird, and hung up.  I returned to the bed to finish off a small bottle of Scotch Osamu slipped me.  With any luck, the protective charm would keep the power of the dream stone from finding me while I got some badly needed rest.  Due to the severe damage I’d taken, bouncing back fully would need hours more.  


“Josh, while I’m out of things, the dhampyr might decide to attack.”


“Don’t worry.  I’ve got backup on the way.  I’ve also called in all the toms and tabbies in our small clan.  We’ll be ready for trouble.”


Easier said than done.


Leaving, Josh opened the door to the hall and stepped out.  Kat was there, an Indian dreamcatcher in her hand.  She used a thumbtack to hang it on the outside of the door.  Seeing me watching, she shrugged.  “Can’t hurt.”  She closed the door.  


I closed my eyes, trying to settle my whirling thoughts. So I could go back to sleep.  


I needed to go after Mason.  If I could trust any part of my dream, he had the dream stone and had just used it to try and kill me.  The longer I waited, the more prepared he’d be for me.  Even now, he’d be telling the dhampyr I was behind all the recent killings in town, that I was the one trying to take over the city, and that I had a good shot at succeeding with the liger on my side.  Still, worse than going in late was going in weak and unprepared. 


I drowsed in and out of consciousness.  At one point, I realized that I was much warmer than before, but it was okay.  An oscillating fan had been brought in to ease the heat of day.  I looked at the clock on the night stand.  3:00 PM.  I needed at least two more hours.


The door opened and closed.  I didn’t bother to see who it was.  My heightened sense of smell picked up the lovely scent of freshly bathed female flesh, dhampyr.  Vivian.  She slid onto the bed and snuggled up behind me.  Her arm came over my hip.  Her hand slid up my chest and stopped over my slowly beating heart, as if seeking reassurance.  Her forehead pressed into my bare back.  Her breath stirred the fine hairs along my spine.


“Caine?”


“Hmmmmm?”


“If you ever die on me, I’m going to very pissed.”


“Understandable,” I murmured.


“Very pissed.”


“Hmmm.”


“I’ll probably piss on your grave.”


“Don’t get caught,” I said.  “They put you in jail for that.  Trust me, I know.”


“I’m not surprised.”


Fluttering in and out of consciousness, I began to ask myself if I had the energy to roll over and take what was so available.  It was a testament to my tiredness that I fell into a deep sleep with the question unresolved.


 


The roar brought me awake with a surge of adrenaline hitting my system.  I was surprised the windows didn’t explode inward, that hurricane force winds didn’t rip open the building.  The sound embodied rage, a promise of death coming swiftly.  My brain registered all this as I burst off the bed, searching for my clothes—especially by shoulder rig with the PPKs.


It belatedly registered that Vivian was gone.  I was alone.


Never shaped by a human throat, the scream came again, bestial, hungry.  We had a bigger problem than attacking dhampyr.  I knew that roar.  The Spirit Bear had tracked me down.  I heard the sound of wood splintering, bursting apart.  


That’s the living room door getting bitch-smacked out of the way.


A second roar, louder, exploded through the house, a different timbre from the first one.  


And that’ll be Josh going all liger.


I spotted fresh clothes laid out on the recliner.  My harness and guns were there as well.  I crossed over and dressed hurriedly in tan slacks, a black tee, boots, and finished by arming myself.  I checked the loads in the clips.  One was filled with explosive rounds.  The other gun had a wolf-n-bat clip: laser-carved Brazilian Rosewood bullets that had been soaked in holy water, blessed by a priest, and had little silver crosses on the tips.  No werewolf or vamp was going to easily heal a wound made by these, but the rounds were totally useless for a Spirit Bear.


I pocketed that clip, found my bag by the chair, and rummaged for a couple more explosive clips.  There was only one more of those, and a few clips with iron-cored slugs for fey.  I took them all, making a mental note to restock ASAP.


With the second gun loaded like the first, I ran to the door and flung it open.  The sounds of battle rose from below: Kat squalling in fury as her inner cat came out, breakables breaking, heavy furniture screeching across the floor, thumping into walls, snarls galore.  I ran down the a short hall to the upper landing of the stairs.  In a hurry, I slid down the rail, bailing just before the end where an ornate knob—a wooden acorn actually—topped the end post.  I landed beside a book case that had fallen on its side, with both my guns in hand, muzzles locked on the liger and the green, flaming bear, as I waited for a clean shot.


The werekitties were down, looking bad.  I didn’t want them to die.  They were destined for my harem.  The unknown toms, male cat shape-shifters, laying here and there didn’t mean much to me at all.


The liger was smaller and should have been overwhelmed, but he’d gone all jungle cat, losing his humanity in a complete transformation, none of this halfway stuff.  He was fighting for his home, his pregnant wife.  A flying piece of debris had already clipped her head, starting it bleeding.  Her pointy cat ears and tail were out, but she otherwise retained human form.  I wondered why.  She was more vulnerable this way.


The baby.  Now that she knows she’s pregnant, she won’t do a major shift.  It might cost her the child.  No wonder Josh has gone ape-shit.


I heard a loud crunch, as the liger bit off a chunk of bear skull, taking an ear with it.  Blood poured down the bear’s head.  Its eyes were wide in shock.  Though its front claws were gouging deep in the liger, Josh had his hind feet bicycling, a common disemboweling technique of lions and tigers.


With a great effort, the bear ripped the liger loose and flung him across the room, into the kitchen, through the kitchen door, and into the backyard.


I emptied my clips into the bear, going for as many head and heart shots as possible.  The bear would have zeroed in on me and charged, but Kat hurled butcher knives from a butcher’s block, Vivian filled the front doorway, a bucking shotgun in her hands, spitting fire and thunder, and Osamu dug out of a pile of fallen shelves and broken furniture with his demon sword in hand, looking for a place to start carving.


The bear couldn’t even rear properly; it was too tall for the ceiling.  Hunching awkwardly, several knife handles jutting from its fur, its paw caught the room’s overhead light, smashing it loose, spraying pieces at Kat.  


Vivian kept unloading slugs into the bear that blew off chunks.  


Osamu leaped, powering into a diagonal slash meant to cut the bear’s throat.


And I dropped empty clips, reloading.


We were doing a helluva lot of damage to the house and the bear, but it wasn’t a natural creature anymore than Josh was.  Just as his shifter’s form healed the most horrific of injuries, so did the bear’s.  Already, the bear’s skull was back together, his missing ear grown back.  The bear ignored his slashed throat, batting Osamu outside through a living room window. 


Kat ran out of knives, and picked up a laundry iron by her feet.  Holding it by the handle, she had a sort of brass-knuckle affair, well, steel-knuckle you could call it.


Vivian ran out of shot, and choked up on the barrel of the shotgun like she meant to bludgeon the bear into submission.


And my defensive barrier had snapped on full because the she-bear was looking straight at me with murder in her eyes.


The liger chose that moment to barrel back into the house, a golden blur, silent as lightning running ahead of its own thunder.  The liger sprang from pointblank range, hitting low.  Using human cunning and a linebacker’s knowledge of leverage, Josh picked the bear entirely off her feet.  They both slammed through an exterior wall, into the front yard.


Kat tried to follow, but I caught and held her back.


“Don’t get in his way,” I said.  “He can fight the bear, or get himself ripped up bad by having to also protect you.  Which do you want?”


If looks can kill…  


The growl in her throat died as my words sank in.


I figured it was time to adjust her attitude a little more so she wouldn’t fight my plans to make Josh the new Master of the City.  “We need him to do what only he can.  You kept Josh out of preternatural politics, and a master vampire and his cronies moved in.  This hell-beast moved in.  Dozens died, wolves, humans, and fey.”  I neglected to mention that the bear’s kills were mostly due to my having pissing it off.  “A weak city is always targeted, vulnerable.  What kind of a world are you building for your kid?  One where the good and innocent must hide or die, or bend before the power of the perverse?”


I’d been polishing that speech in my head for a while now.  I hoped it worked.  I had no more time.  I put my guns away and concentrated on my Dragon Fire tat as I ran out the big hole in the living room wall.  I paid for the magic with the pain of a meat cleaver thumping its way down my back, breaking up my vertebrae, chopping up my spinal cord.  


Fuck!  That’s a new one.


Outside, Osamu waited for an opening, his demon sword thrumming in ecstasy.  


Vivian caught a bear paw and went sailing into someone’s hedge.


Gaping jaws locked on each other, the liger and bear tumbled onto the limo, caving in the hood, pulverizing the windshield.  Dragon fire danced in my palms, waiting to be thrown.


And that’s when the cavalry arrived.  Three white vans pulled up in the street.  Their doors were thrust open as men and women in full military gear disembarked.  The air thickened with thunder as a black helicopter dropped down into view, hovering twenty feet above the vans.  Staring at the helicopter’s open bay door, I saw a .50 machine gun, and a young kid with sunglasses and a grin playing with a remote-control.  At his feet, ready to launch, was a drone. 


A PRT hit team?  Josh, what were you thinking?


The shrill scream of approaching police cars added to the chaos.


Apparently, no one had told the kid in the chopper that the liger was a good guy.  The drone shot in, taking on both liger and Spirit Bear—and limo.  My poor limo!  All three went up in a BOOM!  The limo’s gas tank followed.  Another BOOM!  Black, greasy smoke climbed into the sky, trimmed with orange flames that came and went as shrapnel rained.  The men from the vans ducked low to ride out the explosions.  The helicopter swayed in the sky.  I heard men mouthing curses.  The neighbor’s Chihuahua yelped from under a porch.


Something heavy crashed onto the porch beside me.  It was so shredded and burnt, you couldn’t really tell what it had been.  Kat emerged from the wreckage of the house, an Indian blanket in hand.  She beat out the flames on a huge, well-done steak.  The steak groaned, almost a human sound.  Big chunks filled in as it grew smaller, the size of a large man.  Black skin flaked off.  Patches like raw hamburger knitted into muscle.  Fragments of bone fused, becoming whole.  It bled until the wounds closed.  New pink skin crept over the exposed muscle.  Finally, Josh began to take form.


Where the bear went was anybody’s guess.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


TWENTY-EIGHT


 


“Sympathy is a connivance


one should use sparingly.”


 


                                            —Caine Deathwalker


 


“Kat, Josh will sleep a lot longer than I did.  There’s a lot of internal damage to heal.  The PRT will get him medical care—he was one of theirs.”  She looked at me, puzzled, probably wondering why I was recapping the obvious.  I pushed on, making my points, “I have friends on the PRT, but I’m also a Person of Interest in a number of their investigations.  I’ve got work to do, so I’m slipping out of here.  Josh won’t be able to protect anyone for a while. You and your people need go underground.”


Her eyes went back to Josh.  “I can’t leave him … like this.”


“He’d agree with me.  You need to do this for him.  Your lives are never going to be peaceful and quiet.  Start supporting his destiny.”  The encroaching soldiers were rounding up Osamu and Vivian.  Others were looking our way.  “Decide now.”


She drew a deep breath.  “Okay, fine.”


I fired up my Demon Wings tat, and felt myself stomped on by some unseen colossus.  The numbing impact shook me, and then the sensation of crumpled flatness evaporated.  I’d become invisible.  Within my zone, Kat was cloaked by magic as well.  “Back up, but stay close to me.  Keep me between your people and the soldiers.”


The PRT personnel had faltered, staring, but were coming on again, weapons in hand, moving slowly.


We retreated into the ruins of the living room and found the toms and tabbies pulling themselves together.  Though disheveled, wearing torn clothes, the cat people had healed up and looked pretty functional, which was good since we had to run.


I extended my magic to those Kat called over.  I said, “Cleo, take point.  Lead everyone to the back of the property.  We’re going over the fence.”


“Gotcha!”


We ran as a knot of people, slowing only a little as we exited the spot where the back door had once been.  In the backyard, we heard the helicopter swinging over the house.  I wasn’t sure we’d get away cleanly.  They could have had someone up there with some serious power, a seer, witch with a scrying crystal, or a fey on the team able to pierce my spread-thin demon magic.  


In the backyard, a couple orange trees shielded us.  Instead of wasting time scrambling over the six-foot wooden fence, I kicked out several planks.  We slipped through into someone’s backyard.  No animals barked.  A small plastic kid’s pool was full, but no children were around.  The grass was brown with neglect.  The white-painted house’s windows were blocked by mini-blinds.  An external air-conditioner whirred softly to itself, as we passed it, going along the side of the building, through a gate to the front yard.


I glanced back.  The helicopter still hung above Kat’s house.  It looked like we’d gotten away clean.  Despite the drain, I kept everyone close to me, shielded by my Demon Wings magic, until Kat directed us to a small, neighborhood park that had some swings, a slide, picnic table, and a bit of cool green grass.  I collapsed under a Japanese maple and wiped the sweat from my eyes.


Kat peered down at me like I was something she’d scrapped off her favorite pumps. “What now?” 


“We need wheels,” I said.  “And a place for you guys to go to ground.”  I was surprised there were only ten of Kat’s clan, but then again, there had probably been more before they ran afoul of the wolves, and Josh had stepped in to save them.


Kat caught the eye of one of the toms, a scrawny dude in tie-dye shorts and a black mesh shirt.  He sported a little goatee and had had blond dreadlocks fizzing up his head, gathered back at the nape of his neck.  He wore a cheap watch, and his kiwi-colored kicks were untied on his feet.  “Jamie, you live back here somewhere.  You got wheels we can borrow?”


“My mom’s van, but she’ll kill me if something happens to it.”


I pointed at the shoulder holsters I wore over my sleeveless tee—wishing I had a light weight jacket to hide the rig from casual view.  “Armed and dangerous,” I said.  “Make your choice: die now or maybe later.”


He nodded decisively.  “Later’s good.”


 


*   *   *


 


We were back in Old Sac.  The van was parked, I’d bought a new jacket to hide my guns, and we played tourist, wandering over to see the old railroad switching yard that was no longer in use, and no longer functional.  


My phone chimed.  I answered, “Go ahead.” 


“Where are you guys?”  It was Vivian.


I had no idea who might be with her, listening in, so I played it cagey.  “Got a side trip I have to attend to.  Don’t worry.  I won’t start any serious trouble without you.  Just hang loose until I call.”


Kat jammed an elbow in my ribs.  “Oh,” I said, “how’s Josh doing?”


“In and out like you were.  PRT medics are using several intravenous drips to feed him and restore his electrolyte balance, whatever the hell that is.  I don’t know what kind of drone they used on him, but it had some decidedly unnatural elements in the design.  The PRT boss says it was developed to take out class-nine boggill, kyeme, and the occasional lindwyrm.”


Nice, she’d tipped me to the PRT breathing down her neck.  Well, it wasn’t as if I didn’t expect it.  


“Listen,” Vivian said, “I’m supposed to tell you to come in for a debriefing.  PRT want to hear about things directly from you.  So far, this is just a request.”


“Okay, when I can.  Sorry, gotta go.”  I hung up, knowing they’d triangulate the call towers and get a good idea where we were.  “Debrief my ass.”


Past the historical museums, we stood near a maintenance depot for old engine repairs.  I studied the great wooden wheel set in the ground.  The deck had railroad tracks that could be turned to direct a train inside to be worked on.  I felt a demonic aura rising from underground where the mechanisms for turning the switching wheel were hidden.  The vibe I got was slick, old, and powerful, but not yet aggressive.  


Kat didn’t seem to notice.  I wasn’t surprised.  Most creatures can’t feel dark energies unless they’re under direct attack.  I, however, grew up around such forces.


We went on to the river walk along the Sacramento River.  Kat led us to a place on the bank where we could see under the extended pier.  There were circular metal doors welded shut, out of everyone’s view, unless you knew where to look.  The bottom of the doors was under water, only an inch or two.  


“Prisoners were once kept in there—and allowed to starve, though that’s not in most of the historical records,” Kat said.


“Those were better days,” I said.   


“We need in there,” she said.


“Let me guess,” I said, “we’ll be moving through the demon’s territory.”


Kat laughed weakly.  “You can sense him?  Well, yeah.  I was kinda hoping you’d keep him distracted while we snuck by.”


“Isn’t it about time you told me where exactly we’re going?  What’s under there, besides a demon?”


“A sacred place of our kind, with relics brought from another land.  An ancient power may awaken here to help us.  If nothing else, there are furnished chambers with supplies where our people can wait out the storm.  I don’t think even the water fey know what’s beyond those iron doors.”


“This isn’t the normal way you get in, is it?” I asked.


“No.”  Kat set her fists on her hips.   “We’d normally go through a secret K Street entrance, but recent construction in that area required that we seal off that way.  Joshua’s been trying to find another way in, besides here, without much luck.”


The cats moved under the pier.  Kat and I followed.  I examined the iron doors.  The welds looked weak, old.  I took a step back and kicked as hard as I could.  The metal rang loudly, causing several of the toms and tabbies to whisper hasty curses.  The doors flew open.  “It’s nice when something actually goes right for a change.”  I went into the tunnels first.  My eyes adjusted to the darkness in seconds.  The floor was concrete, the space dark, damp and cold.  The walls and ceiling were red brick, old and pitted.


Cleo moved up next to me, as if seeking reassurance, shining a tiny LED ahead of us that hung on her key chain.  She said, “During the sixties and seventies, regular humans used to break in here.  They had an old opium den here, somewhere.  The ghosts of dead hippies can be seen wander in here some nights.”


I believed her.  Besides the local demon, I felt the presence of spirits lining the tunnels, partly embedded in the brick as if it were consuming them.  The ghostly presence was so strong, you could see them in brief flashes at the edge of sight.  They tended to fade when looked at directly.  


“Hate this,” Teri said.


Kat spoke softly, “Don’t worry.  These are just bad copies of souls that have moved on, replicates born from dying trauma.  They’re not strong enough to hurt you.”


Except for a little girl in Victorian clothing.


She stood in my path, looking at me with a mischievous smile, pointing to the tunnels branching left.  The demonic aura was stronger that way.  If I wanted to get the cats to their safe place, I had to talk to the demon anyways, but I had to wonder, Is she trying to help me or the demon?


Ghost girl retreated, staying in my path.  The tunnel passed several junctions.  We kept to our course, and reached an old wooden door.  Ghost girl walked right through it.  Cleo walked up to the door with me, her arm locked around mine.


“What are these carving on the frame?”  I took out my cell phone and used its display screen to provide a little more light.  I felt the carvings with my fingers.  “Ah!  It’s the alphabet of daggers.”


“The what?” Kat called out from behind me.


I answered, “One of the first writings ever created.  You guys stay here until I get back.  Try not to piss your pants.”


Kat growled low in her throat at me.


I warmed up my Dragon Sight tat to get a translation of the message.  As the magic activated, it felt like ghostly hands had found my private parts and were playing tug.  The sensation passed.  The writing looked scary—and cool—but it really only said: Open the door.


I opened and closed the door going through.  The room I entered was rounded.  The center had tree of mechanical gears.  This was the sublevel that had once switched the train tracks on the surface for various the repair docks.  Hand-carved furniture lined part of the room.  The flooring was redwood, very old, and very well made.  A dozen paintings hung on the walls. 


I went along one wall.  Reaching out, I touched a cloth draping the painting closest to me.  I’d never felt silk of such high grade before.  Like everything else in the room, it had been handcrafted.  A big-screen TV hung from the ceiling, across the room from where I stood.  


My eyes were drawn to a darkening shadow in a recliner near the gears, a shadow with hell-red eyes.


The demon in the chair said, “You have much courage coming alone, young one.”


Steeping closer to the chair, I saw the edges of the demon better than its center.  His dark blue suit made me think of Roma, but it wasn’t him.  The demon smelled of old grease, and stale, moldy bread.  He put a glass of wine down on the small table next to his chair.  The shimmering of the cloth of his sleeve lacked imperfection.  His hands were callused.  In life, he may have built everything down here, forging a bond to this place.  


I knew how to best deal with him.  Respect.  I pulled out a gold coin, a luck piece Izumi had once given me, and held it out.  “We are just passing by, this should pay the toll.”


He plucked the coin from my hand.  The energy of the fey gold made his hand firmer, more human.  He stood and walked over to a desk near another door.  He was only a little taller then me, maybe five-eight.  His shoes were the same color as his suit.  I couldn’t tell what they were made of, but they were well cobbled.  The demon turned and faced me.  His close-cropped, black spiky hair looked in grave need of attention.  His eyes lost their red glow, becoming midnight blue, feebly glowing.


“Your party may have safe passage.”  He gestured towards both doors.  Both opened.  “Move quickly,” he said.  “No gawking.”


I waved to the gang.  “Hurry up, guys.” 


They ran through, carefully not meeting the demon’s eyes, a response that he seemed to find amusing.  As soon as the last werecats went through the second door, the one we’d come in through closed.  I followed my people, pausing on the threshold of the room, looking back.  “You have a nice home, Mr.?”


“Vapula, Duke Vapula.”


Ah, one of Solomon’s Pillars in hell’s pantheon.



He added, “Don’t come back, without more gold.”  He gestured.


The door slammed in my face. The werecats were waiting for me.  We moved on to the next intersection of tunnels.  They passed ahead of everybody to join Kat.  She was studying old markings on one tunnel wall.  “I’m not sure of the way.  We’ve not come this way before, for obvious reasons.  By the way, how did you win him over?”


“Fey gold.  No one says no to fey gold.  It’s 22 carats, 97 percent pure.”


As we studied the branching tunnels, the little girl faded into view, peeking from a corner just ahead.  She stepped fully into view, and waved for me to follow.  


Not like we have much choice.


“C’mon.” I led the way.  Because I acted like I knew exactly where I was going, the others followed.  I shot Kat a side glance, “Who was the retard that put your safe house down here anyway?”


We both shined our phone lights ahead of us as we went on.  


Kat answered just when I thought she wasn’t going to.  “When the cat clan came from Europe in 1850, we had no Alpha, led by custom by a priestess of Bast.  Her statue is down here.  Though the modern clan is much different than that which came from Egypt, we honor her holy days.  The spirit of Bast that sleeps in the statue has shielded us when we’ve sought her out across the years.”


I was still following the little ghost girl.  No one else noticed her.  I didn’t want them too.  If they freaked, it would only slow us down.  Some deep secret part of me had claimed the little girl.  Mine.  That part of me didn’t want to share.  Who am I kidding?  No part of me wants to share.  That’s just not in my nature.


We walked about four hundred feet.  Manhole covers overhead were closed tight with sealing wards on them, heavy duty magic.  I sensed that the manholes could only be opened by humans without ill intent.  That certainly left me out.  Putting specific instructions on wards like that took a lot of talent and knowledge.  The old priestess had been gifted.


The ghost girl stood halfway up the tunnel.  She waited until I was watching her, and went through a wall.  She poked her head out of the wall for a second, and ducked back in.  


Kat spoke up, “Hey, I think I know where we are.  It shouldn’t be much further.”


We reached the spot where the ghost girl had disappeared.  Kat touched one of the pale, discolored old bricks in the tunnel wall, pushing it in.  She did the same to a couple of lower bricks.  A small part of the wall moved inward, brick separating from smooth-edged mortar.  A secret door.  I smelled dust and old leather within.


I waved everyone in.  “There you go.  Hurry along and I’ll give you some catnip.”


That got me a few dirty looks.  After a moment, I was alone in the outer tunnel, except for ghost girl.  She appeared right beside me.  


I turned to face her.  “Thanks, darlin’”


She curtsied and was gone.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


TWENTY-NINE


 


“Opportunity’s a door waiting to be kicked in.”


 


                                              —Caine Deathwalker


 


I went through the secret door and closed the way behind me by pulling a red lever set there for that purpose amid the well-oiled gears, pulleys, and chains that made up a rather complex locking system.  The device attached to the upper wall and the door looked old and intricate, like something from a steam punk anime.


Dwarf work, I think.


I crossed a five-foot tunnel that opened into a large, triangular space.  I was disappointed.  I’d wanted an ancient, subterranean Temple of Doom, or something like the Batcave.  Instead, I got industrial chic.  Florescent tubes added a harsh glare that spilled over me as I joined the toms and tabbies.  There were crates, A dozen cots with blankets and pillows, and a small refrigerator that hummed happily to itself, powered by a splice into a power line.  A kitchen area included a table, cutting board, a small microwave, a set of hot plates, and assorted paper cups, bowls, and plates.


Elsewhere, a construction site Porta Potty gave evidence that a skilled cat burglar used this lair.  Magazines and toilet paper were stacked outside the toilet door.  


Moving around, I didn’t see any air ducts, but a current of fresh air came in from somewhere.  


Segregated in the farthest point of the chamber, a nine-foot limestone statue almost scrapped the ceiling.  The stone figure was rough hewn, a woman with the head of a cat.  Her eyes were dark depressions, and her face lacked expression.  Her breasts were bare, but she wore a gold-painted skirt that brushed her ankles.  This was a poor man’s shrine to the Egyptian goddess Bast.  An uninspiring altar sat before her, a varnished, pine box that might doubled as a coffin in a pinch.  Or another place to sleep.  I’d went through a phase a while back where I used to sleep in one, but that was Gloria’s coffin and it smelled of her. 


Ah, happy memories!


The tabbies pulled their cots over to a corner where stacked supplies gave them an illusion of privacy.  The toms took another area, turning a radio on low so soft rock stirred the shadows.  


Feather duster in hand, Cleo wandered over to the statue.  Like an adoring child, she stared up, as if into her mother’s face.  As I approached, she cleaned away offending dust and cob webs.  The duster wiped the statue’s face, and I thought I saw a faint topaz glow in the eye sockets.  


I casually touched the statue and felt dormant power.  There was a buried presence here that might answer if called. 


“You guys going to be all right down here?” I asked.


“Yeah, I think so.  Of course, if you need me and the girls—”


“No, but thanks for the offer.  Josh wants his people out of harm’s way while things get worked out, so that’s how we’ll play it.”


I turned and started to go.


Cleo stopped me with a hand on my arm.  “You’re going, now?”


“Yeah.”


“I won’t say be careful, just don’t get too crazy.”


“You know me.”


“Yeah, that’s why I worry.”


I crossed the room, passing Kat who was giving detailed instruction to a number of her people.


She called after me, “Caine, wait up.  I’m going with you.”


“Like hell,” I said.  “Josh will rip me a new one if I let anything happen to you.”


Leading the way back to the secret door, she smiled.  “Then don’t let anything happen.”


Revving up the door controls, we went out, into the tunnels.  Touching key bricks caused the door to shut behind us.  Kat led us away through a section of tunnels and chambers that were new to me.  We walked a long while.  I had no idea of the direction, but we weren’t necessarily still in Old Sac.


“Are we just wandering aimlessly, looking for a way out that doesn’t involve a demon spirit?” I asked.


“Yeah, that’s the plan.”


“In that case, I think it’s time I took over.”  I pulled the red pearl out from under my shirt, stretching it out on its chain.  I created a mental picture of the Red Lady as I’d last seen her in her otherworld fortress, a place where time ran in circles, where there was supposed to be another, much older version of me residing.  During my last visit, that other me had avoided the younger me.  I’d been told this was to protect the timeline that had shaped him.  


Inside my head, I whispered, Which way?


The pearl warmed in my palm.  A ruddy light hazed the air around it.  No answering thought burst into my brain, but a soft pencil-thin beam of light shot ahead of us to a junction, a left turn.  Using the beam as a guide, we went on, around the corner, through several more tunnels, and ended at a dead-end where there’d been a cave in.


Kat said, “I’m impressed you actually asked for directions, but I don’t see it did much good.”


I looked up and smiled.  “Oh, I don’t know about that.”


She followed my gaze to a brick shaft that had an iron ladder inside it.  Her voice turned happy, “That chimney’s got to go someplace.  We may just have found a new entrance we can use to visit the warrens.”


“One way to find out.”  I pocketed my phone, leaving Kat’s as the only source of light.  I jumped, caught the bottom rung, and pulled myself up.  Once I got high enough to bring a knee up, the going went easier.  Six feet up, I banged my head into a lid.  I pushed, and cursed, and shoved some more.  Nothing.  The lid was stuck.  Too many years had gone by since anyone had opened it.  


Actually, that was good.  An unused door meant it was ours alone.   I rotated on the ladder, holding myself upside down by the strength of my arms alone, planting the soles of my steel-toed boots against the stubborn lid.  I kicked hard, one, twice.  The last kick moved the lid,
slanting one end up so a little gray light could filter down.


I was about to rotate again and use a shoulder to push out of the chimney, when Kat’s light went out.  I heard her leap and grab the ladder.  A moment later, she clambered past me like a cat outta hell.  


“I like my balls where they are!” I yelled.  Damn, bitch almost made a eunuch outta me.  Millions of women would have mourned.


She forced the lid back and vanished from sight.  I climbed after her, emerging into a cramped space under a work table of some kind.  I put the trapdoor down and noticed that its edges almost disappeared in the filth in the floor.  Dust, grime, and oil clogged the air.  I ducked out from under the table, straightening up to look around.  Several windows high in one wall were caked with dust, turning sunlight gray as it slanted in.  The shadows of foot traffic moved across the windows.  There was an old water heater, cold, unlit, and several crates with clothes in them.  Boxes were marked “Christmas ornaments.”  One corner contained gardening tools.  Elsewhere, a sheet covered a car with flat tires.


I didn’t think anyone but Kat and I had been here in years, wherever here was.  Speaking of Kat…  “Kat, where are you?”


Feet came tromping down a rickety wooden staircase.  Halfway down, Kat squatted to look me in the eye.  “This way.  It’s an old house, antiques everywhere.  Come and see.”


Since it was the way out, I did as she said.  The steps creaked and groaned their resentment.  Through another door, I entered a kitchen with faded floral-patterned linoleum on the floor.  There was a kitchen table and chair set that had been new sixty years ago.  Yellowed lace curtains covered the kitchen window over the sink.  The faucet dripped; thup … thup … thup…  Both stove and oven were vintage, and probably broken.


I went into a living room where sheets covered chairs, couch, and a loveseat.  A book case was filled with heavy books.  Their spines were crumbling and too faded to read.  More windows let gray light seep through blinds.  One table with clawed feet had an old time radio on it.


“Okay,” I said, “we are officially in the Twilight Zone.”


Kat unlocked the deadbolt on the front door and went out onto a porch.  She froze, reading the address on the outer wall, then turning to see the street sign at a nearby corner.  I followed, closing the door behind me.  I passed her, heading down the sidewalk, taking note of a for sale sign that canted to the left, about to fall over.  I think whoever had once been trying to sale this property must have given up by now.  Looking back, I noticed that a fallen tree limb had punctured the roof in an upper bedroom.  Someone had packed the area around the hole with plastic tarps that were now sun-faded and fraying.


“Nice little fixer-upper,” I said.  “You can probably buy it cheap, maybe just by paying off the back taxes.”


“That would be great!” Kat said.


I stared at her.  “Seriously?”


“Owning the house would give us control of the backside of the warrens.  Also, we needed a new entrance no one else knows about.”


“Well, the house has a good foundation, sturdy walls.  Once it’s repaired, and brought up to code…”


“There’s potential.  I can see it.”  Kat walked over and plucked up the realty sign.  “I’ll just take this with me.”


“Whatever.  There’s a little café down the street.  Let’s go there and wait for our ride.”  I took my phone out punched in a number.  “Limo’s gone.  Osamu will have to use your bug.”


Trudging toward the café, Kat gave no sign she’d heard me.
 As I dallied outside on the phone, lighting a fire under my driver, she went inside and claimed a table by a big window.  She pored through the menu on the table, as I sank into a chair opposite her, a checkered red-and-white, plastic table cloth between us.


A waitress bustled over, pad and pen in hand.  She wore a too-tight dress but lacked the figure to set it off.  I felt like pulling my eyes out and throwing them at her.  Instead, I ordered a beer, a pulled-pork sandwich, and seasoned fries.  Kat got the Southern Sampler and an iced tea.  After the waitress moved off, she looked at me, eyes turning serious.  “My people have always run from danger, hidden from it.  I’ve made Josh do it, for me.  You really think I’ve been holding him back?”


“Think about the peaceful world you could give your child.  A world built on Josh’s strength.  Isn’t that worth fighting for?”


“I hate saying this,” she said, “but you might be right.”


“Kat, by any chance, do you know where I can hook up with a gun dealer, a good one?”


A slow, wicked smile stretched her lips.


“That old, yellow iron bridge,” she pointed out the window.  “I know the troll that lives under there.”


“I don’t get along with trolls.”


“Or just about anyone else.  Look, Caine, suck it up.  He’s got the best stuff in the city and we can get it right now, no questions.”


“I do like no questions.  We’ll go as soon as Osamu gets here.”


We ate, paid our check, and headed out as Osamu pulled up.  We piled into the VW and pulled away.  Osamu raised an eyebrow at the realty sign Kat carried, but wisely said nothing.  We drove to the iron bridge, leaving Osamu with the vehicle while we made our way under the structure, picking out a path in brown grass, watching for loose rocks.  The “bridge” was an old railway trestle that spanned a nameless, twenty foot creek.  Bamboo spiked up through the water, clawing for the sky. 


Under the shadow of the trestle, Kat took charge, launching a piercing whistle into the air.  Only silence answered.  Walking to one of the supporting girders, Kat knocked.  A moment later, we heard two knocks back.  Kat nodded.  “Okay, we go in.”


A hatch in the bank lowered on rusty chains, becoming a drawbridge.  We step walked across the dropped door—into a totally different world.  


Black marble bricks formed the floor.  Great, black iron lanterns hung from the cavern roof on more chains.  The light spilling out was an unhealthy green.  Kat and I both looked like green Martians in that light.  There were treasure mounds mixed with junker cars and items of trade from dwarf, fey, and goblin worlds.


I stared in disbelief.  “Wow, not what I was expecting.”


Kat walked us to double, wooden doors.  The handles were huge and heavy looking.  Kat didn’t try to manage the door.  She jiggled the handle and waited.  


The door opened and the troll towered over us, all smelly, hairy, fourteen feet of him.  Wide as a mountain, his craggy face was homely, half covered by a dark green beard.  He extended a hand in invitation.  He grinned, showing off yellowed tusks.  The expression made his red eyes look small and beady.  He wore an imitation of a blue polo shirt and black cargo pants cut short to show off knobby knees and bare feet.  


His voice crashed out, deep and river-rock smooth, “Kat, how have you been, young lady?”  


“Just fine, Zingu.  Good to see you again.”  She went and I followed.


The troll closed the door behind us and walked over to a workbench in the center of an enormous room.  The whole place was filled with tables of every size, loaded with every weapon you could dream, even magical ones.  “Where’s Josh?” the troll asked.  “And who’s that with you?”


“Josh couldn’t get away.  He’s dealing with a lot right now.  This is an acquaintance of mine.  He wants to do some business with you.”


Acquaintance?  Thanks for the ringing endorsement.


The troll shook his head, throwing hair like seaweed out of his eyes.  “You know I’m not cheap.  With that said, take a look around.”


“Got a small mirror I could use for a moment?” I asked.


The troll shrugged, trundled off, and came right back.  He held out a circular mirror that was six inches across.  A makeup mirror, similar to the one I’d had on the chest of my zombie apocalypse suit—the one the autumn fey thief had made off with.  I muttered a spell Old Man had taught me, and reached into the mirror.  My whole arm went in, through ether, and emerged from a stand up mirror in my vault below the Malibu house.  Feeling blindly, it took a moment to locate what I wanted.  I pulled my hand back and it came out with a canvas sack that clinked with fey gold.  On a whim, I decided to keep the mirror, slipping it into a pocket of my black, nylon windbreaker.  


I opened the sack, spilling gold coins into my open palm.


The troll’s face did hideous things as he smiled widely.  “It’s been a while since I’ve been paid in gold.  Let me show you the good stuff.”


Zingu walked me over to the table in the very back of the room and pulled off a dust cover.  He picked up a handgun and held it out.  “This is a Beretta PX4 with a silencer.  It has a lighter trigger than older models, and a blue dot laser sight built in.  I’ve infused it with magic to reduce the recoil to almost nothing.”


I grabbed the one he offered, a second one like it, and the silencers sitting on the table.  “I’ll take them.”  I noticed a more compact version of the same gun, and took two of those as well.  


Zingu picked up an assault rifle looking thing and handed it to me.  “I just got this one done, it’s the Beretta MX4 Storm with an extended clip.”


I pulled out the clip.  It was over a foot long, full of .9mm ammo.  


Zingu said, “The forward grip has a button for laser sight, and another that triggers what I call a “glass” spell.  Where the blue light hits, you’ll be able to see through any wall, any metal, anything, but constant use kills the batteries in five minutes.”


I threw the rifle over my shoulder and picked up all ten clips off the table.  I looked at Zingu, “Got a bag?  I think I’ll need one for all my gear.”


Zingu got me a bag and went to show Kat something in a baby stroller.


I snatched up some specialty ammo, some flash bags, a sawed-off shotgun with three barrels, and a 1911 Magnum.  Further along, under a black sheet was a muscle car.  I pulled the sheet off and fell in love.  A’65 Ford Mustang.  She’d seen better days.  There was no backseat, carpeting, and the bottom had spots that had rusted through.  The paint job was a sun-faded root beer.  Still, with a little love and care, I knew I could restore her to showroom caliber.  The keys were in the ignition.  I started the car up.  She purred like a sexy dream.


By the time Zingu returned, I had my gear stowed in the trunk.  I grinned at him.  “So, how do I drive this baby to the street above?”


“Oh, I have a freight elevator for that.”


Perhaps, just perhaps, I’ve been wrong about trolls all these years.


He handed me my final bill.  I stared at the grand total.


Fuckin’ crook!


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


THIRTY


 


“Like good sex—the secrets of the dead are


messy and interesting.  And no, I don’t


do zombie chicks.  Well, just that one time...”


 


                                               —Caine Deathwalker.


 


The sun descended, but twilight lay hours away.  Osamu parked the VW on K Street and got out with Kat and Josh.  With Vivian seated next to me, I parked my new Mustang in the mouth of a nearby alley, a few blocks from the Darth Vader building.  Sleek, dark, mysterious, the black glass tower looked like someplace dhampyr would hang out at.  They’d be strong in the lobby, in the stairwells, and ready to lock down the elevators at the first sign of trouble.  


Mason would be in his office, business as usual—or at least trying to project that illusion.


Kat hadn’t listened at first, but Josh made her stay with the car, claiming a fast escape might be needed.  She’d pointed out that Osamu was the chauffer.  I told her we’d need his demon sword, and had asked her if she were able to pull one out of her pregnant ass.  She’d said no, which settled things nicely.  That left me, Osamu, Josh, and Vivian hoofing down the hot sidewalk, hoping the PRT didn’t get wind of what we were doing.  We really didn’t need any more help from them.  Josh barely survived their last assist.  He was functional, but still a little shaky.


When we arrived, we found the front glass doors locked against us.  Tempered safety glass.  Very strong.  I warmed up my Dragon Fire tat, and felt the sensation of ants biting behind my eyeballs, stomping along my optic nerves.  The pain went away, leaving my eyes watery.  I blinked the tears away.  Real men cry on the inside.


I thrust a hand out and pulsed out several fireballs.  The dragon fire was hotter than normal flame, clinging to a glass panel beside the door like white-golden napalm, fanning out high and low.  


Vivian stared in through the door which lacked the darker tinting.  “They’re buzzing around in there like someone smoked their hive to steal the honey.”


“Screw the honey.  We’re here to kill,” I said.


“Their guns are coming out,” Osamu reported.


“That’s why me and my shield are going in first,” I said.


The fire died out as I pulled back on the magic I was feeding it.  A big oval hole was left, with dripping threads of molten glass, like someone was trying to bar our entry.  Osamu summoned his demon sword and cleared the gaping maw of the window for me.  And then I was through, my red shell shimmering to life as sizzling lead slugs fanned over it, getting deflected. 


I yelled out, “Hi, I’m here to beat the shit out of your boss, so would you mind fucking off please?”


There was no receptionist, just gunmen.  A dozen guns spat fire, barking like rabid dogs.  The rounds slapped my shield, were deflected, and used up more energy bouncing off the marble walls.  Several shooters cursed as ricochets sliced them in passing, or gouged deep into their bodies.  The blood smell in the air made many of the dhampyr bare fangs as their eyes burned pink in sudden hunger. 


Their weapons ran dry pretty much at the same time, a fact I knew when my shield dropped.  I stepped out of the way and pointed.  Osamu exploded past me.  His blade slashed an X pattern that literally disarmed two dhampyr.  Amputated stubs pulsed bright, arterial red blood into the air.  Crumpling, the two dhampyr soldiers died on their feet as Osamu’s demon blade drank the silver mist of their souls.


Vivian passed me, a gun in each hand.   Her weapons bucked, littering the floor with bouncing, brass shell casing.


Josh came in last, still in human form, holding a shot gun, another one strapped to his back.  We were holding him in reserve.  With the last of the dhampyr dead—or wounded and slowly healing from massive damage—the resistance was broken.  


Osamu went around, demon sword humming in ecstasy as he lopped off heads.  This level of thoroughness meant that we wouldn’t have to wade through this bunch again if we had to fight our way back out.  Mercy has no place on a mission against superior numbers.  A couple of the decapitated soldiers had been women.  The one with A-cups didn’t bother me much.  The gal with D-cups all but falling out of her black shirt and red bra made me want to cry.  This wasn’t the way I wanted to fuck with her.  


Such a waste.  My penis is sad.


We took the elevator, Vivian pressing the button for the penthouse.  Vivian and I were both using the new Beretta PX4s.  My clips were fully loaded.  She reloaded hers as we rode upward.  I activated my Dragon Sight tat, needing to spot magical traps before we blundered into them.  The price I paid for the magic evoked sympathy in me for Prometheus.  It felt like my liver, too, were being ripped out by a giant bird of prey.


“Sonnuvabeast!” I hissed.


Osamu looked at me briefly, with little interest.  He was used to such outbursts, knowing how I paid for my dragon spells.


Joshua and Vivian didn’t bother even to glance my way.  They got to either side of the elevator doors.  


There were several stops the car tried to make, but each time, I pressed the button for the top, overriding the stops, keeping the doors from opening.  We reached the top floor and I stood there, my red shield hazing into view.  The doors opened to an empty hallway.  I stepped out to see if I could draw enemy fire.  I looked left and right across a lobby designed to screen guests before they got to see the big boss.


Empty.  


I softly sang, “Oh, Mason?  Come out, come out wherever you are.”


He didn’t.  That meant we had to go hunting.  There were several doors to choose from.   I motioned Joshua to checked the room on the right.  A similar signal sent Vivian to the left.  Osamu waited with me, as both doors were opened.  Josh and Vivian went in, and a minute later returned.  They shook their heads no.  No alarms.  No guards.  No resistance.  


And so far, no magical traps.


That left the central door.  I went in first.  We paused to view a living room on par with a luxury hotel’s best.  The walls were a deep-ocean blue.  The right wall had a large screen TV on it in a living island where a pair of burgundy couches faced off against each other with a huge leather ottoman in between.  The left wall had a few doors.  The far left corner had a formal dining room set with high-backed chairs.  Straight ahead, the farthest wall had sliding glass doors that opened onto a balcony overlooking the city.  


And still no Mason.  


We moved forward.  An arch to the right showed a kitchen.  I went that way to check for guards.  Josh and Vivian went to check the doors to the left.  I was beginning to wonder if Mason had gotten smart and skipped town.


Vivian kicked in her door, and stared in.  


Josh did the same.


“Guys,” Vivian called, “over here.”


We hurried to join her.  Even before I got there, I smelled pungent death and knew what we’d find.


Vivian put away her weapons.  Nonchalantly, she strolled into a home office ahead of us.  A headless, male dhampyr sat behind the desk in a leather throne of a chair.  He wore an expensive suit—once black, now brown from a lot of dried blood—his navy shirt had been ripped open, along with his chest.  His heart was also missing.  I couldn’t tell if it was Mason without the head since I didn’t have a crime lab in my pocket.


We fanned out.  A moment later, I found the head in a corner trash can behind him.  The head belonged to Mason.  It wasn’t smiling.  I wasn’t either.  “Body’s been here for a while, maybe a week.”


Joshua moved closer to Mason’s body.  He said, “Air conditioning is turned way up in here to slow decay, insects haven’t had access, but from the discoloration of the skin, and the blisters on the skin, I’d say you’re right.  I can also smell the scent of his killer.”


Well, I had a crime lab in my pocket after all.


“Who is it?” I asked.


“Brielle.”


I nodded.  “No use looking here for the dream stone.  She’ll have taken it.  Probably killed Mason just to get it, otherwise, he’d have displaced her as leader of the pack.”


“But Mason can’t have been dead for a week,” Vivian said.  “We’ve seen him several times since we got here.  And we haven’t been in town that long.”


“Only one thing makes sense,” I said.  “The Mason we’ve been interacting with wasn’t really him.”


“An imposter?” Josh asked.


I shook my head no.  “We were deceived by a walking dream created by Brielle using the stone.”  I remembered the woman-shaped mist that escaped me outside of the White Lotus Restaurant.  “Vivian, she’s the one working with your father.  With her on his side, using the dream stone, he didn’t need the wolves anymore.  What do you want to bet that he somehow lured the Spirit Bear to the wolf compound to get rid of them?  They knew he was in town.  That made them a liability once he decided to change allies.”


“Damn!” she said.  “It makes sense.”


“Let’s get out of here.”  We returned to the outer lobby.  The elevator had run down the shaft and was now returning.


Joshua said, “Company coming.”


“They’ll be in the stairwells, too.”  I thought about things and devised a hasty plan.  We needed to move fast.  Better not to have Josh change to liger now.  After all, I had a job that need strength, and Vivian’s was far above human level.  I turned to her.  “Vivian, I need you to pry open the elevator shaft doors here before the car arrives.”


She silently leaped to them, whipped out her combat knife, and forced it in with a scream of metal.  That gave her strength focus.  Soon, she had a gap her fingers could get in, then her shoulder and head.  And then the doors were rolling back in their groove.  The shaft was on full display, the cables moving as the machinery ran.  One by one, I pulled the pins on all my grenades and dropped them down the shaft.  Seeing what I was doing, Josh added his own.


And then we were running back, ducking for cover.  The grenades detonated in the shaft.  Shrapnel rained inside it.  The steel cables on the elevator were shredded.  I waited, counting the seconds until the car hit bottom.


Such a beautiful sound.


“To the stairs” I said.  “Let’s see how many more of them insist on dying to keep us from getting out.”


There were about twenty more dead by the time we reached the ground floor.  Most had M14s with suppressors that did no good against my shield.  I simply warned my guys; “Close your eyes,” and pulled the pins on some flash bangs that put out high UV light.”  Dhampyrs shared the vampire’s sensitivity to ultra violet radiation.  Pulling her head inside her coat spared Vivian discomfort and blindness.  


We strolled out of the building.  Vivian and I stowed our weapons away under our longcoats.  Josh didn’t bother.  On the next block, we passed a meter maid.  She froze in shock seeing Josh’s shotguns.  She relaxed when Josh flashed a federal badge at her, saying, “Don’t worry about it.”


Soon we were back at our vehicles, driving off on the next leg of the mission.


Brielle, you’ve got something of mine and I’m coming to get it.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


THIRTY-ONE


 


“Once I hammer the puzzle-pieces into place


the simple beauty of slaughter can begin.”


 


                                              —Caine Deathwalker


 


Our vehicles cut across the heart of the Greenhaven suburbs.  Osamu drove Kimberly in the moss green VW bug, staying behind my Mustang.  I wanted her near as a consultant on the dream stone, but not underfoot during the battle.  I trusted Osamu to keep her alive if some of the fighting spilled over on them out front.  I’d had Josh call in a few favors.  Officially, this was a PRT operation and the police were told to stay clear, no matter what complaints were phoned in by the neighbors.  


We turned onto Moonlit Circle, nearing our prey.  The anticipation of blood already had me hard, as did thoughts of Brielle.  Now that I knew she had the dream stone, all that remained was my last-second decision on exactly how I’d kill her.  That would depend on circumstances at the end of the battle.  Battle plans were usually pretty mangled by actual battles.  Nothing ever went as expected.  I’d learned from experience not to guess what an enemy might do, but to be prepared for anything they could do.  I muttered to myself, “Thinking always slows me down.”


There was a brief lull in the background chatter.  In the front passenger’s seat, Vivian nodded in sad sympathy, but neither she nor Josh commented on what I’d said.  I threw her a cold stare.  “Shut up!”


“I didn’t say a word.”


 “Yeah, but your silence was deafening.”  I rolled my shoulders, still adjusting to the fit of the Kevlar armor under my longcoat.  Lightweight, matte black, it had carbon micro-fibers inside that made it much stronger than other types.  I’d super-glued the small mirror I’d gotten from the troll onto the chest.  In a pinch, linked to mirrors back in Malibu, the small mirror could be used to replenish ammo and booze.  The mirror also let Old Man watch events around me, taking a hand in battles now and then if he wanted to.


I remembered six months back during that red moon business, one of Old Man’s oversized blue forearms had magically poked out of the mirror, as if I’d grown a spare arm in the middle of my chest.  He’d fired off a lightning bolt at one of my enemies while I was being hard-pressed.


Such fun!


My nimble fingers ran over all the gear velcroed on: flash-bang grenades, smoke bombs laced with garlic, a sheathed Seal Team knife—partly serrated with glass reinforced nylon grip, ninja throwing spikes, and clip after clip of assorted ammo.  Unlike my stolen zombie-apocalypse suit, my current outfit lacked sheathed short swords across the back.  


I gripped the wheel tightly, bracing myself as I warmed my Dragon Sight tattoo to life with a thought.  The sensation of both lungs exploding into so much cottage cheese passed quickly.  I used the same dragon magic as last time I’d come, sweeping the street for traps laid by dhampyr magic.  


Nothing.  The sense of curious, magical tendrils was gone.  No one was watching the approach to the mansion.  The gates were wide open as well.  Come into my parlor, said the spider to the fly.


Climbing the drive to Brielle’s mansion, the root beer colored Mustang rumbled like a starving beast about to pounce.  The overhead sky was a red haze framing dark clumps of cloud.  A hint of rain lingered in the breeze that shivered the trees.  There were no cars in the drive.  Probably in the big-assed garage, or parked down the block.  Imagining tears if the dhampyr got their expensive cars riddled with bullets, I smiled.


The mansion lights burned on every floor.  Pale faces wearing sunglasses hovered in the windows, cautiously peering out, exposing as little as possible.  


Waiting on the front porch, two Dhampyr guards wore black suits—a common uniform for thugs, as well as black gloves and sunshades.  Their suits were strained.  Apparently, they hit the gym often.  Bulges in their jackets indicated holstered weapons.  


The limo had stopped on the drive, well back from the front entrance.  With the tinted windows, one person could have been inside, or an entire hit squad.  Its presence alone served as a source of agitation to the dhampyr guards.  Not that I was going to give them time to get too concerned.  I spun the vehicle so its nose faced the guards on the porch.  


“Show time!”  I shoved open my door, and slid out.  


Vivian did the same.  


Josh bailed on her side of the vehicle, already coming out of his clothes as they tore off his swelling, gigantic frame.  A growl of pain escaped him, a sign he was pushing the shift faster than was wise.


I ran for the front door, my red shield flickering to life, deflecting bullets out of my face.  Vivian ducked behind me for cover, following closely.  I thought I’d beat both of my friends to the guards this time.  Didn’t work out that way.  Josh, now a snarling, gold furred behemoth, fell out of the sky, onto the top of my shield, his claws scrabbled for a hold.  Deflecting bullets, my barrier stayed hard, providing a stepping stone to the battle.  Josh sprang once more.  He went up against the second floor of the building, exploding inward through broken glass.  Multiple shots erupted in the house.


Then, I had no thought to spare for Josh because we were in striking range of the dhampyr guards on the porch.  Seeing their guns were useless, they braced themselves, as if they could roll back my shield with brute force.  Their hands flattened on the barrier as their bodies strained.  It was stupid really, them making themselves so vulnerable.


Vivian took a page from Josh’s book, vaulting onto my shield, sliding over its dome, and down in front of me.  While still high in the air, she executed a split, double kick to the head of both guards.  Her boots’ stiletto heels punctured one man’s eye and the other man’s temple.  As they crumpled, she landed between them.  She finished them off with combat knives, slicing across their throats.   Lovely, crimson blood burst from pale flesh, spraying the air with ever lessening force until their hearts stilled.


Her knives caught my attention, red runes set in black iron.  There was also a death’s head motif inside spiral lines; a screaming skull—eternal death.  The blades slightly darkened the air around them with the shadow-aura of captured souls.  These were demon-forged blades, cursed weapons able to break the healing power of supernaturals.  If this was standard Slayer issue, I’d have to check into their supplier.  They might have some unique toys they’d part with, for a price.


Without a backward glance at me, Vivian surged against the closed door, lashing out with a kick.  How her heels didn’t break was a mystery, but then, I didn’t know how she could run around on them—looking so hot—and have any kind of balance.  The stems were incredibly thin.  Titanium, maybe.  Possible made by elves.


Unfortunately, the door was not impressed.  It shivered under a second kick, but showed no sign of yielding.


In the absence of an immediate threat, my shield thinned away.  I stepped forward, one of my new Beretta PX 4 subcompacts in my left hand, and nudged her out of the way.  “Let me give it a try.”


She looked at me with skepticism, doubting my manly prowess, but drew aside.  I reached out with an empty right hand, fingertips tracing the pattern of the grain.  My invoked Dragon Sight tattoo was still active, letting me see a red glow that sheeting across the wood.  The entrance was reinforced with dhampyr magic.  The wood would resist brute force and magical assault as well.  


The dhampyr inside had forgotten one thing, however.  Doors open from both sides.  I fed life force into my Dragon Voice tattoo.  Pain shredded my nervous system, as if someone had stabbed me in the back, and then proceeded to cut a spiral coil down my torso, front to back, on and on.  I made a point to grit my teeth and not bite through my tongue until the agony ghosted away.  I swallowed the scream that had caught in my throat, and forced my raw voice into use, yelling through the door to the inside guards.  “Open the damn door so I can kill you!”


Vivian snorted in a very unladylike manner.  “Like that’s going to work.”


There came a rattle of locks and the door was hauled open from the inside.  The magic door had stopped everything but the power of my voice.


Vivian stared.  “How’d you do that?”


“Less talking, more killing.”  My gun bucked in my hand, spitting flame as I emptied a full clip of explosive rounds that shredded dhampyr hearts and brains, splattering the foyer with blowback.  We entered the foyer, stomping across the bodies, looking for a few with some life left in them.  I changed the clip in my weapon, letting my shield haze the air between me and the living room where some of the dhampyr were shooting from behind assorted furniture.


“I got this.” Vivian crouched low, hugging the outer edge of the doorway as she careful squeezed off shots.  The edge of the door splintered as the dhampyr inside tried to put her down.  A thin line of blood appeared where a chip of wood cut her check.  As she smelled her own blood, the pale pink of her eyes deepened to a frosty ruby, reminding me that she was no common dhampyr, but had the blood of a master vampire in her veins.  


“Fine, have fun.”  I tossed a couple smoke grenades into the room and strolled toward the dining room.  We needed to clear the ground floor before moving upstairs where I expected the Brielle to be holding court.  


I entered the dining room, turning toward the part of it I hadn’t been able to see.  My shield caught a hail of incoming bullets.  The lead slugs flattened midair and dropped to the floor, bouncing and tumbling.  


With a thought, I summoned my demon sword from my armory under the Malibu house.  The Muramasa blade was straight, not curved like most katana.  Unlike Osamu’s demon blade, my sword was elegantly simple, without jewels or a fancy design on the hand guard.  I tightened my grip on the gray-green, crocodile skin that wrapped the hilt, and I glowered at the dhampyr that insisted on emptying their clips at me.



Too stupid to live.  


In my hand, the normal blue steel was awake, its demon aura a murky red glow.  The blade whispered in my thoughts, urging me to use it in an orgy of excess, flooding the world with blood.  The blade was as much an opponent as the dhampyr.  It would do its best to drain my will, to make me an extension of it instead of the other way around.  Therefore, I limited my exposure to emergency situations.    


I grinned at them as they ran out of ammo and scrambled desperately to reload.  One of them came from the back of the crowd, pushing forward.  He had a pump-action shotgun in both hands, swinging the muzzle up to unload on me.  


I willed my shield down, firing with one hand, swirling in to catch the shotgun barrel with the tip of my sword.  I angled the barrel to the side and let the shotgun belch death into the face of another dhampyr.  The face vanished in a crimson froth.  The body hit the floor, joining the others I’d shot.  The explosive rounds I used effectively scrambled enough gray matter so the dhampyr couldn’t regenerate the damage.  They stayed down.


The sword in my right hand keened, voicing its hunger.  I loped off the head of the dhampyr with the shotgun.  As his corpse fell backwards, glimmering gossamer strands of silver-blue energy spun out of his chest, gathering around my sword blade like spun sugar.  I shot the last of the dhampyr in the room, as my demon blade thrummed in pleasure, swallowing the dhampyr soul.  Its appetite whetted, the blade shrieked for more. 


“Greedy bastard,” I said, “just be patient.”


The upstairs was quiet.  Too quiet with Josh up there.  Well, he was former PRT.  He’d just have to deal with things until we were done down here.  I still had the adjoining kitchen and garage to check out.  


From the sounds of the fighting in the living room, guns had been exhausted.  Furniture was being broken along with bodies.  I heard male cursing and a shrill scream of female fury.  Vivian was holding her own.  


So far, so good.


Stepping on and over bodies, I approached the kitchen door.  By the floor, a glint caught my eyes.  Having been blown off someone’s head, a slightly pointy dhampyr ear lay on the floor.  The glint was caused by a diamond stud erring on the lobe.  The stone was two carats, in a four prong, red-gold setting.  Some buried part of me stirred awake and made a casual evaluation.  Eleven thousand, four hundred dollars, give or take a few bucks.  I hunched down and picked up the ear, tear off the earring, putting it in a pocket.  


Waste not want not.


Boom … boom … boom.  The door above my head exploded from the inside as shotgun slugs ventilated it.  I stayed low, looking up.  The shots had been tightly grouped, making a hole roughly a foot wide.  Wood chips lay across my back and in my hair.  I waited very quietly, listening for footsteps to approach.  Soon, someone was going to stick their face in that hole to see if they got me.


Sensing my intention to feed it, my demon sword was silent with anticipation, not wanting to scare off our prey.


I heard a gruff whisper from the kitchen, “Well?  Did you get him?”


“How the hell do I know?”


“Look through the hole, stupid!”


Yeah.  I smiled.  Look through the hole.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


THIRTY-TWO


 


“There’s tragic, hella bad, God-


awful, and then there’s me.”


 


                                               —Caine Deathwalker


 


A man’s face peered out of the hole in the door.  Not an ugly face, at first, but it got that way fast thanks to the demon blade I drove upward.  The sword tip entered the fleshy underside of his jaw, cut into his mouth, stilling his tongue, and burned its way through his brain, emerging from the inside of his skull to give him a point on his head.  Not quite convinced of its death, the dhampyr’s body tried to jerk clear of the hole, but the sword didn’t allow escape.  It blazed bright red, slurping up the silvery-blue soul that had come loose from dying flesh.  


The sword thrummed with glee, temporarily sated as I jerked it down, letting the corpse collapse back into the kitchen.


“Mother of God!” someone said.


I slipped to the side, flicking the sword out of my hand, letting it vanish back into the ether on its way home. 


More holes filled the door top to bottom.  These were much smaller, making the wood look like alpine Swiss cheese.  Slugs passed me.  One passed so close to my cheek; I felt the superheated air of its wake.  As a lull arrived, I detaching a couple flash-bangs from my vest, pulled the pins, and chucked the grenades through the big hole.  Someone screamed a warning.  


Bampfff—bampfff!


After the grenade detonations, I shouldered through the kitchen door, staying low to the checkered tiles so the dhampyr soldiers—firing blind—would miss.  And there were dhampyr firing blind, rubbing their smarting eyes, stumbling into each other.  


“What the hell!” one said.


“Who’s touching me?” another said.


I popped up next them, using my death-is-near voice, “I am, fuck-face.”


I leaped away and gratified to see the two dhampyr throttling each other with fervent strength.  Other soldiers wheeled their way and unloaded weapons.  A few of the blind shots came my way but my protective shield firmed up and deflected them as needed.  Not wanting to be left out, I spun with both PX 4s in hand and fired, passing out headshots all around.  In moments, I was the only one alive in the kitchen.  


I returned to the dining room, and then the bottom of the stairs.  I didn’t have to go looking for Vivian.   She came toward me, face swelling with what promised to be a helluva bruise—though with her healing power, the bruise wouldn’t be there long.  Her lip was split, her knuckles skinned, her clothing half torn and drenched in blood.  One tit bounced free, a bloody scratch near the nipple.  


I stared, enflamed with the desire to lick the cut and make it better.


She saw my stare.  Her pale faced flushed with rosy warmth.  She scowled.  “Oh, grow up!  What is it with men and tits?”


“If you have to ask,” I said, “you’ll never understand.”


I turned to face the upper landing as a dhampyr soldier fell into view there.  He lay still, his face clawed and torn away.  A deep base growl vibrated the air.  I called up the stairs, “Josh, it’s us.  We’re coming up.”


“Better hurry,” Vivian said, “otherwise, I don’t think there will much left to do.ify"


I ran up the stairs with Vivian beside me.  “This whole thing has been way too easy.”


“What do you mean?” she asked.


“We’ve only seen soldiers.”  


I leaped over the corpse on the landing and headed into the upper hallway.  There was no sign of the liger, though there were pieces of dead dhampyr soldiers everywhere.  One body looked decapitated though it wasn’t.  The head had been rammed entirely through a wall.  Further on, I passed a whole dhampyr who was folded back on himself as if someone had broken his spine across a knee.   A faint groan welled from his parted lips.


Not quite dead.  I fixed that by firing an explosive round between his eyes and another into his heart.


On a hunch, I headed for the boardroom.  “With their numbers dwindling, the higher-ups should have put in an appearance to help out, or we should have seen them running away.”


Vivian grunted agreement as we slowed to enter the meeting room.  The liger was there, looking pissed.  He had massive paws on the chests of two of the dhampyr.  One of them was a lady in a fine lacy black gown, a blonde with a nice rack.  It would be a pity if we had to kill her.  The other dhampyr was young man in his late teens.  He wore tan slacks and a black tee.  His hair was slicked back with gel and he had pissed his pants.  The liger’s lips wrinkled back from fangs.  He looked like he was about to bite the kid’s head off.


I had the feeling that the kid was a new recruit to the dhampyr family.  He hadn’t acquired the usual muscle-bound look of the rest of the soldiers, and was more likely a plaything for some of the dhampyr women.


“Please,” he whimpered, “I don’t know anything.  I can’t help you.”


Vivian walked up beside the liger and leaned over the kid.  She grabbed his tee shirt with one hand, turning her face to Josh.  “I got him.”


The liger grunted and let go, turning his low rumble up to high, devoting his full attention to the woman.  She just held very still, trying not to breathe hard, making a point not to give Josh eye-contact.  Her body language was totally submissive, but I thought it a role she was playing.  Brielle would not have left her here, in charge of the dhampyr forces, if she were not a lot more than she seemed—or maybe an enemy she was getting out from underfoot.  If that were true, we might be able to turn her to our side.


Vivian pulled Boy-toy up off the table.  His eyes kept sliding to her torn shirt and the unfettered boob.  Vivian’s face swam in close to his, her eyes ablaze with reddish-pink fire.  She used a sultry tone to ask him a question, “If you can’t help us, why should we keep you alive?”


He looked away, struggling to find an answer.  


“Look at me,” Vivian said.


His face came back to hers, but his gaze dropped—to her bare tit.


She used superhuman speed to bitch slap him a dozen times.  


This gave him an immense erection.  


“He’s been well trained,” I walked past them.  “He likes it when you hurt him.  Pain isn’t going to work.”  I rounded the liger and sat on the edge of the table.  I studied the woman.


Her stare sought me out.  “You’re the Red Moon Demon.”


“Yeah.”


“Call off your beast.  I’ll tell you what I can.”


“That’s nice of you,” I holstered my guns and drew my Seal knife, using it to reflect light into her eyes in a hypnotic pattern.  “But I kinda wanted to torture you first.  It’s a good way to make sure the information I get is accurate.”


She closed her eyes and swallowed heavily.  With my enhanced senses, I smelled the acrid scent of her fear.   She opened her eyes.  They were dark and wide with terror.  “Shifters can smell a lie.  Your beast will know if I lie.”


I tested the edge of my knife with a thumb, making sure not to cut myself because that wouldn’t have been manly.  “Why isn’t Brielle here?” 


“She’s gone over to it, leaving her kind to be killed by you.”


“It?” I said.


“The vamp.”


Vivian’s gaze shot over to the woman.  “My father?”


The woman nodded.  “With the dhampyr gone, the vamps can move in.   The master vampire can take over the city.”


My Dragon Sight had already informed me that the “hidden power” I once felt in this room was gone.  Brielle had not only jumped shipped, she’d taken the dream stone with her.  She’d probably given it to Vivian’s dad.  Though he lacked a soul, and couldn’t use the dream stone, he’d want to keep it.  Possessing the fey relic meant that at least it couldn’t be used against him.  It also explained why he’d lower himself to accept a dhampyr bride.  Under his control, she could use the stone as a weapon on his behalf.


There was no way I could let him keep the stone.  Besides needing it to fulfill a contract, a master vamp with fey power, this close to L.A., was a threat we could never condone.  Gloria would come totally unglued.  Old Man would wring my neck for letting it happen.  He was already pissed I’d let all the wolves in Sacramento get killed.  


I stared hard at the dhampyr.  “If I let you to go, what are you going to do?”


Her eyes shed a little of her fear.  “What do you want me to do?”


I smiled at her.  “Good answer.”  I slid off the table and put my knife away.  “Vivian, Josh, take the kid out front.  The dhampyr princess and I’ll be along in a minute.”


They dragged Romeo away.  I waited until they were down the hallway.  I wanted my prisoner to make a call for me to Brielle, and I didn’t want accidental sounds and comments to be overheard over the phone.  A dhampyr or vampire can easily hear sounds over a call that a human would miss.  I wanted Brielle to think she was being called by a lone survivor.  


I offered a hand and pulled my prisoner up to a sitting position.  “What’s your name?”


Her voice was soft and smooth as silk sheets, “Mariah.”


I nodded.  “It’s going to take time to fix things here, so I want you to blow town for a while, but first, you’re going to make a call for me to Brielle.”


She arched an inquisitive eyebrow.


I outlined the conversation I wanted her to have.  


She stared.  “You think that’s really going to work?”


I shrugged.  “She might be suspicious, but she has a Master vampire in her pants … uh, pocket … and the dream stone too.  Her plan to wipe out her own clan has been a wild success.  Frankly, I can’t see where she wouldn’t be careless and overconfident.  I’m counting on it.”


She produced a phone, opening it.  “All right, but after this, we’re square?”


I smiled.  “Sure.”


As I stepped back, she speed dialed a number.  My enhanced hearing let me hear the rings at the other end clearly.  On the second ring, Brielle answered.  “Mariah, so good of you to call.  How is every little thing?”


She packed her voice with desperation.  “My God, we got him at last, but I’m all that’s left.”   Mariah managed a very realistic sob, taking a pause. 


“Are you sure?” Brielle asked.


“Well, there’s Brent, useless little prick.  All he’s good for is warming a bed.  Anyway, I’m blowing town.  Might not ever come back.  And I’m taking him with me.”


“I only loaned him to you,” Brielle said.  “I want him back.”


“After what I’ve been through I deserve—”


 “Drop him off before you go,” Brielle said.  


“I don’t have time for this.  I’ve gotta blow town before the L.A. council sends someone to follow up on Caine.  They’ll be asking questions I’d rather not answer.” 


“Mariah…” the word was drawn out, a vibrant threat.  “What’s mine is mine.”


“Damn it all.”  Mariah vented a very realistic sigh.  “Fine.  Where are you?”


As it came over the phone, I made a mental note of the address, a warehouse over on 14th Street, downtown Sacramento.  


Brielle ended with, “Don’t keep me waiting.”


Mariah put her phone away and looked at me.  “I take it you and Brent are going to keep that appointment.”


“You got that right.”


“Do me a favor?” Mariah asked.


“Do you?”


“A favor,” she repeated.


I shrugged.  “Sure.  What?”


“When you’re kicking her up-tight, candy ass, give her a punch in the throat for me.”


“Love to.  Now do me a favor?”


“What’s that?”


I couldn’t take the chance that she might get greedy, have a change of heart, and sell me out to Brielle.  I warmed up my Dragon Voice tat, smiling through the sensation of all my skin being instantly sand-blasted away.  


“For the next four hours, I want you to sleep.”  My voice thundered, bouncing off the walls of the room, wrapping around Mariah like an unseen fist.  Her eyelids fluttered and closed.  She collapsed on the floor.  Her firm, bubble butt was propped higher than the rest of her, a delightful invitation.  But there was no time.  Business called.  With a sigh of regret, I left the room. 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


THIRTY-THREE


 


“Never give dreams free rein while cliffs are around.”


 


                                             —Caine Deathwalker


 


The sun was down, but a bright band of burgundy colored the western horizon, serving as a headstone.  Higher up, the sky dimmed to a dusky pastel blue, a backdrop to darker blue clumps of cloud.  Twilight was still congealing.  No stars were out yet, but it was late enough for vampires to stir awake.


Our vehicles were side-by-side in the parking lot of an auto parts store.  I’d stocked up on various fluids for the Mustang.  Sitting on the hood, Vivian spoke into her phone, “I really need to see you.”


“What do you mean, why?  I’m your daughter, aren’t I?”  She looked me in the eye as she lied to her father, “I’m not up to anything, you asshole.  I just thought, well, I was thinking of Mom, and what she’d say about all this anger between us.”


She paused, listening.  


“Fine, it’s all my anger.  You’re the frickin’ soul of longsuffering benevolence.”  She gave her phone the finger and continued, “It’s just that Caine and I’ll be leaving town soon and—”  


She paused again, listening.  


I could have boosted my hearing and gotten both sides of the conversation, but this was unexpectedly more entertaining.


Her eyes widened.  “What?  Too sudden a turn around?  Suspicious?”


Roma wasn’t buying the act.  We needed to sell it harder.  We needed to find him because Brielle was with him, and she had the dream stone I needed to fulfill my mission.  I pantomimed, pretending to deal out invisible cards.  I pulled a card from my invisible hand and played it, slapping it down on an imaginary table.  I then pointed at Kat in the VW.


Her eyebrows went up, and she stared bloody murder when I used both hands to show an extended—pregnant—belly on myself, then pointed at Vivian’s stomach.


Josh and Osamu just looked confused.  Leaning on the outside of the bug, arms crossed under her breast, Kimberley scrunched her forehead, hopelessly lost—but looking smokin’ hot in a cropped tee and black denim jean shorts.  Her eyes her mysterious secrets, purple crystal pools where light and shadow mixed.  She wore silver sandals that looked like some fey cobbler had made them.  


Vivian got it, her face lighting up with inspiration.  She sighed heavily into the phone.  “Damn it, I didn’t want to tell you about the baby this way.  You’re going to be a grandfather.”  A slow smile appeared on her face as she listened to Roma’s response.  She shook her head no.  “Married?”


I shuddered at the suggestion.


Vivian looked at me, a world of hurt welling in her eyes.  She pouted dramatically.  “No, he says people don’t do that kind of thing anymore.  He says—”  


She pulled the phone away from her pointy little ear as Roma vented disapproval quite loudly.  Master vampires were hidebound and traditional.  Shaped by earlier centuries, they abhorred most of the changes in the world since they were first turned into creatures of the night.  Right about now, I knew he was planning a shotgun wedding for me.  His pride would not tolerate his grandchild being born a bastard.


Vivian put the phone back to her ear.  “What?  You want to talk to him.”


I said, “Hell no,” loud enough for him to hear over the phone.  “Let’s just hit the airport and get out of this stupid town.  It’s not worth saving anyway.”


Vivian listened some more.  “Yeah, I know where that it.  Okay, I’ll try, but Caine can be so difficult.”  She cranked her voice louder, letting exasperation creep in, “I said I’d try.  Huh?  No, I’m not going to say that.  I still have issues with you, remember?”  She gasped.  “Don’t you dare bring mother into this!  I don’t care if she is looking down from heaven, I’m not going to—”  Vivian rolled her eyes to heaven as if praying for strength.  She dropped her voice to a near whisper, “Fine, goodbye, Daddy.”


She killed the connection, put her phone away, and said, “Manipulative prick.”


Kimberley nodded in commiseration.  “Yeah, my boss can be that way too.”


I mentally filed away her reference to the leader of the Dream Court fey, and got behind the wheel of my new Mustang.  Kimberley wandered back to the VW.  I’d have to get a backseat for the Mustang before more than one person rode with me, comfortably that is.


Vivian slid off the hood, and came around to the passenger’s side.  Opening the car door, she slid in next to me and rattled off an address.  The door slammed shut.  The handle to the door’s window fell into the floorboard.


Gonna have to fix that.


And we were off, the VW chattering along in our wake.


 


*   *   *


 


The warm glow above the expired sun was gone.  The sky was blue on blue, dark on light.  A few pin-pricks of silver were out, the first stars of the night.  We found parking right outside the nightclub.  The building was painted a dark red, like shadowed blood.  The roof was covered in Mexican clay tile, also red.  A big, serpent-limbed oak stood beside the structure.  Over the entrance was a flame-shaped sign, more red.  Pink neon letters glowed, spelling out: CLUB INFERNO.  On the sign above the name was a slanted bottle spilling out flames that shaped an arrow, pointing at the front door—an invitation to hell.


My kind of place.


We gathered on the sidewalk, locking up the vehicles.  I spotted a street person in a ratty coat and dirty jeans.  He sat with his back against the building.  A shopping cart was near him.  It contained several stuffed trash bags.  I said, “Wait here,” and went over to him.  


He looked up at me with little interest.


I flashed a ten and held it out.


He grabbed it quickly.


I pointed at our vehicles.  “Keep an eye on our rides.  I don’t want anyone messing with them.  If I’m happy when I come out, I’ll have more cash for you.”


His large lips pressed together with purpose.  A look of steely determination flared in his eyes.  “I’m on it, man.  Your rides will be fine.”


 “I hope so.”  I smiled and walked back to my friends.


Vivian said, “You actually gave money to help someone.  Has hell frozen over?”


I took her arm and steered her toward the club entrance.  “Let’s go in and find out.”


Inside, the floor was black.  The bar was red as was the red carpeted stage, currently empty of performers.  Red tables and chairs surrounded a dance floor.  It was empty too.  The club was open, but the crowds had yet to arrive.  A place like this wasn’t going to start jumping for a few more hours.  My friends went and staked out a table near the stage.  I went to the bar, nodding to the blonde, frizzy-haired bartender casually clad in faded jeans and a pink tee.  She smiled warmly.  “What can I get you?”


I made an automatic evaluation: bust size 34C, and smiled back.  A pitcher of margaritas for my friends, and I’ll have an Inferno.  Make it a double.”


“It’s your stomach,” she said.


I watched her mix sugar syrup with gold absinthe in a glass with crushed ice.  She dropped in a wedge of lime, and garnished the top with a couple of mint leaves.  She slid it to me on a napkin.  I took the drink and laid a fifty down.  “Run a tab,” I said, “and let me know when you need more.”


Her smile got bigger.  “Sure thing, sugar.  I’ll have the rest of your drinks right out.”


I nodded, drifted to our table, and settled in a seat.  Throwing my drink back, I let it burn pleasantly down my throat, emptying the glass.  Chewing ice, I listened to Kat and Vivian carry on about baby booties, the blues band that was supposed to play here at 9:00, and the difficulty of finding a good bra.  Kat mentioned the house with the tunnel entrance in the basement, bringing Josh up to speed.  “With financing, we ought to be able to afford it, don’t you think?”


Josh stared at her.  “We don’t need financing.  It’s for the clan.  Everybody can kick a little into the pot.  Some of your toms need to move out from their mom and dad’s anyway.”


“People are hurting from the economy.”


“Hurting from the “Frankenstein monster” of a liberal president running amok,” I said.


Kat glowered at me.


I lifted eyebrows.  “Did I say that out loud?”


“I voted for that monster,” Kat said.  “Twice.”


I sighed and laid a sympathetic hand on Josh forearm.  “I hope there are compensations.”


Josh shot me that cat-eating-the-canary look that means the sex is really good.  “She’s incredibly limber.”


Kat shifted her blazing glance to him


He shrugged.  “Well, you are.”


Shifting topic, Kimberly said, “Let me know when it comes time for the baby shower.  I’ll make a point of coming to town for it.”


Stepping out of the gloom, as if just becoming real, Roma appeared behind Vivian’s chair.  His hands settled on her shoulders, giving them an affectionate squeeze.  “Hello, my dear.  You shall want for nothing.  My grandson will have the best.”


Vivian had drawn her silver dagger at the vampire’s first touch.  Reluctantly, she returned the weapon to her thigh sheath.


No one was stupid.  No one said anything to disillusion Roma about Vivian’s alleged pregnancy.  Josh got up and dragged over a couple chairs.  He locked eyes with the vampire, protected by the cat magic of his clan.  “Why don’t you and Brielle have a seat?”


“Brielle?” he played dumb.


“Just because I can’t see her, doesn’t mean I can’t smell her.  Besides, given that she’s got the dream stone, I can’t imagine you’d let her get too far from you.”


The dhampyr faded in, dark eyes brightening to a muddy pink.  “Let me?  I am no one’s chattel.  We are partners...” she took Roma’s arm, leaning into his side, “and perhaps a little more.”


“When’s the wedding?” I asked.


Roma gave me a blistery cold look.  “I was going to ask you the same thing.”


I eyed Brielle.  I didn’t see the stone on her, but that didn’t mean anything.  Matter of fact, I was getting a good idea of how she used it now.  The Brielle we were all seeing was probably not the real one, just a walking dream whipped up by the stone.  The real Brielle was probably standing back behind Roma somewhere, getting off on fooling us all.


As I saw things, my mission here was simple, just not easy.  I had to distract Roma, find a dhampyr bitch inside a dream of emptiness, and get my hands on the stone so it couldn’t be used it against me.


“Well,” Roma said.


I smiled blandly, not looking him in the eyes.  “Oh, I assumed that was a rhetorical question.”


  “No,” he said.  “You should answer as if your life depends on it.  It just might.”


Vivian pulled out her knife and stabbed the table top with a thunk!  She glared at her father. 
“No killing, unless I do it.”


“Don’t upset yourself,” Roma urged.  “It can’t be good for the baby.  So, how far along are you?  When is the happy day?”


The bartender approached, carrying a loaded tray.  Just before she got to the table, she jostled on nothing, stumbling.  I sprang and caught her, steadying the tray.  “You alright?”


“Yeah, I must be working too hard.  I could swear I … never mind.  Here are your Margaritas.”  


I pulled back and let her reach the table with the drinks.


The moment that she was between me and the dreamed up version of Brielle, I pounced.  Not at the dream, but at the spot where the bartender had stumbled.  My hands settled over unseen fingers that gripped the dream stone.  Both the real Brielle and I were touching the fey relic, feeling its power like an electrical charge.  I drew on that power, trying to bend it to my will, trying to shake Brielle loose.  Reality twisted, and we went somewhere else.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


THIRTY-FOUR


 


“Insanity never throws me


off—it’s my natural state.”


 


                                             —Caine Deathwalker


 


It seemed like I’d just stepped into one of my own hyper-real dreams.  In a way I had, but this wasn’t my dream.  Brielle had shaped this bubble universe, giving it life through the dream stone.  Our hands and wills were locked in death-grips on the stone, each of us trying to command its energies.  The stone felt like the size of a grapefruit, its exact appearance lost in the soft blue-green fog of its radiant power.  Beams of soft light ghosted past our fingers, painting our flesh the same pastel color as the Spring Court fey. 


I wanted to win on mental strength.  Were things to go physical, her dhampyr speed and strength would give her an edge.  She’d end me before I had time to warm up a tat for Vampire Speed, or draw a weapon.  And I think she knew better than to temporarily give me stone in order to shift to a physical attack.  With her mental resistance out of the way, I’d use the stone and dream her into a puddle of green slime, or maybe make a mindless sex kitten out of her.  Honestly, no one should ever trust me with this kind of power.


She was old as a dhampyr, but not vampire-old, spanning centuries.  She didn’t have their mind powers, their focus.  Isolated in Sacramento from challenges to her power, until recently, she wasn’t honed.  She’d actually grown soft by being deferred to way too much.  I had every reason to believe I could take the relic from her.


Until, somehow, Kimberley stepped into our little pocket and the stone wrenched itself free from both me and Brielle.  It flew to Kimberly, and she caught it, her face lighting up like a mother greeting her child.


No longer fighting for the stone, and quite furious, Brielle smashed an elbow across my face.  I went down, my head fuzzy, but able to reason.  I yelled at myself, trying to whip up my best speed.  “Pull your gun!  Pull your gun!!!!!


I did, sweeping it out, tracking for Brielle.  Losing interest in me, Brielle had lunged for Kimberley, only to be stopped by a dream of gravity so strong it crushed her to the floor in front of me.  Under the carpet, I heard the concrete groan and crack.  Brielle couldn’t lift a finger, straining for each breath.


              Our side had won.  Beyond the zone I occupied, I saw a distorted view of the club.  Our table was shattered.  Kat’s face was reddened from a blow, probably the one that had knocked her back and put her on her ass.  Osamu leaned down, checking on her, his demon sword in hand.  Josh had gone liger.  His clothes hung in tatters.  He held Roma by the throat, dangling him in the air.  Roma had his sword out, but Vivian had latched onto his sword hand, immobilizing the weapon.  


Roma stared into Josh’s bestial eyes, trying his Jedi mind control stuff.  I could tell from the liger’s unrelenting rage that Roma wasn’t being effective.  That made me happy; Roma needed a swift kick in his pride.


My stare went back to Kimberly.  I smiled at her, hiding the unease I felt.  My gun was in hand.  I didn’t point it at her, but it wouldn’t take much to bring the muzzle in line if she decided to keep the stone, and become a hella powerful diva.


I saw clouds in her eyes.  Stirring shadows.  Anyone would think of keeping such a prize.  Hell, after taking the stone to our client, I might well go back and steal the relic myself.  A grim look settled on Kimberley’s face.  She stared at the dhampyr.  “You like playing with vampires?  Be one.  Humanity is wasted on you.”


The pastel blue-green glow of the stone brightened.  A matching glow surrounded Brielle, lifting her, as the gravity trap shut down.  A shudder went through Brielle.  She gasped as if multiple blows were landing.  The glow died and Brielle fell into a crumpled heap.  She growled, holding her stomach.  “What have … you done to me, you bitch?  The hunger, never been this bad…”


“Better go buy a coffin,” Kimberly said.  “You’ll need one by dawn.  You’re full vampire now.”


“How dare you?” Brielle said.


I laughed at her.  “What?  Vampires are good enough to fuck, but you don’t want to be one?”


Kimberly was looking at me now.  “You know, I did see Haziar’s death coming.  I could have warned him, but I thought I might get an opportunity like this, and I knew his allegiance to his queen was stronger than his feelings for me.  Letting him die seemed a good idea.  I didn’t realize how much I’d miss him.”  She stared into the pulsing dream stone.  “Do you think I can bring him back with this?”


I shook my head no.  “He would be a walking dream, solid, obedient, living for your will, but not real.  Anything he offered would be illusion, and you’d always know that.”


She looked back at me.  “I think you’re right.  You know, it’s funny what we think we want, until we get it.”  She held out the stone.  “Here, you better take this.  I’ve decided I don’t want to be a monster.”


She’d been riding the border on that decision for a while.  I remembered how my protective shield had flickered when I met Kimberly in a dream and she’d told me she was coming to Sacramento.  My shield had been as uncertain of Kimberly as she was of herself.


I stood up and pumped several shots into Brielle’s head.  She’d heal the damage in a bit, but for now, I didn’t have to worry about her.  I walked past her, reached out, and took the dream stone from Kimberly.  There was still pain in her eyes.  I knew she was still thinking of Haziar.


“Go kill a few people,” I advised, “the pain will go away.”


She smiled weakly.  “I can’t, you see, I’ve decided not to be a monster.”  She looked down at Brielle, whose face was swiftly pulling back together.  “There are too many of them in the world as it is.”


I decided not to take that personally.


              With the stone in hand, I felt tendrils of power writhing through me.  The relic combed my thoughts, my heart, looking for dreams needing life.  I felt my desires flow into the stone where they were categorized and filed, waiting only for my command to launch them into reality.  With a thought, I banished the bubble around us, rejoining reality.


              The fight went out of Roma when he saw I had the stone, not that he could match the liger’s raw power.  The liger spoke rough, gravelly words, an action that sounded painful and difficult, “I am no one’s beast to call.  You will leave my city.  If more of your kind come here, they will die—then I will seek out vampires in other cities, killing a great many of them.  I will let them know that you are the reason.  Then they will spend a great deal of time hunting you.”


I said, “In other words, don’t piss him off.”


Roma nodded.


The liger set him down on his feet.


Roma caressed his throat, clearing it, seeing if it was back in shape yet from getting mangled.  Silent, he strolled over to Brielle who was standing now.  He held out his hand, staring into her eyes.  His voice was rough, “Interesting, a vampire with no sire.  If you understand how temptingly vulnerable that makes you, you should stay with me.”


Hah!  That will be so much better.


She gave him her hand.  He drew her close.  “Come, I will show you the new world that opened up to you.  There are dark pleasures that none but the damned may know.”  As they started to walk away, Roma called over his shoulder, “Keep in touch, Princess.  I’ll want an invitation to the wedding.  You’ll need to hold it at night, of course.”


“Of course.”  She smiled at me.


“Don’t get any ideas,” I said.


 I noticed the bartender at my elbow.  She was eyeing the humongous liger with a great deal of trepidation.  Her voice quavered, “I’m sorry, but we don’t allow pets in here.  Only service animals.”  Her stare took in the broken table.  “And you’ll have to pay for that.”


I smiled, handing her a wad of cash.  “We were just going.”


We approached the door, the few patrons in the club giving us plenty of room.  From the ammonia smell in the air, I knew someone had pissed their pants as the liger passed with a coughing grunt.  I walked arm in arm with Kimberly, just to piss Vivian off.  Walking behind me, she growled softly in her throat.  Kat and Osamu brought up the rear.


With a dozen steps to go, Kimberly froze up, stopping cold.  Her eyes went wide as she pointed at the closed door through which Roma and Brielle had gone.


Kimberly said, “Hurry, you must kill him at once!”


“Kill who?” I asked.


The door opened.  My fey nemeses from the Autumn Court stood there, elfin clothing making him look like an escapee from a renaissance fair.  “Found you at last.”  His gaze dropped to the dream stone that shimmered in my hand like a magical ostrich egg.  “The dream stone.”


He spun and ran out of the building, desperate to get away with this intelligence.


“I told you to kill him,” Kimberly complained.


The liger sprang for the door, smashing it to pieces as he squeezed out.  I ran outside before someone asked me to pay for that damage as well.  The liger had stopped on the sidewalk, and was returning to human form.


There was no sign of the fey.  “He probably opened a portal back to Fairy,” I said.


Kimberly glowered at me, hands on her hips.  “He’ll tell them the Mistress is vulnerable.  They’ll march on her, and try to take her out before we can the get the dream stone back.”


“Worse than that,” I said, “they’ll be laying in wait, trying to ambush us and get the stone for themselves.


“You’ve made a real mess of this,” Kimberly said.


“Like you could have done any better,” I said.


“Food.”  Josh was mostly human, but his face looked like he’d barrowed it from the Lion King.  “Need lots and lots of food.”


Kat tugged him toward the VW.  “C’mon, love, I know of a good place nearby for pizza and calzones.”


“Works for me,” I said.


“Same here.”  Vivian grabbed my arm and jerked me toward the Mustang.  


I called back to Osamu.  “You’re off the clock.  Rent a car and take Kimberly back to L.A.”


“You will need me for the coming battle,” he said.


I paused to call back, “I need you to protect Kimberly in case the Autumn fey decide to grab her as a hostage.  I’m trading you in for Izumi.  Her contacts in Fairy are going to make the difference.”


Kimberly screeched, “Why are all of you wasting time?  Speed is vital now.”


“So is lining up the help I’m going to need.”  


I longed for the good old days when I could run wild.  And I hated playing ambassador for Old Man.  Getting along with idiots was proving much harder than I’d thought it would be.  Totally cramping my style.  


I waved Kimberley off.  “Go away and leave this to professionals.”


“Professionals,” Vivian said.  “Where do you suppose they are?”


The homeless dude shambled over from his shopping cart as we stopped by the Mustang.  “I kept an eye on everything.  Did a good job.”  He held out a cupped palm for payment.


Remembering the damages inside I’d paid for, I turned to Vivian.  “Umm, can you take care of this for me?  I need to hit an ATM.”


“All right,” she said, “but I’m charging you interest.”  


She turned away, and it looked like she was reaching into her bra.  She turned back around and handed the vagrant a twenty.  He snatched the money before anyone could change their mind, and faded into the night.


Vivian and I settled in the Mustang.  I revved it to life.  The VW Beetle chugged off with us right behind.  On the way to pizza, I pulled out my phone and punched in Izumi’s number.  She picked up on the third chime.


“Hello, Caine, are you back in town?”


“No, but I need to bail on Sacramento and go to Fairy.”


“You need me to arrange provision for traveling and a portal, right?”


“Yeah.  Do you think you can guide us to this Dream Court retreat so we can deliver the stone?”


“Probably.  How many people should we plan on taking?”


“Depends on how good a mood Josh is in after eating.  If I can talk him into coming, you, me and Vivian make four.”


“Who’s this Josh?”


“Shape-shifter, liger,” I said.


“Hmmm.  Maybe I should ask Leona to come along too.”


“Great idea.  Get busy.  I’ll call you when I need a portal back to Malibu.”


And then we were down the street, parking by the VW bug.  Vivian and I got out.  I noticed a woman across the street watching me.  The bear lady.  She’d tracked me down as well, probably by fey magic.  Her eyes widened in shock as she saw the dream stone in my hands.


I yelled at her, “Who’s your daddy now?  Want a piece of me, bitch?”


She retreated into an alley.  I knew she wasn’t done with vengeance.  She was just smart enough to go into battle unprepared.  


Same philosophy as me.


Now I had more to worry about just the Autumn fey dogging my ass in Fairy.  There’d be one more enemy, two if you count the bear.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


THIRTY-FIVE


 


“Road trip!!!”


 


                                                    —Caine Deathwalker


 


An hour later, we were back at the Victorian.  Kat was wailing like an alley cat over her busted knickknacks.  Vivian was helping her clean up.  They were planning on buying some tarps and two-by-fours to plug up the hole in the wall.  I had my bag from upstairs with me, sitting on an up-righted couch.  Josh sat carefully on a desk chair that had lost one leg.


“You want me to go where, and do what?” he asked.


“I need to go into Fairy to put down that crazy bear,” I said.  “It’s the only way I can make sure your people and the water fey will stay safe here.  What’s wrong?  Didn’t you used to be all about Justice, protecting and serving, all that crap?”


“I know but…” he flicked a glance over at Kat, “I don’t think I can go.”


“Look,” I said, “most of the dhampyr and wolves are dead.  The water fey are decimated.  The shifter clans are laying low, waiting to see how things shake out.  By attrition, you are all that holds this city together.  Declare yourself the Master of the City.  Put out word that the L.A. Courts support you in running things, and it’s that, or the vamps who are already snooping around.  Trust me.  This thing is settled, except for a few loose ends you should help me with.”


I’d been arguing for ten minutes and wasn’t sure I was getting through to him.


Kat walked up to us.  “He’ll do it.”


Josh stared at her.  “I will?”


She gave him a fierce stare.  “You will.”  That fierce stare shifted to me.  “But not for free, Mr. Red Moon Demon.  We get paid for this responsibility.”


I smiled.  “That’s fair.  I’ll make sure the local clans know that they are to regularly tithe a percentage of their incomes to support your operations.  It’s for the public good.”


Kat held her hard stare on me.  “We also get paid for this little hunting expedition of yours.”


My smile died.  “Now, wait a minute—”


She smiled.  “It’s for the public good, remember.  Besides, we got to fix this house, and buy another.  The new house will be a money pit at first, and we are a poor clan.”


I got the feeling that Kat was going to wind up running this city, the power behind Josh’s throne.  I also had the feeling she’d be scarily good at it.  I stood and took out my phone.  “Give me a minute to see what I can do.”  


I walked outside and called the water fey.  Their leader came on at once, as if sitting around, waiting for my call.  I gave her an explanation of  how things had gone, leaving out things I didn’t want her to know.


Her voice was effervescent, “You’ve killed off the dhampyr and wolves because they were secretly dealing with the vampires?  That should calm things down for a while.  But what about the bear?”


“It’s a professional assassin, a loose cannon.  I’ll be luring it out of the human world, into Fairy where my friends will help me kill it.  You could help me with that.”


Cause I really don’t want to spend any of my own money if I don’t have to.


She said, “We like it here.  We don’t want to go back and get pushed around, dragged into one war after another.”


“All I need is financial support for the expedition.  After all, you don’t want this Spirit Bear coming back and eating up more of your people, right?”


Her voice with flat, “How much?”


“I’ve heard about the California Gold Rushes,” I said.  “You people live in the rivers.  I figure over the years, you’ve collected an awful lot of gold nuggets.  Just bring me an ungodly amount, and I’ll take care of everything else.”


“You will have your payment, when I have the fur of the bear, its head, or other proof of death.”


“Deal.”  I hung up and went inside knowing that everyone’s heightened hearing had let them to follow the conversation.  I looked at Kat.  “You heard.  Josh brings back a piece of the bear, and the water fey will cover you in gold.”


“So, when do we leave?” she asked.


“Not you,” Josh said.  “You need to keep an eye on things here, and start reaching out to the shifters and fey, plus any low-level dhampyr still in the city.  Get everyone looking for those two vamp guards that were with Roma at the White Lotus.  I have a sneaking suspicion he may have left his boys behind to see what will happen in the power vacuum.  We don’t want the vamps attacking humans in our city, drawing attention to the preternatural communities.  We don’t want them thinking we can’t stop them either.”


She gave him a snappy salute.  “Yes, Sir!”


I said, “Josh, Vivian, Get in the Mustang and we’ll be off.”


“Driving to Fairy?” Josh asked.


“Yeah,” I said, “by way of Malibu, and a couple magic portals.”


Josh picked up a couple couch cushions and headed for the door.


“My cushions!” Kat said.


“I don’t have a back seat in my Mustang,” I explained.  “He wants to be comfortable.”


Kat said, “Oh.”


Vivian and I went outside while Josh and Kat said goodbye and exchanged saliva with much heartfelt groping.


I stopped dead, staring at falling snow.  It was only coming down over this house.  The air was cold, making my breath into mist.  And there was Izumi, sitting on the hood of my car, waving.  Vivian and I went forward, Josh a few steps behind.  Izumi bounced off the car and sprang into my arms, softly pounding me in the chest with boobs.  I endured it manfully.


“So how are we going to do this?” I asked.


“I’ll open a portal once you get the car going.  The other side will be anchored in your driveway back home.  There will be a moment of cold mist when you can’t see a thing, then you’ll all be in Malibu.”


“Thanks for the favor,” I said.


“This magic is going to cost me a lot,” Izumi said.  “I plan on collecting out of your hide.”


Vivian raised an inquisitive eyebrow.  “Excuse me?”


I shrugged.  “Time is essential now.  We can’t quibble.”


I shoved Josh toward the back door, and sent Vivian around the bumper for the front passenger’s door.  Izumi simply resumed her seat on the hood.  Inside the vehicle, Vivian turned to me.  “What did she mean by ‘collecting out of your hide’?”


“It’s going to be hell for me,” I explained.  “Izumi has a ravenous sexual appetite.”


“You mean she expects you to—”


“When all of this is over, I’ll probably be MIA for days.”  I tried to hide how happy that thought made me.  “Damn it, if only there were some other way.”


She stared at me as I started the car up and shifted into reverse.  Her voice took on an accusing tone, “You’re humming the Hallelujah Chorus!”


“Really?  I thought it was something by Elton John.”


Josh didn’t help me out by snickering in the back seat.


We rolled back into a flash of blue light and a fog bank that blotted out the world.  Sitting on the vibrating hood, she was a flat shadow.  Then we were out of the cold mists, backing up into my own garage.  I killed the engine and we all climbed out.  


I told them, “Come inside and hang a few minutes.  Old Man and Achill will probably want an update, then we can go.”  I lead them in through the kitchen door, across the living room arch, and left them in the living room.  I opened the door to my office-bar, and went in.  Old Man and Achill were waiting on barstools.  Leona sat on the bar itself, her yellow eyes on me, her tail lashing gently.  Only the spirit leopard looked happy to see me.


Achill started in first.  “So, we send you down to settle things and now the wolves and dhampyr are almost extinct.  How’d that happen exactly?”


“They died for betraying you,” I said.  “Brought it on their own heads.”


He peered at me like I’d just grown goat horns, but his voice cooled, “Go on.”


“They were working with a Master vampire, Vivian’s father, Aldo Roma.”


“I’ve heard of him,” Achill said.  “If those wolves were taking another master in my place, then you saved me the trouble of killing them myself.”


“I thought you’d see it that way.”


“What about the dhampyr?” Old Man asked.  


“Their leader Brielle had the dream stone.  Knowing I was coming after her, and it, she turned her people into canon fodder.  They were collateral damage, but it was just as well.  They were determined to rule everyone else.  Now, peace has been forged with the survivors.  A new Master of the City has taken over that everybody can accept and respect.  Want to meet him?  He’s just outside the door.”


“Bring him in,” Achill said.  “I want to see who the next wolf pack will have to deal with down there.”


“Sure.”  I went back to the door and opened it.  “Hey, Josh, come in here a moment, will you?”


He came through the door, tall as anything, blond mane tousled, narrow waisted, broad shouldered—like a cinema hero with an aw-shucks grin in place.  His lion-gold eyes betrayed his fierce and indomitable will.  He strolled over, not put out the slightest to see an ancient Atlantean demon, a spirit leopard, and the Fenris.  


Leona took a few steps on the bar toward him as he approached.  She sniffed delicately.


He reached out and caressed the side of her head.  She pressed her head hard into his hand, closing her eyes, all but drooling.  Josh hugged her, smoothing down the fur along her spine.  He murmured, “Greetings, sister.”


Her purr raced out of control.


Old Man stared a moment, and nodded to himself.  “Then you’d be the liger we’ve all been hearing about.”


 “Liger!” Achill barked out the word.  “You’re the one that killed my Alpha.”


Josh slanted a cold stare at Achill.  “Anyone who threatens to murder my woman, my clan, must face me.  If that gets them killed, it’s their own fault.”  Josh released Leona in case he had to fight here and now.  He grinned, flashing white teeth.  “His heart sure was tasty.”


I rolled the fingers of my sword hand and my wrist, preparing to summon my demon sword.  I needed Josh.  I wasn’t going to risk him just when we were about to leave on a mission.


Old Man recognized the signs, and held up a hand to stop me.  He turned to Achill.  “If you think you have something to settle, do it elsewhere.  My guests aren’t allowed to kill each other in my home.”


Achill’s eyes smoldered amber yellow.  He smiled widely, his teeth as white, but showing fangs.  Stiffly, he started toward the room.  “Not in your house then.”  He left the room, his gait stiff with anger.


Old Man shrugged.  “It was time for him to go.  The bar has been severely depleted.”


“Like you weren’t matching him drink for drink,” I said.


Old man shot me a look of reproach.  “It would have been rude to let a guest drink alone.  Don’t you have a job to finish?”


“On it.  C’mon, Josh.”


He followed me from the room.  Leona padded along after him.  I called back to her, “You’re coming on this mission too?”


She huffed.  “You would be totally lost without me.”


It had probably been a while since she’d gotten laid by another spirit leopard or a cat shape-shifter.  She might be coming along, hoping to get lucky.  She’d just heard that Josh was married, but cats have never been known for their fidelity.  I briefly considered telling Josh that his big manly ass had an admirer.  Nah, I’d need something to laugh about later. 


In the living room, Vivian and Izumi had been busy.  They’d rounded up some heavy weather parkas I’d stashed in storage, and raided the kitchen for supplies.


“Ready to go, or what?” Izumi asked.  “Mom’s giving us horses and a mounted escort.  She says the dream stone belongs to the Oracle, and the Oracle belongs to all the fey.  Besides, Autumn Court fey really frost her butt.” 


“Open the portal,” I said.  “We’ve got a war to win.”


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


THIRTY-SIX


 


“Life is like a box of chocolates


that muggers will kill you for.”


 


                                              —Caine Deathwalker


 


Gravity jumped away and back again as we stepped out of silvery-blue mist.  The portal closed behind us, and I was glad to have the fur-trimmed, hooded parka.  Snow flakes the size of my thumb were languidly swooping on capricious winds.  The flagstones of the courtyard were icy under a thin layer of snow that must not have been falling long.  


To the side stretched a massive stable.  I heard the stamping of hooves and the welcoming whinny of horses.  A white-bearded man stepped into view, a pitchfork in hand, a tuft of hey caught in the tines.  He ignored the rest of us and bowed with grave dignity toward Izumi.  “Welcome, princess.  However I may serve…”


She smiled at him.  “Thank you, Ravenwort.  Just see that the horses are ready at dawn.  We can fend for ourselves otherwise.”


In front of us, a rustic, two-story log cabin was lit up against the twilight.  Stepping from Earth to Fairy, we’d rolled back time.  Morning was further away.  We couldn’t start our journey this late.  Fairy’s a realm of magic and deception, dangerous enough by daylight.


“Where are we?” I asked.  “This isn’t your mother’s castle.”


“This is a hunting lodge on the edge of our lands,” Izumi said.  “From here, it is only hours to the Dream Marshes, and a two day ride to the Oracle’s Retreat.”


Izumi led us up a flight of stairs with a railing down its center.  The porch was covered, a ten foot deck that wound around the left side of the building.  Twin copper lanterns shaped like balls hung on chains near the door.  The door itself was sturdy oak with hand-hammered bronze hinges, handle, and a door knocker gargoyle head with a ring in its mouth.  The brass head looked rather pissed to have the ring stuck there.  


As I reached for the handle, it spat the ring at me.  “Not so fast, chum.  Let’s get a good look at you first.  You don’t smell fey to me.”


“For which I’m eternally grateful,” I said.  Guard spell.  They don’t want just anybody wandering in and making themselves at home.


Izumi smacked me in the arm.


I looked at her.  “What?”


“What’s wrong with the way fey smell?” she asked.


The knocker rolled its eyes to her.  “Princess!  It is such an honor.  Forgive me; I have left you standing at your own door.”  By itself, the latch turned and the door opened wide for her.


We stomped off snow and went inside, throwing back our hoods, unbuttoning the coats as we entered heat.  A huge fireplace greeted us with a mouthful of flaming logs.  I was grateful it didn’t try to carry on a conversation as well.  


Vivian and Josh entered, copying me by dumping packs by the door.  Despite appearances, I knew Leona was around.  It was her habit to stay invisible and immaterial in new locations, a hunter’s instinct.


As the door closed, I saw a small bronze body attached.  The guardian of the door was more than just a head.  I wondered if it was stuck there, or if it could detach from the door and deal with the wrong kind of visitors.  Maybe it occasionally left its post to raid the fridge or take a leak.  As I watched, its right hand moved.  It scratched its ass and then went limp again.  I thought of the little bronze guy on sentry duty, creeping room to room in the middle of the night, toy sword in hand.


Creepy.


A fey blonde approached, wiping hands on a white, lace-trimmed apron.  She curtsied to Izumi, pretty much ignoring the rest of us mere humans.  “Welcome, my lady.  However I may serve you…”


Izumi nodded and pointed at me.  “This one’s trouble.  Feel free to beat him as needed.  The rest are honored guests.  Please see that they’re settled and made welcome.”


The maid curtsied.  “Yes, my lady.” 


“Keep it up,” I warned Izumi, “and you’ll be sleeping alone tonight.”


Vivian glowered, eyes brightening from black to a luminescent pink.  “Don’t you ever think of anything other than sex—with other people?”



I put on a look of profound befuddlement.  “Is there something else?”


Vivian looked at the maid.  “I’m going to need some rope to tie him into bed tonight.”


I let my face light up.  “Oooo, sounds kinky.  I didn’t know you played those kinds of games.”


Josh stepped up, looming over the maid.  He smiled down on her.  “When’s dinner?  I’m starved.”


She reddened in the face, shyly averting her eyes, batting her lashes.  “Very soon, my Lord.  The pantry here is not as well stocked as other holdings that see regular guests, but there is much I can do with very little.”


“We brought peanut butter and granola bars, if that will help,” I said.


Vivian smiled, flashing fangs.  “As for me, I only drink blood.”  


Staring, the maid paled.  “I-I’ll see what I can find.”


“In a pinch, I take donations,” Vivian said.  “Any blood type will do.  But no rats.  I don’t do rats.”


With a sigh, Josh shed his coat and offered a bare arm.  “Help yourself.”


I pulled Izumi over to a fur-covered bench near the fireplace.  We sat, and I kicked off my boots.  “So, this lodge puts us close to our goal, but how close are the Autumn Court warriors going to be?”


She smiled at me.  “You know better than to ask a question like that in Fairy.  The land is in flux.  Two places are never the same distance apart, nor can the same path ever be used twice in the journey.  The better question is, can we summon a path we can control this close to the Dream Marshes.”


“You mean, where we’re going is harder to reach than other places?”


“The Land of Dreams is more ethereal than most.  It is a domain where dark emotions create nightmare, and the desire of the heart can lead you astray.  That is where will-o-the-wisps are born.  The only way we can travel swiftly is to guard our hearts, embracing emptiness.”


I frowned.


“What is it?” she asked.


“You realize what we’re carrying is so valuable, our enemies will do anything to get it.  The land will respond.”  At my side, the dream stone inside its canvas pouch seemed to grow denser and heavier.  “We’ll be a freaking black hole, suckin’ everyone down on top of us.”


She nodded.  “We shall doubtless have to fight our way through a number of ambushes.”


“Better and better.  Is there any chance we’ll be hit tonight, before our escort joins up with us?”


“Possible,” she said, “but unlikely.  The Autumn Court will need time to summon and equip their forces.  There will be the usual court squabbles over who gets to lead such an important mission.  The Autumn King is tyrannical and suspicious.  He came to power early when his father was accidentally thrown from the saddle and dragged three miles cross country during a fox hunt.”


“You’re kidding?”


“The fey live much longer than humans.  Sometimes, we get tired of waiting for what we want, and just help ourselves.  Speaking of which, the Autumn King may want to attend to this matter personally—with a sizable entourage to guarantee his every comfort.  He’ll not want to risk such a powerful relic being used to overthrow him.”


“Do you happen to know where this thing came from?  Has the Oracle always had it?”


“As long as memories have run, there has always been an Oracle, and an Oracle Stone.  That is all anyone knows.  Caine, I’ve been thinking—”


“Careful, that can be dangerous.”


She slapped my arm, and the parka sleeve iced over.  “I think you should give me the stone.  They’ll be expecting you to have it, and will targeting you.  That will give me a chance to use it, or if all is about to be lost, I can slip away and get it to the Oracle.”


“Leaving me to fend as best as I can, huh?”  I rested my hand on the canvas bag.  “No.  I don’t trust anyone, especially the people I sleep with.”


Izumi smiled.  “Does Vivian know?”


I looked over at Vivian.  She’d been watching us, and now turned away, absorbed with the hunting trophies on the wall.  There was the head and neck of a white stag, a mean-eyed boar with yellow tusks, and something that looked like a fan-eared eel with silver scales and crystal eyes.


Hooves clattered out in the courtyard, slowing, stopping.  Josh and I were the first to the windows.  A moment later, both Izumi and Vivian bracketed me, pressing in.  Their personal fragrances warred for dominion.  Someone grabbed my butt.  I wasn’t sure who, a little more interested in finding out if we were being attacked. 


“It’s all right,” Izumi said.  “Those are my mother’s personal guardsmen.”


There were twenty riders in all.  The men wore spurred boots, winter robes, and heavy riding cloaks that spilled back, draping their horses’ butts.  I use the term “horse” rather loosely; they had six legs and two stumpy horns.  


The doors to the stables opened and Ravenwort shambled out to take reins and get the animals out of the weather.  Two of the guards shoved him away, keeping their mounts ready to run.  The rest moved toward the lodge like they were storming an enemy encampment.  Their lack of manners and sense of being on a mission—before the mission even started—set off warning bells in my head.  


I moved back from the window and the girls, and touched the bag at my side, pouring my will into the stone.


Whipping out swords, the men kicked the door in, sweeping in to threaten us.  My red shield popped on, shoving a swords man back from me.  He cursed, and his image wavered at the loss of concentration.  The cloak stayed the same, but underneath, his robes turned gold, as did his skin.  His smooth hair shortened, turning ragged as flame.  His ice blue eyes became the color of smoldering rust.  The rest of the men dropped their glamours as well.  They were no longer Winter Court fey.


“Summer Court!” Izumi yelled.  “How dare you invade our lands!  Are you trying to start a war?”


“War won’t matter,” one of the men said, “if we have the dream stone on our side.  Where is it?”


I pointed at the furs on the bench by the fire, and screamed at Izumi.  “The stone—get it!”


Automatically, she turned in the direction I pointed.


One of the guardsmen shoved her aside, raced to the bench and scooped up the stone.  He tucked it in like a football and raced back outside.  A moment later, we were left alone as the riders galloped off.  


“They didn’t really get the stone, right?” Josh was looking at me.  “Tell me you pulled a fast one.”


I grinned and let the real dream stone appear in its pouch at my side.  “I gave them a dream of success, a dream that will soon fade, leaving them nothing.”


“Nothing but a belly full of rage,” Izumi said.  “They’ll be back soon.”


Hooves filled the courtyard once more.  


I created a dream of a house in smoldering ruins as if someone had burned the lodge down.  Blackened timbers surrounded us.  Gray smoke roiled, melting snowflakes out of the air.  The housekeeper screamed from her suddenly burnt-out kitchen.  “Just an illusion,” I yelled.  “Bear with it.”


We felt our way out of the illusion, avoiding invisible furniture, and walked outside.  We stood there unseen as the Winter Court guardsmen reined in, staring in horror at the lodge.  One of them threw himself from the saddle, running closer.  “Princess!  Princess!” he screamed.


Izumi looked at me.  “I know him.  I think they’re real this time.”


“Let’s find out,” I said.


I pulled my concealment off her.  


The captain of the guard hurled himself at her, enveloping her with his arms.  He all but wept in joy, finding her alive.  But just to be sure, I materialized a copy of the dream stone in her arms.  He ignored the stone, standing back, kneeling to honor her.


Izumi asked, “Did you happen to see some riders on the road when you were coming in?”


“No, Your-Glory-In-Ascendance.  There was a small orchard of gold-skinned apples I hadn’t remembered seeing before…”


Right, an orchard.


“…but nothing as uncommon as here.”  He peered into her eyes.  “Princess, are you alone?  What of the rest of your party?  Are they…?”


I banished my dream of flamed out ruin.  Izumi’s stone vanished.  The hunting lodge returned.  


“We’re right here,” I said.  “Put away your animals and come in.  I think dinner will be ready soon.”


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


THIRTY-SEVEN


 


“Killing’s who I am. It’s what I


do. I’d do it for free, if I had to.”


 


                                               —Caine Deathwalker 


 


We’d ridden for hours through the gray, overcast morning.  The horses made good time since our path wound down through ever-shrinking hills.  Snowy evergreens gave way to jutting formations of limestone and bottom-land hardwoods.  The elm, maple, and ash I recognized.  I asked Izumi about other trees we passed.


She pointed at them, “That’s honey locust, hackberry, and that, elderberry I think.  These are the borderlands.  As we get to the Dream Marshes, you’ll see natural levees with oak, and in lower, wetter areas, cypress and tupelo-gum, and a little of what you humans call Spanish moss.”


“Sounds like Louisiana,” I said.  “Are we going to run into raccoon and alligators?”


“Keep thinking about it, and we will,” Josh said.  “Fairy’s interactive, remember?” 


The hills flattened out and our trail wound followed the edge cypress forests that appeared on our left.  We stayed just out of it, riding across spongy ground covered with cattails and wiregrass.  On our right, the grasses stretched out for miles, vanishing into mists.  Out of those mists, we occasionally spied ponds and lakes, their surfaces still, like gray-green glass.  The sky overhead was a brighter blue peeking through cotton candy clumps of white cloud.  The grass began to crowd our trail, causing us to ride three abreast, and string out farther as we traveled.  Silver-and-gold-toned flowers increased in frequency, adding sweetness to the air.


Yannin, the captain of our guard, rode at point with one of his men.  After a moment of conversation, the aide slowed and dropped back to us.  Me, he ignored, focused entirely on Izumi.  “Princess, there are shadows in the woods.  We are being paced by riders.”


“Probably Autumn Court fey.  Well, it’s not like we weren’t expecting this.”


“Watch and listen for a signal,” I said.  “Those flanking us will wait until we reach a sizable force that will be lying in ambush somewhere ahead.”


Now the aide looked at me.  “How do you know that?”


I shrugged.  “It’s what I would do.”


“Options?” Izumi asked.


The aide said, “Our captain wants to change course, head out into the marsh.  We can hide in the mists and walk our horses quietly until we lose pursuit.”


“Which won’t work if they’re tracking us by magic,” I said.  “I would be.”


The aide shot me a dirty look and rode forward once more to confer with Captain Yannin.  I heard a heated curse from Yannin, then he was falling back personally to speak with Izumi.  “Princess, I don’t know what this unlearned outlander has been advising you, but—”


Izumi held up a hand to silence him.


“Nothing I haven’t thought of myself.  I think you need to leave the strategy to me from here on.”


He flushed in the face, eyes bulging as he choked on fury.  The muscles at the corners of his jaws knotted as he got himself under control, producing a respectful tone.  “Yes, Your Glory.  I await your orders.”


“You and your aide, fall in behind me.”


“I-I—yes, Princess, I serve your will.”


I’d been keeping an eye on the woods, but missed seeing anything shot into the air, but I did hear the sharp crack of exploding black powder, an import from my world.  A burst of red smoke hung high above the woods, already thinning in a swirl of wind.


“Too late to avoid trouble,” I said.  “There’s the signal.  We need to turn hard into the woods, cut down the riders shadowing us, and keep going.  If the rest have to chase us at full gallop, dodging trees, we won’t have too many arrows coming at us.”


“Do it!” Izumi ordered.


She and I veered our animals into the woods, driving them with shouts, and digging knees.  My left hand held my reins while my right drew my new Beretta.  As we surged past blurring trees, coming up on warriors in bronze armor and tawny cloaks, I extended my weapon and squeezed off shots.  Two warriors toppled from their saddles with holes between their eyes, the backs of their heads wet, crimson messes.


“Grab their horses,” I yelled.  “We might need the spares later.”  Besides, spoils of war.  They might have valuables in their saddlebags, food and water if nothing else.  We’re going to be pushing hard from here on.


A third rider tried to slow us down.  Yannin finally became useful by growing a spear of ice in his hand, driving the point through the warrior’s chest.  The body fell from the saddle, and we gathered in another mount.  From then on, we tore way too fast through woodland.  Only the fact that the cypresses weren’t packed tight saved us from disaster.


After a while, with no one closing on us, we relaxed our paced to spare the horses, veering off on a tangent to be less predictable.  “Think strongly of our need to find the Oracle,” Izumi yelled.  “Let the land bend us a shorter route.”


“God knows we need it,” Vivian yelled.  “If I weren’t a proud dhampyr bitch, I’d be
crying by now. My ass hurts. ”  


I thought of offering to kiss it and make it better, but this wasn’t the time and place.  “Hey,” I said, “If we can bend our path, the Autumn Court soldiers can bend theirs.”


“Of, course,” Izumi said.  “We should be coming up on their rebooted ambush any time now.”


“How you people live in this place totally escapes me,” Josh said. 


“It’s all that most fey know,” Izumi said.  “Few of us travel to Earth anymore with its iron cities and railroad lines disrupting the magic of the ley lines, and your incomprehensible technologies.”


“You manage all right,” I said.  “I’ve even seen you use a microwave when necessary.”


“Don’t tell my mother.”  Izumi grinned at me.  “She’d be scandalized.”


Another one of those exploding arrows smudged the sky with crimson smoke.  I shook my head sadly.  “Don’t they realize that when their sentries do that to signal their men, we also get warned?” 


“We fey can be quite set in our ways.”  Izumi flicked her reins and picked up speed.  I hung in there with her as she leaned her horse in on mine, driving us both to the edge of the path.  She shaped a sword of ice from thin, moist air and jabbed it straight ahead.  I snatched a quick look at her face.  Her eyes were hard as blue diamonds, her lips pressing into a firm line.  The force of her will iced the path ahead.  She challenged the path, “Bend.  Now!” 


The path ahead of us jerked the way she was leaning, changing course—but then snapped back in irritation to where it had been.


Izumi bared her teeth like a challenged wolf.  “I will not be fucked with by a borderland that hasn’t even been claimed.  I am the Heir of Ice, Princess of the Winter Court, and I will be obeyed!”  Snow fell from the sky.  The cypress trees shivered under the lash of killing frost.  I thought I even heard a deep rumble in the ground as if some unseen moorings were being ripped.


And then the path curved sharply, putting Izumi and I dead center, with the rest of our party thundering along in our wake.  As we rode our new path, the sky darkened to twilight.  Silver stars appeared above, seen briefly as we pounded across clearings.  A bright hunter’s moon appeared, making the pale bark of the cypress shine.  Balls of yellow and tangerine, Will-of-the-wisps bobbed in the air, urging us on.


Not totally at home in a saddle, I risked a look back at our troops, wanting to get a feel for how everyone was doing.  Well enough, though faces were grim and fatigue had to be setting in.  I noticed great winding thickets of thorn had sprouted behind us, so we only had to worry about more interceptions ahead.  Without the recent heightening of my senses, the thorns would have been difficult to make out at dusk as I bounced on the back of a horse.  Now, my focus snapped details closer as if I were using a sniper scope.  


When I had time, I was going to have to analyze these abilities, and figure out the tougher skin I now had.  These were clues to my true nature.  Half human, I knew, but the other half of my DNA was a persistent mystery.  Old Man and Gloria both had that knowledge, but could they be bothered to let me know?  


Hell no.  That would make things way too easy on me.


And then we were out of the woods, splashing through water concealed by wiregrass and cattails.  A bloated,  amber sun was rising off to the side as if we’d leaped planets.  Great scarlet gulls clacked in a gray morning sky, living pinwheels hovering above the marsh.  There were garnet logs in the water with … yellow-green eyes?


Crap!  We’re in the dream marshes.


I screamed at everyone, “Whoever the hell is thinking about alligators—stop it, now!”


The reptiles opened their jaws, showing us rows of sharp teeth as they made strange hissy sounds like the skritch of raked gravel.  One of them broke that sound in half by snapped jaws at us, like he couldn’t wait to chow down.  Our horses panicked, rearing, backing away, dumping all of us in the water.  Splashing told me the horses had too much sense to stay around here.


Tails wagging from eagerness, the gators were splashing closer in the shallows, bending the grass out of the way as they advanced.


My guns filled my hands, bucking as I unloaded round after round, emptying my clips.  


Izumi stood closest to them, just standing there unconcerned.  And then I realized that the water around her feet was growing hard and white, frozen into ice.  The ice floe grew, sweeping out to meet the gators.  In a moment, the reptiles had a lot to hiss about, frozen in place, locked in the ice.  Izumi stepped up onto her floe.  I hurried to do the same before the water froze around my lower legs.  


The landscape shifted from one breath to another, and we were at a small village woven from reeds, occupying a deck on stilts.  A wooden ladder beckoned us to the top of the pier.  We climbed.  The upper deck had a railing over which several fishing nets had been hung to be dried and repaired.  There were no people around, unless they were hiding in the woven huts.


“So where are we now?” Vivian asked.


Izumi shrugged.  “I don’t know, but it’s not the Oracle’s retreat.”  She looked around for Yannin, gesturing him closer.


“Yes, Your Glory?”


“Spread out.  See if anyone is home.  Also see if there are any boats around we can use.  I don’t want to stay here long.  This place makes me … uneasy.”


“How many boats?” someone asked.


We looked around for the rackety, cracking voice.


“And how much will you pay?”


“There.”  Josh pointed at a nearby thatch roof.


A small, wrinkled woman sat up there, her work clothes the color of sepia, her hair a mound of umber that might have housed a family of birds quite comfortably.  Her knobby nose supported glasses with round lenses.  She blinked owlishly at us, repeating herself, “How much will you pay?”


“A fair price,” Izumi returned.


The compact woman continued as if she’d not heard the answer, “pay in coin, pay in power, pay with blessing, pay with curse,” she cackled, “or pay in blood?”


“I have gold,” I said.


“Too late,” she sighed.  “We mean you no ill-will, but a bargain made cannot be unmade.  We’ve purchased our lives with yours.”  The doors to the huts opened.  More of the wrinkled old midgets stumbled out, knives and clubs, and bottles in hand.  Shoulder to shoulder, the formed a line that inched ever closer, wearing clothes that were patched and stained from hard labors, stiff with the dried salt-spray off the wind from the surrounding marsh.  


A crow cawed from a distant black tree that hadn’t been there before.  Several of his fellows answered him.


“What is going on here?” Izumi demanded.  “Do you even know who you threaten?”  The imperial confidence of her tone caused the villagers to pause.


“Bargain is a bargain,” said the crone on the roof.  “She told us we would not be destroyed if we held you distracted long enough.”


“Long enough for what?” I asked.


A fishnet flipped over me, tightening at once.  


My hand seized the hilt of my knife.  I struggled a second to free it from its sheath.  The canvas bag slipped from my side and dropped through the gap around my legs, hitting the deck.  


“For that,” the crone said. 


The capturing magic of the net jerked it back, taking me over the railing, out over the water.  If only the villagers had harbored evil intent, my shield would have activated, saving me.  Flipped into the air, the world blurred as I fell, still entangled, trying to warm up my Dragon Fire tat to burn myself free.  


I smacked the water, and struggled to get my head up so I could breathe.  


A huge-assed shadow covered me.  I heard a growl and stared up into the fuzzy face of death.  The Spirit Bear.


Her paw buffed my head, sending me flying into darkness.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


THIRTY-EIGHT


 


“Now I know how a roasted duck feels.”


 


                                               —Caine Deathwalker 


 


I surfaced into awareness.  A swimmer bobbing on a storm-wracked sea, my mind screamed: danger, danger!  I felt the lack of guns and weapons.  My gear had been stripped off along with my clothes.  My head ached.  I felt dried blood on the side of my face, and smelled iron mixed with the dusty, resinous scent of a pine forest.  My arms and hands flapped bonelessly.  I seemed to be curled over something as fuzzy as my thoughts.  I groaned and slitted open my eyes, and saw dancing, rippling fur, a dark brown rug with spots of sunlight drizzled over it, pulling out brighter, gold tones.  The spots overlapped, sliding into each other and out.


Concussion.  Seeing double.  Want a double Scotch.  Wait a minute, this isn’t a rug.  It’s alive.  The Spirit Bear!


I hung balanced over her shoulder, draped down her back.  The bear shambled quickly, occasionally using a front paw to keep me from sliding off.  I hadn’t been killed right off.  I was being abducted.  The possible reasons for this were very scary.


I reached out mentally feeling for my demon sword, hoping I could reach it from a world away.  


Feeling tension in my body, the bear skidded to a stop, and let me ride forward.  Not letting me fall naturally, a big furry paw caught me in the air and slammed me down with brutal, bone jarring force.


Why the hell isn’t my shield working?  That thought carried me back into darkness.  


 


*     *     *


 


The next time round, I stayed limp, slitting my eyes to pick up motion, deepening my breath, keeping it slow as if I were still asleep.  My head did more than ache.  It felt like an ice pick had been rammed into the back of my skull.  I had bruises on my bruises.  Everything hurt.  


Have to push myself.  The longer the bear has me, the worse things will get.  


I widened my eyes, forcing them to focus: ground, thick layers of detritus.  I saw powdery chunks of rotting wood sprinkled about.  To the side, a tree had fallen long ago.  Its ripped loose roots created a pit that time had filled with a bushy tangle.  There were boulders, thick with blue-green moss, showing leprous patches of white rock underneath.  Old Growth forest.  If this is still the Dream Marshes, then it been reshaped by the bear.  No place like home, I guess.


It occurred to me that I was upright, seeing the ground because my head was slumping forward.  My hands felt numb, feet too.  What the hell…!


The bear walked into view, approaching me with a branch in hand.  She dropped the stick, staring into my face.  A haze of green light washed the color from her fur.  The haze grew into leaping green flames.  The bear threw back her head and roared, strong at first, then wavering, weakening.  Her features ran like melting wax.  The fur burned away, revealing bare, skin.  Her whole body compressed, losing mass, snout, and claws as wings of raven hair grew out.  The eyes of the morphing bear burned emerald at first, then dimmed, sliding into hazel. 


The fire died.  A woman stood in place of the Spirit Bear.  A woman who’d loved a man I’d killed, and I was at her mercy.  


A naked woman who made no effort to clothe herself.  She didn’t seem to care, a common attitude among shape-shifters, human or fey.  Her breasts were heavier than I liked, but not out of place on her stocky frame.  Her muscles were well-defined, showing the benefit of strength training.  Core training had also given her a six-pack.  Her thighs looked like they could snap a man in half.


I was sporting an erection.  Uh, oh, dead giveaway.


“Ah, I see you’re awake.”  Her gruff voice was thick with strength.  I think the bear had been trapped within her so long; she’d absorbed many of its ursine traits.  “I was about to poke you with a stick.”


I checked out my circumstances.  Vines from trees on either side of me had been pulled over and tied to my wrists and ankles.  I could see my hands were discolored, an angry red.  They’d lost circulation.  Even if I manage to summon my demon sword, I couldn’t hold it.  That left other magic, but I didn’t want to start a battle when I couldn’t even walk.  


Well, that leaves charm and cunning, since my stupid shield has gone on holiday. 


I smiled in a friendly fashion.  “So, uh, how about cutting me down?  We should talk this out, have a drink or two.  Really, I have nothing against you.”


She picked up the branch and smacked my ribs.  Her branch broke.  She stabbed the broken, pointy end into my right thigh.  “Sorry, not in a forgiving mood.”


I looked down at the stick jutting from my thigh.  Something’s gone wrong with my magic.  This is the third time my protective shield hasn’t snapped on to saved me since getting kidnapped.  When I was on the Red Moon, the dimension changed the way my magic worked.  Maybe Fairy’s doing the same thing now.


I shifted my stare to her eyes.  They were disappointed.  “You’re being brave.  No scream, no whimper, no begging for mercy?”  She cocked her head to the side.  “Not even a flinch.”


Pain and I were old friends, thanks to the payments I make to activate my tattoos.  Besides, I’d hurt myself much worse than this before, shaving with a hang-over.  Still, I didn’t want to add to my damage.  Time to redirect the conversation, and see if I can make myself real to her so it will be harder for her to kill me.  If nothing else, maybe I can buy time until my friends track me down.  Assuming they’re bothering to look.


“You’re like me,” I mused.  “You know a lot about pain.  It’s been with you a long time.  I added to that pain.  I can’t change that.  But I didn’t even know you at the time.  Or your lover.  He was just a contract someone put out.”


She stilled, hazel eyes brightening to a purer green.  “Contract?  You destroyed my life for money?  It wasn’t even personal?”


“Sorry, no.”


“Wait, who else is my enemy?  Who hired you?”


There was no reason not to tell her, especially if it diverted some of her killing-mad off of me.  “Offer came from the Loong Corporation in L.A..  They paid in gold, and gave no reasons for the hit.”


She studied me carefully.  “You’re telling me the truth.  I can hear your heartbeat.  It hasn’t changed.”  She smiled unpleasantly.   “Ah, I see.  You realize I would have tortured it out of you anyway.”


Nah, that’s not it.  I’m a borderline sociopath.  My reactions aren’t normal.  


I would have shrugged if I were able.  “Maybe I’m just trying to make a small gesture here.  Maybe I’d rather you hunt elsewhere, so I’m not forced to destroy you.”  


Women always admire a confident man.


She laughed.  “Destroy me?  I think you forget which of us is dangling in the air.”


“About that, what’s the point?”  Gotta keep her talking, create a bond. 
Distract her from the fact I’ve forced my fingers around the vines.  


Flexing my arms,
I held my weight up, easing the pressure on my wrists.  At the same time, I tried connecting to Fairy, willing the vines to stretch out a little.  When the moment came for a last-ditch effort, I wanted to be able to stand and use my hands.  For that matter, if she left camp again, I needed to be able to run—probably for miles.


Talk about a wild dream.


Yet the vines were looser.  I felt pins and needles as circulation crept back.


“What’s the point?” she echoed.  She sat on a rock, leaning forward, her hands on her knees.  “Have you ever plucked the wings off a dragonfly?  I have.  Damage is the point.  The insect, exiled from the sky, writhes in shock, made into a worm that can’t even dig.  Death won’t come fast enough.  Not for you either.  You’re going to be a crippled worm, begging for death,” she brightened at a thought, “but you know, there’s a little bit courage in you.  Impress me enough, and I will do you the honor of eating your still-beating heart.”


There are times I really don’t like the answers I get.  I nodded.  “So, torture...”


“Just a little.  You see, I know your power comes from these marks on your body.”


My tats.


“Well, I’m going to fix that.”  She grinned and stood, holding out her hand.  Green fire burst up from her palm.


Have to make my move.


I focused on my Dragon Flame tat, willing it to life.  I waited for pain to come, payment for the magic I needed.  But pain didn’t come.  I couldn’t feel that subtle warmth that let me know a tat was activating.


Crap!  Really got to go old school now.


She took a slow step toward me.  Then another.


The vines on me turned to mist.  I fell, badly, collapsing to my knees.  I tugged the stick in my leg free, and scooped up forest detritus I threw in her face.  Expecting her to block the moldy debris with her forearms, shielding her eyes, I launched myself at her like a linebacker.


But growling, she closed her eyes and moved through the dirty cloud, ramming a knee into my collarbone.  Fortunately, the blow didn’t land cleanly, or the bone would have broken, maybe piercing my heart.  I was in trouble.  She wasn’t letting thought slow her down.  Wild Woman was embracing her instincts, making few mistakes.  


Very Dangerous.


Her blow stopped me dead, leaving me hunched over, one knee grounded.  But I knew how to punch through pain.  I pumped a flurry of fists into her solar plexus, trying to paralyze the nerve center in her abdomen.


It was like punching a steel bulkhead.  


Her hands lifted me off the ground, over her head.  She stepped back and simply let me fall.  The detritus padded the ground a little, and I used the judo technique of “Slapping the mat” to bleed off energy, reducing the impact.  I was still jarred, my already abused brain floated in such a way that I didn’t feel connected to my body for moment.


She dropped on me, hands hot on my body, then hotter.  Red-hot agony dug into me.  


I bucked, to throw her off.  


She held me in place with strength borrowed from her inner bear.  Her hands slid to other places, roving from tattoo to tattoo.


I sat up as she moved lower, slamming an elbow in that rocked her head, putting my back muscles into the blow.  She growled at me, seizing my penis.  The damn traitor was still hard.  She said, “Your next blow will cost you dearly.”


“Okay, let’s not go there,” I said.


She kept a grip on me while her other hand continued to burn across my tats.  Somehow, she flipped me over without losing her grip on Mr. Willy.  Her knee went into my back as the burning continued.  At one point, she hopped over me, pivoting on the knee that pinned me down.  My cock was ripped off—almost.


“Damn it, bitch, be careful.”


She let me go.


I fought to my feet, turning to see what she was up to, and staggered as too many pain signals flooded my brain.  I looked down at myself.  The skin over my tats was striped red with burn welts and discolored green as if some of her weird green fire had contaminated the dragon-blood ink.


“Let’s see some magic now,” she taunted.


Little did she know she hadn’t taken a thing; my magic had already been behaving badly.  My balance was back.  Despite the burns, a second wind had set in.  I felt fit enough to kill.  But I couldn’t match her strength or speed.  I had no magic, no weapons, and I wasn’t going to die from pride.  I backed toward the forest.  A few more steps and I could try to lose her in the surrounding woods.  Payback would have to wait. 


She smiled, green flames bursting out of her body.  Her features ran, coarsening, reforming.  Her voice deepened, “I’ll give you two-hundred feet, and then my bear will be coming.  Wiggle quickly, little worm.”


I turned and ran at my best speed, knowing it wouldn’t be enough.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


THIRTY-NINE


 


“Run, hide, kick Death in the teeth:


a warriors survives by knowing the


proper time for every option.”


 


                                               —Caine Deathwalker


 


The need to kill the bitch burned in every cell of my brain, but thanks to Old Man’s training, my warrior instincts had kicked in.   I followed a path of least resistance, letting gravity guide my steps.  If I could keep heading down, I’d run across water which always seeks the lowest level in an area.  I needed to break my trail.  For now, that was more important than finding a weapon.  


The new burns hurt but could be ignored with my god-like pain tolerance.  Still, they’d need to be treated; my body could still go into shock.


 Hugging a slope, the pine forest rippled downward, seeming to lean back as it did so.  The canopy stayed heavy, filtering the light, wrapping me in a gold-green twilight.  I moved with little jumps, knowing I’d stumble if I tried to slow or stop.  That was last on my mind.  Two-hundred feet and she’d start chasing me—like I believed that.  She wouldn’t wait that long.


I stumbled at a V as the land bubbled up again, almost turning an ankle on mossy stones in the crease.  Turning right, I pitched myself along, running on one bank, then the other, also hop-scotching whatever stones I could find to leave less of a trail.  Veering left around the base of a hill, I followed the crease into low hanging branches, and stumbled as a steep descent appeared.  Skidding down the hill to a flat area of low grass, I was happy for the heavy calluses on my feet from martial arts practice.  That didn’t mean I wouldn’t be running them to ribbons if this kept up.  


I heard a roar shivering the air.  Not too close, but too close for comfort.


I needed to use the environment better.  Fairy wasn’t cooperating, so it was time to force the land to help out a little more.  I wasn’t finding water, so water needed to find me.  I closed my eyes and concentrated on an embankment.  I made myself believe a concealed underground steam lay just behind that earthen wall, begging to surface.  Cool, liquid-crystal water.  I imagined the mineral-rich, gurgling glory of it bursting through the soil, filling the crease with a new-born stream, bathing my abused feet in—icy cold.


At the sensation, I opened my eyes and looked down.  Cold water gushed up my legs until the water was knee deep.  It seemed too easy since I’d seen Izumi struggle so hard doing something similar.  Maybe it was because she thought it ought to be hard.  Maybe there was something really different about me, something from the elusive non-human part of my DNA.  Whatever, I went downstream, stepping on a few rocks.  I made sure I dribbled some water ashore, leaving a partial footprint.  


I carefully waded back to the mouth of the stream.  The hole it came out of was small, but so was I.  I climbed into the hill, slathering my body with mud which soothed my burn welts and would also hide my scent.  Welcoming me, the land belled upward a little and offered a stone bench that was out of view of anyone sticking their snout in here to sniff around.  I climbed up, settled, and scooped out more mud to cover exposed patches of skin, paying special attention to my feet which had been cleaned by the stream.  


I was just in time, freezing with caution as I heard wuffling grunts outside the hole.  The inquisitive sound took on an odd reverberation, coming from only a few feet away.  I held my breath, slowing my heartbeat with a meditative exercise.  I heard a paw flailing around inside the pocket, splashing in the water.  Then nothing.


And still I waited.


There was a final dismissive grunt, and the Spirit Bear retreated, shambling away.  


Slowly, I counted to a hundred and worked my way back down into the water.  I was insulated me from some of the cold, but chunks of mud washed off.  I could only hope the stream would dilute such evidence of my passing before the bear noticed a fouling of the water.  I poked my head out.  When nothing bit it off, I slithered out and headed back the way I’d come.  


Up a slope, through the trees, I reached the place where I’d returned to consciousness.  Skirting that small clearing, I went on into unknown territory, willing the path to shorten, sweeping me back to my friends, wherever they were.  I drove myself as fast as I could, knowing the bear could probably use the same trick, letting her obsessed hatred bend her trail to mine.  Time and distance are never simple in Fairy.


At one point, I snapped a branch off a fallen tree.  Clearing it of smaller twigs and branches, I made a staff to lean on and to fight with if necessary.  I pushed on, staying to rock where possible, trying to leave the forest floor as undisturbed as possible.  The winds stiffened.  Through a gap in the canopy, I saw the sky thickening with storm clouds.  I wondered if they reflected the simmering rage of the bear, and if she were close.


My strength was thinning steadily along with my endurance.  That they had carried me this far was a testament to the value of the frequent orgies I engaged in.  Such training had proven invaluable.  Still, the effort to keep going did nothing to dispel my headache.  Sometimes, trees would seem to divide and move back together.  I’d taken multiple blows to the head.  I wondered if it were possible to have multiple concussions at the same time.  


Have to check on that.  


Lightning ripped across the sky, green-white fire framing the branches above.  A few second passed and thunderclaps—like bear roars—bludgeoned the world.  


The earth jumped beneath me in response.  


Limping along now, I noticed the trees changing character, becoming primal, higher and broader, with roots that belled out before sinking into soil.  Like pythons sliding in and out of sight, the branches were leafier.  The tree bark itself went ebony.  The bases of the trees were streaked with graphite moss.  I stopped and extended a hand to lean against once such tree.  The charcoal moss extended tendrils with closed buds on the ends.  The ends opened to form tiny yellow flowers with garnet jewel cores.  The flowers rubbed my hand in affection.


I laughed, understanding flaming across my mind like sunset.  This part of the land must lie outside of the Dream Marshes, it’s the unclaimed borderland.  Alive, lashed by the rage of the bear it wants to be claimed by something or someone else.  It’s offering itself to me.


There’d be hell to play with the other Elvin domains.  The fey kings and queens would resent an out-worlder owning a piece of Fairy no matter how small.  


Hah, like I care!  Fine, I need an ally about now anyway. 


I heard a throaty, ursine bellow.


Close.  Very close.


I knelt and used old leaves to wipe mud off my thigh.  Kneading the flesh where I’d had a stick plunged in, I broke a crust of dried blood.  Fresh blood dripped from the wound, curving inside my leg, splattering the detritus.  I brushed the surface layer aside and the blood hit bare ground.  Drip.  Drip.  Drip. 


“Take of my blood, my heart, my strength, and give me yours.  Dream and dreamer, we are one.  You are unclaimed no more.”  Winging the incantation, I hoped to hit the right notes.


More of the weird greenish-white lightning seared the heavens.  A lash of it drilled into the forest.  It had sought me, but split a tree instead.  Splinters of wood, and larger chunks of it, stabbed outward in a spray.  I fell back, a piece of tree embedded in my shoulder.  I pulled the wood out of my shoulder, laying it on the ground.  The wood melted into the soil, absorbed along with all trace of my blood.


I patted the bare earth.  “Not your fault.  I forgive you.”


A sound like a mission bell—a god-awfully big mission bell—peeled, swallowing the thunder bursting over me.  And strength flowed into me.  My wounds healed.  Beneath the mud, I could feel the last of my burns fading away. 


Like nerves flowing throughout my domain, I felt a part of each rock, tree, and animal sheltering in the forest.  And like an ugly cancer, I felt the wrongness of the Spirit Bear, a thing of fury and death, lusting for murder.  An enemy of life, with its own life lost, this was a true spirit, a ghost anchored to living flesh, feeding off a woman’s darkest emotions.  It was no wonder the borderland wanted nothing to do with her.  I felt each step the bear made.  Each angry claw swipe on a tree bole was like a slash in my own flesh.  


Its steps paused.  I didn’t need to turn to see her, to know she watched me with green-fire eyes, her fur igniting, dancing with green flame.


I stood and turned.  The mud sloughed off, leaving an under layer that took on the qualities of cloth.  The fallen mud crept up my toes, my foot, and formed boots to protect me.  No sword hung at my side, but the land was my weapon, my partner, my lover, and would wither after a time without me.  I was now a lord in two worlds.  And very pissed.


“All right, bitch, you want a piece of me?” I yelled.  “Come get some.”


A fey warrior stepped out from behind the bear.  Her brother-in-law, the Autumn Court fey.  His deadening magic kept me from sensing him.


“That’s what we’re here for.” He stepped out past the bear, and made a throw.  Silver glittered between us.


I moved the staff I held.  The knife thunked into it.  I pulled the knife out of my staff, and dropped the stick.  Knife in hand, I examined the blade.  Good workmanship.  Expensive.  Also expensive was the Zombie Apocalypse suit the bastard was wearing, the one he’d stolen from my basement workroom in Malibu.  The suit was covered with guns, knives, grenades, and a small, round mirror over the chest protector.  I hoped he didn’t know its purpose.


A sleepy, surfacing part of my soul cried, Mine!  It was like ice had melted over hidden depths.  I could feel a second nature deep within.  An entity that both was and wasn’t me.  Awakening, it wanted out to stretch, to live, to grow, to fight, and kill!


What the hell!


The fey marched to meet me.


The bear tried to stop him, but her paw was intercepted by tree limbs coming to life, coiling around her with rubbery resilience, crushing, choking, as green flames ate into them.  The bear thrashed, her scream of fury a blow to the ears, but she’d have to wait.  I had a fey warrior to kill.


My left hand brushed debris away and I found what I wanted, what I needed: a foot-long mirror, a silver glass showing my smiling face.  The frame was rope-patterned, gold, with antiquing in the cracks.  “Thanks,” I whispered, grateful for the land’s gift.  


I plunged my knife into the mirror.  I wanted this mirror to act like the charmed ones I had at home, and so it did.  My hand and the knife sank into the glass as if it were water, but without a ripple or splash.  I looked up at the fey.  He was five steps from me, and I saw from the bunching of his muscles that he was about to spring across that distance in hope of crushing me with surprise.


He skidded to a stop as his knife and my hand poked out of the mirror on his chest.  


Steal my Zombie Apocalypse suit will ya?


I bent my spatially displaced elbow and rammed the knife through his eye, into his brain.  He died on his feet, and slumped forward to lie at my feet, face down, as I reeled back, my hand and the knife coming back out the mirror on the ground.  The fey warrior rotted to bones, flesh blackening to a kind of ash that fed the fury of the wind.  Lords of corruption, they were its final victim.  Soon, even the bones would be gone.


The earth sank under the mirror, pulling its flatness into a bowl shape.  The reflective glass turned liquid, expanding to fill the depression to its rope-patterned brim.  The odd little pool would make an interesting curiosity for anyone who finds it after this.


I stood in the howling winds that echoed the bear’s grief.


The trees shed gold-brown leaves that fluttered against me, plastering to my body.  The leaves fused, layer upon layer, hardening until a rough kind of armor encased me, flexible at the joints, hard as iron elsewhere.  The land—my land—was reacting to the lingering threat of the bear.


She’d stilled in shock, then all her fire burst out, blasting her free of the tree branches that caged her.  Bigger than sin, she ambled straight for me, unbelievably fast.  I’d just raised an earthen wall against her—when she burst through, her jaws snapping shut on my shoulder, her massive arms hugging my armor, clawing at its protective shell.


Why the hell isn’t my protective shield working? 


I heard the material creak from strain.  Then there were a few small pops like firecrackers, as cracks began to spread.  Her fangs went through the shoulder’s armor, piercing flesh, and we were falling.  She slammed me to the ground.  The knife bounced away from my hand.  My armor caved in a little, making it hard to breathe.


It might have been just in my poor, abused head, but I could swear I heard the woman inside the bear laughing manically at me.


I felt like an M&M being crunched in teeth.  Bear teeth.  Not a good thing.  In a moment, my armor shell would burst around me and my tender flesh would be thoroughly mauled.  The bear was done with slow lingering death.  She now wanted my death anyway she could inflict it.  The land—think of a name for her—tried to save me, becoming a bog.  Muck engulfed my legs.  The bear’s too, I think for she grunted in surprise, easing off on her bite.  That was good.  My shoulder felt like it was close to tearing off.


The bear ignited green flames all around me, searing the earth, baking it hard.


I stopped sinking.


My armor fractured and flew off in pieces.


The bear pulled back, cranked her jaws wide, about to bite my head off.


Time to die.


That buried deep part of me, that was anything but human, disagreed.  No.  It rose from my inner depths, a crushing wave, an exploding darkness that wrapped up my senses, sending me off to dream as it took over.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


FORTY


 


“Some things even I never see coming.”


 


                                            —Caine Deathwalker


 


Born naked into fury as the sky raged, as a beast sought my life, my blood burned.  My heart pounded.  All that was human drained from my thoughts.  I screamed, a shrill savage spike that pierced the bear’s own scream, silencing her.


She blinked, mouth gaping.  


I shoved her back.  Her paws left the ground.  She flew across the small clearing, landing spine-first against one of the massive trees.  I took a step after her, and staggered, stumbling.  Walking on four feet was a new experience, strangely difficult, until I stopped trying to control the process and let my body work it out.


The bear had hit and slid to the ground.  She took her time getting up, shaking off the toss.  It seemed she was also dwindling in size.  I looked down at myself.  My skin was now a gold-scaled mesh.  My hands looked mostly human, but were scaled as well, with black nails.  Further down, my torso and stomach had lengthened.  My feet were much larger than the human prints I’d left behind.  Actually, my feet were now bigger than the prints I’d made struggling with the bear, and I’d acquired a bone spur coming out of my heels which gave my feet better grasping.


I looked back at the bear.  She was smaller yet.


No, I’m getting bigger, stronger.  So hungry.


Pain doubled me over.  My back muscles writhed, shifting, as bone spurs pierced my skin, branching off of shoulder blades.  The new bones dripped blood, waving tatters of skin and muscle.  Studying my backside so easily drew my attention to a neck that had grown quite a few more vertebras.  


The bear charged, smelling my blood.  Assuming distraction, if not outright debilitation on my part, she flung herself at me, but I’d grown at least twice her size.  And my speed was still climbing.  I rolled the fingers of my right paw into a fist, swinging it across her face like a club.  She shook her head, by which time my hand returned, palm open, claws raking her face.


I kicked out, catching her in the midsection.  


She tumbled away.


New pain tore a scream from me.  My ass was on fire, my tailbone throbbed, growing heavier, and heavier.  My long neck shot back over my shoulder, taking my head along.  I saw a tail, long, gold-scaled, stretching well away from me, and ending in a scimitar made of bone.  I also noticed that I was seeing my lower face which had lengthened into a snout.  I swung my head around and found a bowl in the forest floor that was filled with water.  I studied my reflection, opening and closing my mouth.  I had a pointy snout, a mouth with a lot of sharp teeth, and eyes that showed no whites because the black-rimmed, gold-flake irises were very large.  I knew in that moment what I was.


Dragon. 


Protruding from my back, the ribs of bone grew muscles to work them.  Wrapped in new, gold-scaled skin, the wings were fed blood through new-grown arteries.  Scaled membranes filled in between the ribbing, anchoring in strips down my back.  Somehow, I knew I was not as other dragons that lacked the flaps attached to the back.  They would have less than five fingers, and my color—gold—that was special too, though I didn’t know why.


But I did know I was hungrier than ever.


I looked for the bear.  Once more, she was picking herself up off the ground, slower this time with the acrid stink of fear thick around her.  Terror darkened the green smolder of her eyes as she looked my way.


I tried to say: I’m going to eat you.


What came out instead was a metallic, squeaky hinge kind of sound that trailed off into a sibilant tea kettle hiss.  


The bear turned and bolted around a tree, intending to lose me in the forest.  


After a few steps, my new wings found their beat and I was hopping into the air, taking long glides between bounces.  I followed the smell of fear.  My eyes focused so that the seamless flow of images, became a rapid-fire barrage of stills across my mind’s eye, one image replacing the other as if I were not watching a film, but rolling frame by frame past my gaze as time nearly stood still.  After a moment, the heightened way of seeing became natural and I stopped being concerned.


Several images passed, bear’s foot print.  Dozens of stills showed unmarked ground, then more images of the next print.  I heard the beating of her great heart, the sound of snapping twigs, and breaking branches getting further and fainter.  Terror was lending her speed.


My stomach growled, then so did I.  My dinner was not going to escape.


I winged and hoped along, passing the boles of massive trees, wishing them taller, thicker, and more widely spaced so I could truly fly.


The land rippled and reconceived itself.  What I wanted became true.  And I was flying up into low branches well above my height.  My hind claws caught bough after bough.  I jounced them as I landed and sprang, pumping for greater heights.  The wind tore past my face, bringing the rich scents of the forests, its creatures, the presence of water—and the bear.


I soared, banking around tree trunks, gliding, dipping to study the bear’s tracks, and I noticed something; the tracks were growing smaller.  I thought at first I was growing still bigger, but realized that the tracks were getting smaller in scale to themselves.  The bear was unmaking herself, afraid to face me.


I growled in irritation.  There will be a lot less meat now.


A flash of white skin caught my attention.  I soared around for another look.  On the backside of a tree, crouching between roots, she tried to hide.  Small, squat, she trembled, a black mane of hair covering her back.  


Well, a tiny bite is better than no bite at all.


Something in the clouds of my past memories surfaced.  This woman had hurt me, had taunted me: Death won’t come fast enough … you’re going to be a crippled worm, begging for death… 


I am a wyrm, a dragon, so it is you who will beg.


I circled the tree, losing sight of her, bleeding speed and diving lower.  Coming around the great tree, I flew at her.  


She thrust her hands out, stabbing the air, and a pair of green-fire lances shot at me.  One went past.  Another spear of flame burnt a hole in a wing membrane.  I shrieked with rage, trailing smoke as I spiraled to earth.  


The ground welled up to cradle me in a soothing black, wet  loam that put out the flame.  I hissed at the woman as she ran, ducking behind another trunk.  I folded my wings, wincing at the motion of the damaged one, and ambled after her.  


Clear a path, I demanded.


The land knifed up, a backbone of rock.  It divided the forest, then separated in two great arcs that formed a bowl of forest rimmed by mountain rock.  And in the middle of the new valley, there was a long strip of grassland, tawny, waving in the wind.  And dead center, with no cover in sight, ran the woman that was my dinner.  I saw her cast a hasty glance to all sides, her face a study of panic when she saw me smiling a dragon’s smile.


Yeah, bitch, time to beg.  Time to die.


Odd, that voice in my head didn’t seem to be quite mine.  I shook of the distraction, launching myself with a gait that carried me swiftly.  


She stood there, firing streams of green fire, igniting the grass.


Hurting the land.  Don’t let her hurt the land.


I don’t know why it mattered, but I listened to that voice.  I willed the grass to change.  The stalks became metal, bright, beautiful golden blades.  A glinting sea that did not burn in the green fire, but it melted, becoming a bubbling, seething mass flowing back toward the human as if to smother her.


No, I thought, she is
mine to take!


The golden slag pulled away from her.  She gave up trying to flame the ground, seeing the danger to herself, and threw bolts of green fire straight at me once more.


I fanned my wings, the good one and the stiff, painful one.  My heart called out for the blessing of wind, and it came; strong, unrelenting as my vengeance.  I was pulled over the green fire.  The lances tracked me, rising.  I banked, angling between the green-fire.  Her catch-me-in-the-air trick wasn’t going to work a second time.  I inverted and came upright once more, now under her fire streams.  She cut them off, waiting for me as if death was welcome at last, but I wasn’t deceived.  Her hands still pointed my way.  She was saving all her fire for one in-your-face, final effort.


Approaching rapidly, my jaws gaped wide, baring razor-sharp teeth.  


She exploded in a pyre of green fire, ready to embrace me.


I screamed, and golden lightening spilled past my jaws, a web of it that forked out and curled back in like clutching fingers, gathering her flame, absorbing it, scattering it, making it nothing.


And then I hit her, jaws closing, crunching her skull, lifting her off her bare feet.  Wet blood and slick brains wiggled down my throat along with shards of cranium.  I threw the rest of her up in the air and gobbled some more.  Bones snapped like twigs, crunching rather pleasantly in my jaws.  The entrails were delightfully slithery.  I landed to finish her off.  


Taking form, a green haze hung in the air.  It divided into two separate souls, bear and woman.  They ignored me, staring at each other, drifting further and further apart.  Fading, the bear lifted a paw in farewell, going wherever a dead Spirit Bear is supposed to go.  The woman repeated the gesture with hesitation, free, but still somehow bound to the other creature.  And then both souls were gone.


I craned my neck, poring over the glassy slag.  Ah, there.  I knew I dropped something.  I saw a foot and bit of ankle left, and…


…noticed I was no longer alone.  Men and women had formed a half-circle behind me.  I turned to see what they were doing and counted a dozen people, with faces shadowed by hooded cloaks of black silk.  The men wore bright colors under their cloaks.  The woman wore multi-layered gowns, jeweled necklaces and rings.  The jewels held my attention.


A gray-haired man, with hard eyes, moved closer.


I snatched up the severed foot and chomped on it.  That’s mine.


The old one made sounds that had no meaning to me, turning his head toward those of his kind.  As one, they knelt to me, lowering heads, placing fists over their hearts.


I swallowed the last of my meal, lashing my tail so the bone blade scraped the slag.  That’s when I caught their smell.  They weren’t human.  They smelled like me.  Dragon.  And deep inside the clouds of my memory, where another me hid, a single word emerged to fill my mind.  


Family.


 


I awoke, and looked at my tattooed flesh, feeling like this wasn’t really me.  But it was.  I stood and looked over a golden slag.  Golden grass grew beyond that.  Forests lay left and right, and the whole valley was ringed in purple-black mountains.  The sky was at twilight, tangerine and mauve to the west.  The higher sky was midnight blue.  I had the heavy, refreshed feeling you get when you sleep a very long time.


I had the vague recollection of crazy dreams, but as I tried to pull them into view, they wisped away, lost.  Still, I had a sense of closure, as if important things had been done.


And that’s how they found me, buck naked and in need of a shave.  I turned, hearing hooves.  Izumi, and Vivian rode up to me on a road that faded in from nowhere.  A woman was with them, dressed like a queen, the dream stone in her hands.  I took a wild guess and assumed that Izumi had completed the mission without me.  Josh was not with them.  Had he been forced to return home?  


How long have I been asleep anyway?


Well, as long as I still got paid, that didn’t matter too much.  After all, life is all about treasure, and he dies with the most can buy his way into hell.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


FORTY-ONE


 


“It’s good to be king.  Pays well, too.”


 


                                               —Caine Deathwalker


 


I returned to Sacramento, victorious and clothed, but late. Apparently, I’d been lost for a couple weeks in Fairy before my friends found me.  The land had shielded me, not letting anyone get close until I’d awakened.  We were settling things now, officially, though no one had said no when Josh started organizing a search for vamps in the city.  We’d found two.  I’d had a lot of fun torturing them with UV lights, bitch slapping them with strings of garlic.  I’m not sure why, but we ended up in the backroom of a Koko’s Restaurant as neutral territory. 


Josh and Kat were at the far end of the table from me, leaving room at the sides for our guests.   The woman who spoke for the water fey entered the room, wearing a pearlescent gown, bracketed by two of her minions.  They went behind me and sat so their backs weren’t toward the door.  Young dhampyrs had come out of the city woodwork, a new coalition replacing the top echelon that had been killed off.  Three of them came in next.  Weak as they were now, fearing vamps returning to the city, I was sure they’d support Josh, after a shove or two.  The dhampyr sat close to Josh, near one corner.  Entering last, five shape-shifters walked to the table, taking the last open chairs.  They represented the five dominant clans of shifters.  They ignored fey and dhampyr, nodding respectfully to Josh and Kat.  She smiled back pleasantly.


I leaned toward the fey, catching the woman with a cold stare.  “You got the gold?”


She answered, “It is outside the building, under guard.  You have brought the token we require?”


“Proof of death?  Sure.”  I smiled.  “Here.”  I handed over a canvas sack.  Inside was a woman’s severed foot.  With their second sight, the fey would be able to tell it was authentic.  They’d be able to almost taste the bear’s lingering energy residue.  “Hang around until I confirm the payment.”


One of her soldiers blinked.  The other began to sweat heavily despite the air-conditioning.


I had a suspicion some trick was in play.


The fey lady opened the sack, nodded, and handed me a set of keys.  “A yellow panel van in the parking lot.  What you want is in the back.”


Josh stood, holding hands up to still the chatter.  “Listen,” he said, “we can argue and squabble and play games all night, but we all know what necessity dictates.  The vamps plan on sweeping in here in force.  I’ve got two, low-level, vampire minions on ice.  If you don’t believe me, talk to them.  Everyone’s best chance at survival is if we stand united.  There needs to be a Master of the City you all trust not to take over.”  He angled his body and pointed at Kat.  “And here’s your woman, whom I will back with all my strength.”


“What the hell?  Is that some kind of a joke?” Kat asked.


Josh shrugged.  “I’ve said all along I don’t want the job.  I’m a soldier.  Enforcement.  We need someone with a big heart to work for all of us.”


The fey lady stood.  Her two minions copied her.  She said, “The fey agree on this choice.”


Several of the shape-shifters dropped jaws, then closed their mouths, thinking it over.  One of them, who smelled of seagull, stood.  “At least it’s a shape-shifter.  We agree.”


The dhampyr stood.  Among them, a young man with a red goatee and slicked back hair nodded.  “None of us have the experience, or power to do what needs to be done.  And I don’t think we want to stand against the liger and Red Moon Demon.  We concur.”


“But I don’t want to run the whole city,” Kat wailed.


I stood.  “That’s exactly why you can be trusted with the job.  All in favor?”  I lifted my hand.


Everyone but Kat voted yes.


“Great,” I said, “that’s settled.”  I shot a steely glare at the fey.  Let’s go check my gold.”


“My gold,” Kat said.  “You’re donating it to my administration fund, remember?”


Yep, born to rule. 


 “I’ve got a right to my expenses, don’t I?” I gave her my most charming smile.  


She eyed me coldly.  “You got paid to return the dream stone already, and everyone else did that for you, so I’d say no.”


I sighed theatrically.  “C’mon then.  Let’s take a look.”


Kat and I left the backroom with the fey while the rest picked up menus.  A minute later we were in the parking lot, by the yellow van.  I opened the back and stared in at a huge mound of shiny gold nuggets.  The sight gave me a hard-on, but…


Kat was jumping up and down, clapping her hands.


“Not so fast,” I told her.  I pulled out the spell-breaker dagger I’d been given when I first took this case.  I don’t know why I’d ignored it until know, but an impulse had urged me to bring it along tonight.  I jumped into the van and stabbed the pile.  The yellow faded to dull gray.  Common river rock.  Not gold.  Fey never like losing out in commerce.


I jumped back out and laid a hand on Kat’s shoulder.  She looked like a child who’d just found out Santa Claus was beat down in the hood as a creepy-ass cracker.  I knew when she got over the shock, all hell would break loose.  I gave her my knife, and turned to the fey lady.  I told her, “You make his pregnant woman cry, and the liger will finish off what the bear started.  If I were you, I’d fix this fast.”


I walked back in to get Josh.  He’d want to be in on this.  Besides, I heard a prime rib, Swiss, and mushroom burger calling my name.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


EPILOGUE


 


Malibu, THREE WEEKS LATER, way too early in the morning:


 


 “Look, you cock-high bucket of shit, you should have been done last week, not today, and you still want a bonus?”  I turned on the garbage disposal.  “I got your bonus right here.”


“Caine, you’ll clog the bar sink,” Old Man pulled me off the iron dwarf contractor that had been fixing my house for the past four weeks.  I dropped the lazy codger, letting him keep his money-grubbing hand in one piece.  I went back around the bar to my stool. And snatched up my white mocha vodka slushy—an experiment that had yet to be declared a success.  


Home, sweet home, my ass.


Safely peering around Old Man’s legs, where he thought he was safe, the iron dwarf raged, “You burned a hole through this floor, damaged the basement foundation, and weakened the soil substrate under the house with tons of water.  You think that’s easy to fix, you giant ass?” 


I set down my glass.  “Not relevant.  A deal is a deal.”


“A legendary spirit leopard underfoot, bitchin’ like a harpy all the damn time, and—by the king’s beard—an intrusion zone of Fairy itself, that wasn’t part of that deal. And still I delivered.”


Old Man studied my icy mug with fascinated interest.  “He has a point, Caine, and I’m paying for half the damage, so suck up your drink and the bonus this nice dwarf deserves.  Oh, and make me one of those, would you?” 


Old Man knew I’d be okay with paying a bonus if he was putting up some of the cash, but he could have mentioned it earlier, before I’d worked myself up to a killing rage—which somehow seemed to come a lot easier these days. At least the house was fixed.  


The last two weeks had been hell.  The iron dwarf’s work had deprived me of my daily sleep.  I’d had to install the new door at the end of my hallway, to get some rest.  The bond to my land in Fairy—which still needed a name—had let me anchor my domain to the other side of that door, so a step let me cross worlds. 


My house had formed on the central plain, rising in the new-born arms of a monster tree.  Diamond-paned windows had glinted in the sun.  The walls were rare woods, laid in abstract patterns, and sprawling decks had circled the structure. 


Really nice.  


But staying in Fairy too long can mess with a non-fey mind.  Old Man had said the door would only open to me.  This didn’t stop any of the dwarf workmen from trying to pry it open for hours on end, loving the challenge of it.


Bonus my ass.


Drink in hand, I left the office-bar, went through the living room, and took the hallway past my room.  At the end of the hall, I opened the new door and went through, onto the deck of my tree-house mansion.  Leona was there, curled up in a nap—having ghosted straight through the closed door no one else was supposed to be able to use.  I noticed a few new scratching posts had been added to the décor.  


I went to a corner of the deck where a square of tiles waited.  Waking, Leona padded along.  We stepped on the square and it descended slowly to the ground level so we could walk away from the tree, into a private garden.  A throne sat near a fountain that had once been a rope-edged mirror set in the ground.  The fountain was surrounded by silver vines.  Several surfacing roots now held padded, leather-seat couches.  


Inside a surrounding wall of white brick, wild flowers glowed soft neon colors, sharing the space with wild roses, and a few nine-foot cherry trees.  The energy of my land filled me, a surge of affection that I returned.  Leona and I strolled through the garden, out an iron gate that any fey thief would have a hard time picking.  With the land watching out, I didn’t really need locks, but habits are habits.  Out on the golden plain, I lifted my eyes to the far charcoal forest and the black-purple mountains beyond.  In my minds eye, I could imagine floating high above my domain, peering down on it all.  I was happy with the thought that my land would look like a dragon’s eye peering back.  It caught my fancy somehow.


Izumi didn’t much like my color scheme, but had asked permission to build a modest house on the rim, close to her mother’s domain.  Her mother had moved her castle closer to the rim as well.


“So still no memory of those two weeks you lost here?” Leona asked.


“Nope, nothing.  I remember the bear about to bite my head off, and then waking up when everyone found me.  That’s it.”


I whistled and my throne rose up under me, giving me a place to rest and an ottoman for my feet.  I really liked the way My Land some how knew everything I wanted.  I’d tried asking it what had happened to me here in Fairy.  All I’d gotten was a sense of bewilderment, as if it didn’t know how to answer.


Sipping my drink, I enjoyed the view.   


“Well I’m just glad you got back, and brought this with you.” Leona pawed the ground softly.  An ice-pink, three-inch grasshopper leaped away, and she bounded off to play.


“She likes you too, Leona.”
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