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    ONE


     


    “Flames engulf a shrieking world.  Sword in hand,


    I bathe in blood.  Such soothing dreams…”


     


                                      —Caine Deathwalker


     


    Friggin’ jackass can’t make this easy. 


    “Get back here!” I screamed.  “You can’t put off dying forever.”  The giant had raped a number of trees, literally humping wood, to the irritation of the dryads who lived within those trees.  They’d bitched to the half-fey lords of the forest, and they’d bestirred themselves to post a bounty.  


    Yeah, I need to get paid.  Why should virtue be its own reward?


    I held my matte-black Beretta PX4 Storm Compact in a relaxed grip.  Heated with use, the barrel smoked.  The magazine had started with fifteen 9mm rounds.  I was down to my last bullet while running my ass off.  The muzzle pointed down as I weaved between the Jeffrey pines, well off the horse trails.  The rough-barked trunks were spaced well apart.  A big man might wrap arms fully around one of the boles—maybe.


    I didn’t often get up to the Horse Flats Campground in the San Gabriel Mountains.  This part of the Angeles National Forest rose a mile higher than L.A., lying about thirty miles from the city.  The change from breathing brown air to winds rich with pine and sagebrush was quite pleasant.  So was the opportunity to kill something strong and tough, if somewhat stupid.  The mountain giant was small for his kind, only ten feet tall, but scary strong.  Scary period.  I had yet to determine which was uglier, his ass or face.


    He scooped up a chunk of fallen log and lobbed it over his shoulder, trying to slow me.  A little to my left, the rotting log exploded against a pine tree, spraying me with bark and grubs.  The debris dropped to the ground, left behind as I bounded up a sharp incline dotted with occasional gray boulders.


    “I can do this all day!” Thanks to the extra strength and stamina that came from being half dragon as well as human.  “Getting tired yet?” I huffed. 


    The giant didn’t answer, only slowing a bit on the climb.  He tripped and staggered over a pair of rocks that rolled underfoot.  Gripping two saplings, he caught himself and pulled forward instead of falling, nearly pulling the young trees from the ground.  The burns he’d taken earlier were hampering him, but he showed determination to escape.


    The runt-giant pulled off bolos he’d been wearing as a belt, though he lacked pants; mooning the world with a moss-covered ass.  His weapon was comprised of three leather cords ending in round stones.  The free ends were tied together.  Thrown right, the cords wrapped what they hit, usually tying the legs of running animals, bringing prey crashing down.  The stones could also break bones.


    Bastard thinks that’ll work on me?


    Running, I angled so more of the trees slid between us.  This time I was using them for cover.  I yelled, “You’re only digging your grave deeper!”


    “Fuk yew!” he yelled back.


    Without slowing any further, the mountain giant jumped, spun in the air, and threw the bolos as an opening appeared.  Showing experience, he aimed where I was going to be, not where I was.


    I used peripheral vision to track the movements of the giant and the bolos.  They almost hit my face.  Fortunately, I grabbed one of the balls with my free hand, and used that contact to guide the bolos up in a circle over my head.  Cresting a hill, I jumped a fallen tree and sent the bolos flying back.  Landing on my feet, I kept a downward pace beside the giant, occasional trees lashing between us. 


    The cords of the bolos had wrapped his thick neck, the ball-ends battering his face.  He careened straight into an evergreen and staggered back, his arms flailing comically.  Recovering, the giant veered closer, ready to close with me at last. 


    As my Dragon Flame tattoo activated, I sucked in a deep breath, paying for my magic with punishing agony.  It felt like a corkscrew twisted deep into a kidney.  Thankfully, the pain was real, but not the damage.  My free hand directed my magic.  I’d been experimenting with the release of this spell, staggering the effect.  Instead of the usual leaping shaft of flame, I shot off the magical equivalent of photon torpedoes, producing a nice spread of fireballs.


    Still choked by the bolos, he dodged several fireballs, and tried to bat another away like a goalie guarding a goal.  The dragon fire splattered, some hitting his head, but most of it falling against his chest.  The stone flesh fractured from the impacts.  His mud-colored blood briefly misted the air, hissing.  I called the fire back to me, absorbing it, as the giant dropped like a rock, slamming the ground.  His eyes rolled to the back of his head.  His big maw hung open, a purple-brown tongue lolling out as his chest steamed.


    I skidded to a stop and changed my gun’s magazine.


    I should have been tired after chasing the damn tree-rapist all the way here, but I was fine.  It was a little weird how I’d become faster and stronger in the past seven months.  Even the bite of the cold, February air was nothing to me anymore.  I wore no jacket, finding my black chinos and a smoke-gray, long-sleeve shirt sufficient—that and my usual steel-toed shoes, useful in case I needed to stomp a forest ranger or something.


    I loomed over the fallen giant, watching him twitch with stubborn signs of life.  Chunks were missing from his chest and his right forearm.  Smoke continued to curl up off him as he groaned.  Unlike other preternaturals, mountain giants heal slower than humans, on the same time scale as mountains actually.  The only thing they did fast was humping trees where dryads lived. I supposed it added to the illicit thrill.  His right hand useless, he used his left hand to roll a bit and pushed to his knees, wheezing heavily like a pervert on the phone.  Oozing sludgy blood down his abs, he fell back, bracing against a tree so he could keep his feet.  I shook my head in mock sympathy.  “See what happens when you run from me?  Now you have to use your non-dominant hand to jack-off with, or pay for a hooker that does monsters.”


    The giant looked at me with blood-streaked, emerald eyes.  Crouching low, the ass-hat was almost eye-level with me.  I waited for him to catch his breath, pull his head out of his ass, and tell me what clan he was from.  I needed to know what he was doing so close to L.A.—other than pissing off the tree-spirits.  The mountains around here hadn’t seen a mountain giant in ages.  The bolo he’d worn suggested a South American origin.


    No longer cupping his damaged ear, he leaned forward, glaring at me.


    I pointed my Beretta at his damaged ear.  “Here’s how we’ll play this—every time you don’t answer me, or lie, I shoot you.”  I squeezed off a shot.  His bad ear vanished altogether.  “Just like that.”


    The giant’s good hand cupped what had been his right ear.  He screamed for the attention of an uncaring universe.  When that did nothing for him, he wound down, gasping for breath, chest heaving.  I could almost hear the grinding gears of his mind dredging up a plan to kill me so he could hobble off and lick his wounds.


    I glared back.  “What’s your clan?”  I waited a few seconds.  Nothing. 


    So stupid.


    I shot him in his right kneecap as he tried lunging at me.  For extra emphasis, I jumped forward and kicked him in the chest before he could get his good leg under him to hop away.  The recoil of the kick pushed me back where I’d come from.  Landing, I shot the giant in the other knee.  His hazel skin paled to a latte color.  Spurting mud, mire gathering around his feet.


    I admired the smooth action of my automatic, how its rotating barrel system bled off part of the recoil, reducing the time I needed between shots.  Also, my fine-tip tungsten bullets worked better than I’d thought they would.  Both of his knees were mangled ruin.  Had I used a softer metal, it would only have bruised him.


    “Next round goes to your shoulder.  So, why are you here?”


    We locked eyes.  I pointed my gun and started to pull the trigger when he spoke, a thick, bass voice common among giants.  “We came to hunt.”  He smiled with sharp-filed, yellow teeth that I’d never seen in a mountain giant.  “We will keep coming, and coming—”


    “Did I ask you about your sexual habits?”


    The giant looked confused.  Not surprising—his kind weren’t known for intelligence, but for anger directed at the weak and vulnerable.  Fuck, I’d be angry, too, if I was ten feet tall but hung like a little kid.


    His gravel voice rasped, “I will call my clan and you will pay for this, human.”


    I’m not completely human.  He’d know that if his nose wasn’t as stunted as his brain.


    My phone rang.  I shot him in the shoulder as I promised.  “Shut up, I need to get this.”


    I fished my phone from a pocket, taking another few steps back in case the giant tried anything while he thought I was distracted.  “Caine here.”


    “Yes, Lord Caine, this is Prince Drustan of the Arden Clan.  My father wants to know when we can expect the giant to be removed from our lands.”


    “I’m almost done with him.  I’ll drop what’s left at one of your villages on my way to L.A.  You can go ahead and send the bonus to my home.”  I’d already taken the main fee up front.  My contract called for a separate bonus for early completion of the job, within twenty-four hours.


    He said, “It will be done.”


    Of course, few clients renege on a demon contract.  That usually produces a high body count.


    I hung up the phone.


    About to be launched my way, the giant’s good arm jerked with a big rock in his meaty fist. 


    I pulled the trigger, emptying my magazine.  One slug deflected the rock as it left his hand.  Two dug into his arm and shoulder.  Pockmarks from entry wounds opened across the giant’s face as well.  His body went limp as he fell over.  His bowels released, fertilizing the forest he’d been raping. 


    Unpoetic justice? 


    A leather scroll—spelled to look like a layer of stone on his left arm—detached and fell to the ground.  Curious, I picked it up and put it inside my jacket.  I then kicked the giant in his yellow teeth, still needing to drag his fugly ass back to the client as proof of service. 


    Such an inconvenience. 


    I’d never tried to pick up anything as heavy as a mountain giant, but knew I’d manage.  Since becoming a lord Under-the-Hill in Fairy seven months ago, I’d acquired a great deal of raw magic I could tap, even here in the human world.  I grabbed the giant by the heels, turning so his body was behind me, his feet over my shoulders.  I dragged the body back downhill, heading the way we’d come. 


    Unexpected pain shot up my spine—like someone was splitting me open.  My eyeballs hurt as my Dragon Sight tattoo kicked in.  I looked back and saw the hazel glow of the giant’s weak magic, still active despite his death.  My aura was more dominant: a crimson blaze with gold flakes whirling off me like sparks from a forge.  His death-magic had tried to avenge him, ripping out my heart, but I was stronger.  The first wave of pain faded, leaving no damage.


    I wouldn’t have had to deal with the giant’s death-magic, but last summer, when the dragon half of my DNA first started to manifest, my dragon blood tattoos had faded, along with the spells they activated.  They’d all come back, except for the automatic protective shield.  Sadly, that was gone forever.  But since I could now—sometimes—turn into a golden dragon spitting lightning, I didn’t mind the tradeoff too much.  I did want to know though how to throw that switch.


    The last of the dead giant’s magic gave it an all-or-nothing shot: it felt like molten lava was crawling up my legs, burning every nerve ending.  I was driven to my knees and almost lost my grip on the giant’s ankles.  I felt the attack slacking as my restored tattoos soaked up the pain—transmuting it into intoxicating power. 


    I stood and ran—stepping on stones whenever possible to give myself the best footing—and soon returned to the trail.  Twilight was sweeping in, so there was less chance of being seen.  There was always the chance that a bigger giant might have followed the first.  Should such a monster appear, I’d just use my Demon Wings tattoos to avoid it.  I don’t work for free.


    Moving at high speeds through the thickening forest, the giant’s body kept catching on rocks and brush at the edge of the trail.  The smell of the dead creature proved distracting.  Fortunately, the smell of pine and sage helped me focused on the path.


    I came to a lightning-blasted tree at a bend in the path.  Most humans couldn’t see it, but this marked a magical trail that climbed straight up-hill toward an Arden holding.  The forest clan didn’t want just anyone tripping over their hidey-holes, finding their tree villages.  The mountain giant wagged behind me, the most hideous cape in the world.  I jumped a couple boulders in a single bound, keeping my knees bent.   Landing on loose dirt, my boots dug in.  I shot forward, leaving well-spaced tracks in passing. 


    Wow, I really did get a boost from eating his death-magic. 


    On the way to deliver my trophy, I noticed the mountain giant had recently cut across the path, leaving tracks.  Curious, I dropped the creature and followed the signs into the woods.  The tracks led me to a cave where he’d left his scent.  As a precaution, I drew one Beretta PX4 Storm, leaving her twin holstered.  Lingering at the cave’s mouth, I let my heightened senses pry ahead of me.   There were tracks of only one giant, and slithery marks that showed god-awful-big serpents had also visited this site.  


    Giants and serpents—together—what the dry-humping hell is going on here? 


    Another type of track stood out: large, female prints—demon?  I activated my Dragon Sight tattoo and saw a blue-green glow to the woman’s tracks.  The aura left behind here had a similar feel to the Old Man’s.   The energy felt sea-based; very strong magic. 


    Father claims to be the last Atlantean demon.   Apparently, that isn’t so.


    I doubted anyone was still inside the cave, but just in case…  I felt a stabbing sensation on my forearm as my Dragon Fire tattoo woke up.  Flames wreathed my arm as if it were on fire.  This would give me light to shoot by as well as fire to throw.  I went in and came to a large chamber.  There were several jars scattered around.  They held trapped will-of-the-wisps.  The mountain giant had found a convenient source of lighting for his little bunker.  The over-grown fireflies’ mental voices made a rapid-fire barrage: Free us!  Free us!  Free us!


    I grinned.  “Nothing’s free.  What are you willing to pay?”


    The will-of-the-wisps fell silent, pissed by my response.  Finally one asked: What do you want?


    “One year of service from each of you, offered consecutively.”


    They pulsed messages back and forth, and settled into the dimmer frequencies of resignation.  Very well, we have no choice but to agree.


    “You have a choice.  You can stay trapped until someone else comes along.  Of course, that could be a very long time, and they might want more than a year at a time.  I think my offer is very generous.”


    Ordinary jars couldn’t have contained them.  These were sealed by spell.  I went to each and let my raw dragon magic soak up the containing magic.  The will-of-the-wisps flew through the glass jars, swarming briefly before all but one left.  This one glowed teal green, bobbing in the air, awaiting orders.  He followed as I examined the lair.  Serpents had been here, but the cave was set up for a giant’s comfort with animal hides strewn about.  I noticed a flat rock stained with human and fey blood, a faint residue of salt water, and … perfume?


    By the fur bed I found a leather satchel.  Inside were more scrolls like the one the giant had worn.  One scroll was different, smaller and white.  With a thought, I shut down my Dragon Fire tattoo.  I put my gun away and picked up the small white scroll.  I rolled it open.  The writing was in Latin, a language common to magic users.  At the bottom of the scroll I found a seal, a blob of blue wax bearing the inset of a signet ring.  The words on the seal were older than Rome, an ancient, dead language I couldn’t read.  The design itself was composed of a beaked squid surrounded by its own curl-tipped tentacles: a big circle made of smaller circles with ugliness in the middle.


    The kraken’s an Atlantean house seal.  Crap, the Old Man’s going to shit a cow over this.


    I tucked the scroll in my shirt and walked over to the altar.  A six-inch god statue sat on it.  The image had a female torso and a snake body from the waist down.  Her face was stuck between human and snake.  The naga had six arms.  The right middle arm held a spear.  The bottom left arm held a shield.  Like humans, most naga only have two arms.  They’re big, strong, and violent—but not violent enough.  The giant had seized the cave away from them, leaving the snakes to twist in the wind.


    The carving was pure jade.  I picked up the little statue and put it inside the satchel.  My withdrawing hand brushed the closing buckle.  A blue jag of static shocked me.  More of a surprise: all the small rocks on the cave floor trembled and floated into the air.  A thin, rippling skin of water ran down the cave walls around me.  I smelled burnt oxygen, the scent of ozone, mixing with ocean water. 


    A cold tingle slithered down my back as I sensed the cause of all this: a stirring aura embedded in the cavern walls—Atlantean magic, but not Old Man’s.  His power slashed cleanly, scalpel sharp.  This felt more like a coked-out hooker doing brain surgery with a spork.


    A splat of water dropped on me from the ceiling. 


    The will-of-the-wisp said: Something bad is about to happen! 


    “That’s why we’re hauling ass.”  My spell for Vampiric Speed activated with a wave of power swelling my leg muscles.  This spell didn’t cause immediate pain; I’d pay that price in exactly one hour when crippling cramps would set in with a vengeance.  For now, I exploded out of the way of a very concentrated waterfall from the cave roof.  Several geysers burst up near my feet.  Rocks blasted out of the walls and ceiling, trying to pick me off.  Blue lightning raggedly stitched the air, forming tribal runes. 


    I didn’t stay to read them, hurtling as fast as I could go.  One step outside, I caught a swat of lightning from behind.  My Vampire Speed tattoo made me fast, but lightning’s faster.  Like Peter Pan high on fairy dust, I was lifted off my feet and sent crashing into a tree.  Luckily, the dragon half of my DNA had raised my endurance and toughness for such punishment.  A full human would have been broken and killed.  I just hurt.  A lot. 


    Picking myself up, I looked back at the cave mouth and found it choked with fallen rock.  The Atlantean spell had buried a lot of evidence, but I’d kept a death-grip on the satchel so things didn’t completely suck.  Returning to the path, I grabbed the giant’s body.  Near an armpit, there was a white-scar brand I’d overlooked earlier.  The mark matched the seal on the white scroll, and resembled some of the mystical markings on Old Man’s skin. 


    He’s definitely got some explaining to do.  Last Atlantean demon, my ass!


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    TWO


    


    “Dealing with idiots is like banging a bog


    beast; it sucks long before you’re done.”


    


    —Caine Deathwalker


    


    


    Smelling even more like the dead giant, I drove my ‘96 Mustang home. The car wasn’t new, but possessed a hundred grand worth of high-tech gear under the hood and fifty grand in detailing to make one hell of a ride. Magic augmented the tech to enhance performance. I cruised through Malibu, up to my seaside mansion, and pulled into the garage, parking between my ‘65 Mustang—a work in progress—and the limo Osamu, my combat butler, drove. Before getting out, I transferred the mountain giant’s scroll to the satchel, putting it with the Atlantean document. Two mysteries to solve. I left the vehicle, slamming the door behind me.


    Before the garage door closed, Osamu opened the inner door to the house, waiting on the threshold with a tall, cold drink on a silver tray for me. The drink was electric blue with no umbrella. “Caine-sama, I hope all went well.”


    I crossed to him, hand extended to take the drink. “I earned the bonus. Was it dropped off?”


    “Yes, Caine-sama, it’s in the office.”


    I grabbed the drink and handed Osamu the satchel. As I let go, he almost let it hit the ground. Bent over, his grunt of surprise reminded me I’d gotten much stronger and should be more careful with others. He recovered his composure—and upright posture—and carried the satchel into the kitchen with a strained smile. “Heavy,” he grunted.


    I kept the white scroll with me as well as the one I’d taken off the giant’s body. I wanted to find out what the Atlantean seal meant. Yeah, my contract was over, the giant was dead, but whoever hit me with that last nasty piece of magic was still around, a likely threat. Maybe someone would pop up, willing to pay me to kill my mystery assailant. If so, it would be good to have a heads-up on what I’d be fighting and how much I should charge.


    Having stashed the satchel, Osamu caught up to me. “Caine-sama, your father is also in the office.”


    “Got it, thanks.”


    During the Night of the Red Moon last year, Osamu had proved himself a true warrior, but would have died had I not saved him. Impressed with his composure under attack, I ended up stealing him from his last employer when the dust settled. I was increasingly glad I had; he wasn’t just a kick-ass, demon-sword wielding combat butler, he was one hell of a major domo, too.


    I went to my room to get cleaned up. I’d probably have to burn the clothes I was wearing. It often sucked that my sense of smell had evolved since my dragon-half awoke. I went through the kitchen into the corner of the living room that opened into the back hallway. I went down the hall toward my room near the end. The actual end of the hall used to be a dead end. Now a magical door was there. Only I was supposed to be able to open it. The door didn’t lead to the backyard, or anywhere on the property. This was my personal access to the kingdom I’d claimed in the land of Fairy.


    I stopped short of the magical door, turning into my room. It was just as I’d left it. None of my girlfriends had been over to pick up the place, snoop around, or ambush me for sex. That last was disappointing. I could also have used someone to wash my back. I passed the bed, catching a brief glimpse of myself in a full-length mirror: I was small for a human-dragon mix, an easy, disarming grin in place. My mirror–self looked young, early twenties, but I was actually thirty-one. My body had simply stopped aging one day thanks to my mother’s dragon blood in me. Really, a lot of the clues to what I was had been staring me in the face for years. I couldn’t understand why it had taken me so long to piece things together.


    I shed my weapons on the bed, knowing I’d have to clean the leather holsters and weapons before putting them on again. That was all right. I had some new toys I wanted to break in anyway. In the master bath, I stripped out of my battle damaged clothes and left them piled on the tiles.


    While the dwarf workmen had been installing my hallway magic door, I’d had them add an extra-dimensional pocket to my shower stall with the money I made on my last big job. Outside, it was the same size. Inside, the shower was the prelude to paradise. Through a short tunnel lay the mother of all hot tubs—big enough to host an orgy, and it had upon occasion. But not with Vivian attending. She preferred things one-on-one, which was why it didn’t make sense for her and three were-kitties to all be here.


    Not yet seeing me, naked tabbies frolicked, shrieking in delight, playfully splashing water as they jiggled and flounced in a most distracting manner. Mostly human in their transformed states, the woman displayed bare, sleek skin, fuzzy cat tails, and pointy ears on top of their heads. I knew upon closer examination, their pupils would be vertical slashes across their irises. Though frail to look at, I knew any of the girls could lift five times her weight.


    What I didn’t know was if sleeping with them constituted full or partial bestiality. The thought sometimes kept me up at night—and hard, in a good way. Speaking of which, I felt my manhood come to rigid attention, as if saying: Let’s go, let’s go, let’s go…!


    Off to the side, isolated movement drew my attention to a rounded corner of the vast tub. Vivian’s pink-lit eyes betrayed both her annoyance at the extra company and her dhampyr nature: half human, half vamp. I think she’d wanted to surprise me with her naked flesh, but her ambush had been hijacked by others with the same idea. Leaning forward, almost submerged,


    Vivian sulked, blowing bubbles in the already frothy water.


    I wondered where the rest of my regulars were. Angie—a hot lawyer and a member of the werewolf pack next door—kept rather busy. Izumi, another neighbor, was another matter. I was kind of glad she wasn’t here. As an ice fey—masquerading as a Japanese snow-woman to hide from her own kind—she’d have made the hot pool into an ice skating rink in the throes of ecstasy. She was proof that sex could be heaven and hell all at once. There were times with her I’d stayed rock-hard for hours on end, my manhood sheathed in ice so it could never fail her. Without magic to keep my blood thawed and my body from turning to ice, she’d have been the death of me long ago.


    I soaped up and rinsed off, but could still smell dead giant on me. There was no way out of it; a long soak in hot water was going to be my saving grace. I moved on from the shower to the edge of the pool. A glass ceiling overhead allowed the light of three half-moons to illuminate the chamber. Blue lights on the bottom of the pool made the water glow from the inside out. I grabbed a handrail and walked down a short flight of steps until I was half submerged.


    Vivian saw me first. I had a brief impression of her startled face before she dived and streaked toward me like a torpedo, her raven black hair covering her submerged back. Arcing upward, she burst from the water, riding her inertia into the air. Braced, I took her weight as she wrapped eager arms around my neck, and powerful thighs around my waist. Her wet breasts flattened against my chest as she mashed her lips to mine.


    A loud series of squeals told me the self-absorbed were-kitties had caught on to my presence as well.


    Vivian pulled back from the kiss. Her nose wrinkled in disgust. “What the hell have you been killing, Elder Gods?”


    “Not this week.”


    A wave of were-kitties caught us and we all went under.


    Much later, much cleaner—my hard-on appeased—I stood in my room and dressed.


    Circling the bed, I reached the long mirror and traced a pattern connecting some of the runes carved into the frame, releasing stored magic. The glass shimmered soft gold and became permeable. I stepped through into my basement workshop and armory. I left the holstered guns there. Osamu would find and clean them without me saying a word.


    I picked out replacements that didn’t smell like a dead mountain giant. I strapped on a new leather harness and filled the holsters with twin PPKs, and walked to the private elevator. It carried me up to the ground floor.


    I emerged in my private office. This area of the room could have been magically plucked from a nightclub somewhere and deposited here. Indirect lighting made brilliant, multi-colored beacons out of the many bottles of liquor on the shelves. There was a wooden bar and beyond, a line of stools for guests—if anyone had enough trust to sample a drink I’d made. I knew my poisons, but I preferred to kill with a sword or gun.


    The Old Man preferred I didn’t get blood on the carpets, even though they were my carpet. He also had a rule against murdering guests. Sometimes the Old Man could be a pain. Seeing him, an ordinary—and usually clueless—human would have fled. The ancient Atlantean demon had powder-blue skin with nautical themed scars and tattoos all over his body. Seven feet tall, looking like Mr. Universe on the best-ever steroids, Old Man seldom had to argue to get his way.


    He sat across the room in a recliner, down by the outside windows, watching the news on a huge plasma screen TV. As I walked over, I saw the flicker of a black tail from the couch under the TV, and knew Leona was keeping him company. The spirit leopard sat up on the couch and stared through me with glowing, yellow-flame eyes. She shook her whiskered head in sad disapproval. “You smell like a trunk of dead hookers.”


    I gestured with a middle finger, like I didn’t care.


    The black leopard rolled her eyes and slumped bonelessly back down on the couch. She’d shown up one day, years ago, and had never left, taking a liking to my booze and me. Sometimes, she’d help me with a contract to even things out, but those were jobs where a lot of blood was likely. Since that was the only thing giving her nourishment, it was really in her own best interest. She does occasionally eat human food, but only for taste. We often started our day together in the kitchen over steaming cups. She loves the smell of my nuclear-grade Brazilian coffee. Though a dedicated alcoholic, I had an urge for some of my coffee right then.


    Old Man pointed at a small wood chest on the coffee table at his feet. “Your bonus.”


    I stopped by the table, staring down at the wood chest.


    The Old Man said, “We also have to talk about the clan gathering.”


    Leona stared, waiting for me to snap. I could smell her excitement at the possibility of a fight breaking out. For weeks now, the Old Man had been on my case, bending my ear about establishing more of a presence at the clan house. That didn’t interest me. I felt no need to prove anything to my inferiors. I grabbed the small wood chest and held it under my arm. “Old Man, are we going to throw down over this again?”


    “We have to, Son. It’s time. Messages have gone out. Members of the clan have been arriving in the city all day. The clan house is filling. There are required ceremonies for you to be officially declared my heir.”


    “When the time comes, I’ll just kill everyone that gives me trouble. Old traditions need to give way to the new.”


    Leona stage-whispered to the Old Man. “Just shoot him now, before he breaks your heart, or embarrasses you.”


    I glared at her. “How about I shoot you?” Such an instigator.


    I shifted my gaze to the Old Man. “How many members are out on the island?”


    “Nearly five hundred knights. I want you there. You’re outside the usual command structure, answering to neither my First Sword, nor the Consignor. I need you to show some interest in the family business and be seen as more than a free-loading beach bum.”


    “That’s not going to help, Old Man. The clan elders want me dead and you know why.”


    “Your charming personality?” Leona ventured.


    “I’m adopted. I haven’t a drop of true demon blood in me. Traditionalists believe only a demon ought to lead a demon clan.”


    The Old Man’s eyes narrowed. His voice went deeper, colder, “It is my clan, forged by my strength, my blood, my will. What I have created I can also destroy. No one will defy me on this.” Abruptly, he smiled. “You just have to let them get used to you in command situations. They’ll come around.”


    “I have other business as head of the clan’s Intelligence and Security branch. There are important matters that need my attention.”


    “Delegate,” the Old Man said. “Izumi or Angie can handle complex jobs. You can use the tabbies to run minor errands, and Vivian can be your eyes and ears on the street. You need to be developing administrative skills for the empire I am handing you.”


    And give up a life of debauchery and bloody carnage? I don’t think so.


    “Consider it an order.” The Old Man ended the discussion by picking up the remote and boosting the sound on the TV. He returned to watching a cable channel documentary that tried placing ancient Atlantis down in South American waters.


    “These people have no clue,” he muttered.


    “Speaking of Atlantis,” I said, “How sure are you that you’re the last survivor?”


    “I made quite certain of that,” he said. “Why do you ask?”


    “I saw an old scroll that had a seal. Looked like it might have been Atlantean.”


    “Not my personal seal?” the Old Man asked.


    “No.”


    “I don’t really like to talk about the old days,” he said. “They depress me.”


    “But what if—?”


    He turned the sound up to a roar to drown me out.


    Discussion over.


    With a growl of irritation, I turned and marched off to the living room door. I went to the back hallway, and headed past my bedroom. If I was going to be away from Malibu for an extended period, there were things to wrap up. My recently-acquired Fairy kingdom was part of me and it languished from neglect when I didn’t pop in regularly to refresh the bond.


    Locked for everyone else, at my touch, the end door creaked open. A light breeze caressed my cheek, bringing the scents of the garden: wild vanilla, roses, lavender, and sage. I crossed the threshold, stepped onto spongy grass, and heard the door close behind me. A whirr of wings sounded as several birds took flight, their solitude broken by my arrival. A gray squirrel spiraled up an elm until hidden by leaves, but I heard him gnawing on a nut. It was spring here, for as long as I wanted, a nice contrast to the California winter I’d left behind.


    I took several more steps. The sky was scaled with wispy clouds, a winding dragon shape. The sun was still low, mid-morning. In the near distance, a stone wall surrounded my fey home and gardens. At the center of things, a monster tree reached high into the sky. The massive branches formed a stable foundation for an arboreal mansion. Intricately carved woods formed a village of tree houses connected by encircling decks and balconies. Diamond-paned windows were dark eyes, watching my every movement.


    Beautiful and all mine!


    I’d stay here all the time and only go to the human world for contracts, but extended stays in Fairy—when you’re not fey—messes with the mind and can change you in unexpected ways so you no longer fit in human society.


    A flow of affection welled up around me as the land registered my presence. Easing to my knees, I set the chest aside and ran my hands through the high, golden grass the way you’d play with a lover’s mane. Strands coiled around my wrists. I didn’t resist as edges of grass gently cut across my skin, leaving fine lines that slowly welled with blood. The Grass lapped up the blood, becoming smeared. Having fed, the land released me, bound to me even stronger than before.


    I stood and was surrounded by a storm of crystal-blue butterflies. They orbited me several times before flying off about their business. I was about to turn for the elevator to the tree’s upper decks when I was tackled from behind. Large boobs pressed against my back. Cold white arms wrapped themselves around me from behind. Slammed to the grass, I heard a breathy voice thick with lust, whispering into my ear. “You’re wearing too much clothing.” Izumi released me long enough to roll me over. Naked, sitting on my thighs, she pried at my belt. Her ice-blue hair and eyes identified her as winter fey. She was wearing her natural form instead of hiding in glamour. “Do not resist,” she warned. “I am going to have my way with you, probably quite a few times.”


    I expected this; returning home, I had a lonely harem to appease; not that I’d ever use that term around them. I like my nuts where they are. It’s hell being me.


    Rather than have her handle my holsters and guns, I sat up and stripped them away, leaving them in reach beside the small chest. She ripped the shirt off me, and scooted back long enough to drag my boots and pants off. She pressed her body over mine. Through the floral perfume she wore, my heightened sense of smell identified a vanilla cream and strawberries scent that was natural to her fey flesh. The red pearl around my neck warmed on my skin, trapped between us.


    I sometimes wondered if the Red Lady—on her other dimensional moon—was watching my recreational activity, and if she felt jealous. A conduit of her incredible power, the pearl was her gift, taken from me once, but returned. It’s amazing how powerful women can turn moth-like in search of a flame. Case in point…


    “Tell me how beautiful I am,” Izumi said.


    I tangled my legs around hers, taking her prisoner, offering her a hungry smile. “Less talking. More fucking.”


    


    

  


  
     


     


     


     


     


    THREE


     


    “Here, there be dragons, hungry and horny.”


     


                                        —Caine Deathwalker


     


     


    Back in my Malibu bedroom, I carried the small wooden chest to the full-length mirror.  Using its trapped magic, and not my own, was painless.  It just took longer to touch the runes in the right order to send me where I wanted to go.  The pattern I created glowed red.  Lastly, I tapped the glass and it rippled like the surface of a pond.  I stepped through, appearing from midair in the mouth of a dark alley.  There was no sensation other than what you’d get crossing from one room to another. 


    Talon City, also known as the Underground, lay around me.  The place lay somewhere inside a mountain on Europa, the sixth closest moon of Jupiter.  No one really knew how big the city was.  Part of it doubled back to occupy extra-spacial dimensions.  There were rumors of deeper levels with extensive catacombs filled with alien mummies.  The streets and most of the buildings I saw were smooth granite.  A great shadowed space hung high overhead, and beyond the cloying dark, a ceiling had been clawed out of even more frozen rock. 


    Ahead of me, lit by street lamps and neon signs, I saw Red-Fang’s tattoo shop.  I crossed the street to the shop, watching the passing entities, some of which no one had seen on Earth in centuries.  A cyclops pickpocket plied his trade.  He hurried off, as I watched him.  A medusa—with a black lace bag over her head—approached in a rustling cobalt skirt, with white, frilly petticoats peeking out from under the hem, as if she were wading through sea foam.  She twirled an opened sky-blue parasol atop one shoulder as her four-inch stiletto heels clicked on the pavement, almost drowning out the soft hissing of her serpentine hair.  The streetwalker put a little more roll in her hips as she passed.


    Like I have to pay for it.


    A dwarf waddled by wearing a horned helmet and not much else.  Modestly, he cupped his private parts, muttering through a bright red beard.  “Crom’s wooden teeth!  Why the hell did I try to draw to an inside straight?  I know better.”


    I opened the door to Red-Fang’s place and stepped in.  The half dragon child Juliana—his self-appointed receptionist—perched on a high-backed stool behind the counter.  Her apparent age was about twelve, but with her dragon DNA mixed into her human blood, who could really say?  Her fingers danced over a laptop under the scrutiny of two stuffed toys: a panda and dragon.  A plate lay in reach with several chocolate chip cookies on it.  A glass of chocolate milk kept it company.  Comfort food aside, the twelve-year old ran the shop better then Red ever had.


    I was the one who’d brought her here, after her mother was killed to send me a message. Julia has dragon blood in her human family from roughly ten generations back, but in her, it had surfaced strongly.  Young as she was, I’d already seen her do a partial transformation.  She had no human family to care for her, and was too human for the Red Dragon Clan to want her.  This was the only place I’d been able to think of to bring her.  Fortunately, it seemed to have worked out well.


    I headed for the back room.


    Julia looked up, eyes emerald with black-diamond pupils.  Her face brightened as if Christmas had come early.  In a bright pink dress complemented by a baby blue, unbuttoned sweater, she slid off her stool, running around the counter to intercept me.  Her shoes were glossy black, not quite hiding ankle high white socks.  Since my last visit, she’d allowed her hair to grow out so it formed midnight wings as she ran. 


    Taking flight, she threw her stick-thin body into the air, trusting I’d catch her, which I did.


    Her arms wrapped around my neck.  She snuggled her face against mine.  “Onii-san, you came!”


    She wasn’t Japanese, nor did she know the language.  Calling me onii-san—older brother—was a surprise.  It had to have been something she’d picked up reading manga or watching anime.  The cuteness of it threatened to invoke genuine warm-hearted emotions in me.  I suppressed them.  Easily.


    “Hey,” I said.


    She let me go, sliding down to her feet.  “Bring me anything?”


    I pulled a box of .22 ammo out of a coat pocket.  “Here, for the next time we go shooting mutant space rats at the landfill.”


    She squealed with delight, snatching the box before I could change my mind. 


    It takes so little to make some people happy.


    “I need to see Red.”


    “He’s finishing up with a client, but said to send you back when you got here.”


    I nodded and strolled past her to the back room.  My eyes fell on Red-Fang first.  Shirtless, tall, thin, and full of magic, his long white hair aged him.  His stony skin was hard as scales even in human form.  Frequent use of dragon magic had turned his skin, front and back, a vibrant crimson and his sides blue-green.  He could have probably spell cast the weird pigmentation away, but he was too lazy, or simply didn’t care.  I decided on the last choice.


    Next to him, the customer sitting on the gurney-like couch was huge—but not mountain giant big.  His hairless skin looked like actual bronze.   He rolled down a sleeve, covering a tattoo bandage.  Standing, he towered well above me.  His eyes—studying the red pearl necklace I wore—were gold-flake pools.  He walked past me on his way out, giving me plenty of room.


    I looked at Red-Fang.  “That couldn’t be—”


    “Doc Savage, the pulp action hero from the thirties and forties?  Nah, but he is the fey Lester Dent based his writing on.  They were drinking buddies I believe.”


    “Next, you’re going to tell me that the Shadow and the Lone Ranger were really—”


    “Sorry, it’s don’t ask, don’t tell on those two.  They’re still active on Earth, even if they’re using other identities these days.”  Red-Fang loaded a tray into the sterilizer to clean his tools.  “Oh, and Caine, don’t scare my clients.  They pay well.”


    “Scaring people is the best part of being me.”  He had skin I’d donated, stretched in a frame on his desk.  The skin had once held part of a tattoo that had created a protective barrier for me.  The ink-marked skin had a minor chameleon spell that had been attached since the donation.  My eyes kept sliding off the skin, time and again.  “So, any luck getting my old shield spell to stick?”


    “No.  The original is lost, too incompatible with your newly emerged dragon nature.  All the special inks I applied to reform that spell got absorbed, leaving nothing behind.  You’re definitely not getting your shield back.  However, I was able to tattoo a Don’t-Look-At-Me spell.  You want that?”


    “Nah, that’s pretty much the same as my Demon-Wings tat.  Let me know what else you come up with.”


    “Okay, meanwhile, I’ll check the rest of your tats, and see how they’re holding up.  Take off your clothes.”  Red turned to face the doorway behind me, and spoke past me.  “Julia, lock the front door, put the out-to-lunch sign up, and wait in the other room.”


    I turned to see her watching me with innocent curiosity.  I gave her a stern glare.  “No peeking.”


    She pouted.  “Onii-san’s being mean to me.”


    “Go!”


    She hurried away, shoes clicking on the tiled floor.


    “Kid’s got a crush on you,” Red said.  “Try to discourage her.”


    “Not going to be easy,” I said.  “This is me after all.”


    He gave me a steely glower.  “Try hard.  She’s vulnerable right now, been thinking of her mother.  We’ll be closed tomorrow; I’m taking her to L.A. to visit her mother’s grave.”


    “At least she knows what happened to her parents.  That’s more than some of us have.”


    “Life’s not a competition to see who has more pain,” Red-Fang said.


    “Right, ‘cause I’d totally win.”


    “Whatever.  Just let the girl grow up as normal as possible.”


    “Sure, I may be into nearly everything else, but I stay well away from jail-bait.”  I took off my coat and guns, and unbuttoned my shirt.  By the time I was down to my silk boxers, Red was setting out fresh tools.  He picked up a big magnifying glass that made one of his eyes cyclops-sized.


    Julia called from the front room.  “Anyone thirsty?  I could bring you some drinks.”


    “No,” Red said.


    “Hell, no!” I added.


    One by one, Red pored over my tats.  “Now that I had a chance to experiment on your skin, I can tell you what happened in greater detail. Your body rejected the shield because it’s a defensive spell that doesn’t allow you to attack.  The only thing I can think of is that your awakened dragon side is overly aggressive even to the cellular level and doesn’t see cowering from a threat as useful.”


    “So, no more shield.  Well, that’s fine.  I’ve been doing better without it, anyway, though Old Man’s complaining I’ve been getting a little too preemptive in my responses.”


    Red-Fang stared at me.  “Is that even possible?  Whatever happened to ‘kill them all and let God sort them out?’”


    I raised my eyebrows in agreement.  “I know, right?  That’s classic combat strategy.”


    He finished the inspection and put the glass aside.  “Everything else is holding up fine since resurfacing.”


    I dressed once more.  “Good.  You can get to work on the next tattoo design.” 


    I touched the piece of skin.  My arm felt like it was exploding from the bone as I willed my Dragon Flame spell to life.  Shaken, I bit off a curse, reaching out to touch the skin, turning it to ash.  A piece of me falling into the wrong hands could be used to fuel a spell against me.  No need to take chances.  “Now that we know why I lost the shield, we can stay away from tats that might run afoul of my dragon side.”


    “That may be the only intelligent thing I’ve ever heard you say,” Red-Fang joked.


    I smiled at him.  “Go fuck yourself with a needle gun.”


    A child’s voice spilled into the room.  “Are you finished in there?  Can I come in?”


    “Don’t bother,” I yelled.  “I’m coming out.”  I left the workroom and went up front, leaning on the counter as Julia unlocked the front door and took down the Out-To-Lunch sign.  Red followed me, moving around so the counter stretched between us.  He stood near the cash register.  “Ready to settle up for the research and today’s visit?”


    “Sure.”  I threw a few gold pieces down.


    Julia swept them up and put away without wasted motion.


    “By the way,” I pulled out the white scroll and held it out to Red.  “I’ve got something else you might be able to tell me about.”


    He looked at the scroll without touching it.


    “That doesn’t feel safe,” Red said.  “There’s an aura of withering rage clinging to it that reminds me of my first wife.”


    “I need to know what you can tell me, and I got this scroll too.”  I pulled out the dark scroll that had clung to the mountain giant until his death.


    “I get hazard pay for this kind of stuff.”  Red took both scrolls and opened them up one at a time.  His skin changed colors: shifting more crimson, pushing the green tint back off his sides.  Red whistled in surprise.  “Give me some time.  I can read some of it.  I have grimoires that can help with the rest.  If that doesn’t do it, there’s always Wikipedia.”


    I nodded.  “I have to sell some jewels and do a little shopping.  Then I’ll be back.”


    Julia opened the front door as I approached.  I walked out, senses alert for danger.  This wasn’t a real bad part of town, but you never know.  I headed deeper into the city, looking for the Not-So-Honest Jeweler I often did business with.  Several blocks later, the stone walkways became extra-wide to give the foot traffic plenty of room.  The street itself got very little use in this part of town.  In the high finance area, it wasn’t uncommon to see ostrich-drawn buggies, hansom cabs, and magic users on rugs, brooms, and demon back.  Cars were rare.


    I passed an alleyway where vampire boy-toys fed on each other as a succubus—wearing only leather straps—supervised, playing with herself all the while.


    I so like this place.


    I passed the Liquide Convoitive Café.  They sold drinks you only dreamed of this side of Xanadu.  I often stocked my private bar from here.  With Old Man owning five percent of the store, I got a good discount, but mostly I just liked how Sabine—the lovely French owner—breathily pronounced my name in the frission of passion.


    A few businesses away, I reached my first destination, the Not-So-Honest Jeweler.  Undergrounders rely very little on trust.  Had the merchant called himself the Honest Jeweler, no one would have done business with him.  I strolled up to the door and pressed a button.  A painful spike stabbed my brain: a spell woven into the chime acting like a sonar pulse, seeing what I was, and what I had on me.  I added a gouging texture to the pain by warming up my Dragon Flame tattoo.  I pointed a flaming hand and blasted the door chime into another time/space continuum.  A kick caved in the burning door, clearing the way.   Standing on the threshold, the flames dying away from my hand, I willed my Dragon Sight tattoo to life, enduring a sensation of being disemboweled by a paper shredder with a car engine.  The pain ghosted away, leaving my vision magically enhanced, as the door squeaked open.


    Rory, the four-foot goblin proprietor, emptied a fire extinguisher onto the scattered pieces of his door.  The foam had to have been magically enhanced to deal with dragon flame it did nothing to the flame and I had business here so I willed the flames away.  He tossed the extinguisher away and peered up at me.  Shorter than Julia, and a lot less cute with vermilion cap and coveralls and dusky green skin, he blinked little rat eyes at me.  “Caine, oh crap.  Look, man, I had no idea she knew you.  I gave the purse back the second I saw the bedroom picture of you two in the wallet.”


    What the hell is he talking about?  No matter, now I can get a better deal.


    “She was not too happy to know infidel eyes had touched her image.” Having activated my Dragon Sight spell had the side effect of making my eyes look like a dragon’s:  the gold iris and vertical pupil made them a lot more threatening.  I put a bit of fake rage in my voice, as if I were on the edge of killing a goblin.  “And I had to hear all about it, endlessly, but I’ll just tell her I did something about it, if you give me a good deal today.”


    “Okay, no problem, anything you say, Lord Caine.”


    Ever since I took a kingdom in Fairy, most goblins and fey have started calling me Lord.  That made me a lord twice over since that was my demon clan title as well.  I still had numerous titles to claim before fulfilling the ancient prophecy the Red Lady had teased me with.


    With my Dragon Sight active, I saw all the magic in the room.  Objects glowed, color-coded for type of magic.  Numbers popped up, etched on the air, telling how strong they were.  Everything in front was cheap shit, but through ruby colored drapes, the back room held high-level spell items and potions.


    Absently, I pulled jewels out of my coat pocket, the smaller ones from the wooden chest. 


    The larger stones were already in my vault.  I put assorted rubies, sapphires, emeralds, and diamonds out on the counter in a glittering spread.  These were high-end stones, flawless and of excellent size.  The jewels would be very good for trapping spells, storing them up for instant release.  Rory could do a lot with them, so I didn’t think he’d stint me.  Of course he’d try not to be ridiculously generous either.  Feigning disinterest, Not-So-Honest Rory looked through the gems, pushing aside the best ones, making a nice pile.


    My hand strayed to one of the lesser rubies Rory had passed over.  My fingers caressed the hard planes.  I could tell Rory was almost done; his brow furrowed as he plotted how much to try and cheat me.  We’d done this dance before. 


    Waiting, I spaced out for a second, threw the ruby into my mouth like a chocolate kiss and swallowed it. 


    What the fuck did I just do?


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     

  


  
     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


    FOUR


     


    “A conqueror requires quality weapons, fierce


    cunning, hard liquor—and lots of people to kill.”


     


                                             —Caine Deathwalker


     


     


    The weird thing was, the ruby tasted good.  I wondered if swallowing precious stones was S.O.P for dragons.  There was so much I didn’t know about dragons.  Like, why using dragon-blood tattoo magic always hurt when half of me was dragon, and other magic-users didn’t seem to have to pay this price.  That was something else I needed to look into.


    I grew aware of Rory staring at me, clearly searching for words.  “Caine…” 


    I looked at him with sleepy, half-lidded eyes. “I decided to keep that one.” 


    He still looked at me like I was foam-at-the-mouth crazy, but with a shrug, he shifted gears to talk business.  “So, Lord Caine, what do you want this time?  Currency or goods?”


    “The elixir of flight in the back room, the rest of that tungsten ammo, an ethereal ice flask, and the rest in formless gold.”


    “Whoa, whoa, whoa, I got no problem with most of that, even the elixir of flight, but the ethereal ice—that’s not only nasty stuff, but illegal most places you’d take it.  I’m not even sure I have any left in stock.”


    “Rory,” I pushed the jewels he’d picked closer towards him, “you have a tiny silver flask with a single drop back there and I want it.”


    He slid off his stool behind the counter and went into the other room.  I heard him throwing stuff around, cussing the whole time.  He came back after a few minutes with a black metal suitcase.  I assumed the flask and the other items were packed inside—since he no doubt wanted to keep breathing.  “About the ethereal ice, if anyone asks, I did not give it to you.”


    “Of course not.  What would a goblin be doing with a product jealously hoarded by the royal fey?  It’s not like you have contacts in the Thieves’ Guild who get you whatever they can.”


    He gave me a shaky laugh.  “No, that would be ridiculous.  Everyone knows I’m honest … mostly.  It just wouldn’t be good for business if a lot of false rumors got started.”


    I opened the suitcase and used my lingering Dragon Sight to check out three vials.  The largest held the formless gold: gold in liquid form but without heat, compressed by magic. When touched by a mage, the gold could take any form desired. 


    The elixir of flight vial was two inches tall and one inch wide, and not at all what people thought it is.  Years ago, after five minutes of use, I’d wanted more of the elixir’s god-like power, and had done a great deal of research to see if I could make it myself.  The prime catalyst turned out to be two drops of spinal fluid from an angel, and it had to be given, not taken.  No one in Heaven owed me a favor, so I had to give up that dream, but I did learn that the elixir affects the psi-center of the brain, producing telekinetic levitation.  Because everyone else had a preconception based on the name, they only used the elixir for flight.  It could do so much more. 


    The last flask was the ethereal ice.  Anything it touched turned to stubborn ice that resisted melting or breaking under the most extreme heat or shock. 


    Satisfied, I closed the suitcase.  “What about the ammo, Rory?”


    “I’ll send the 1500 rounds to your home, Lord Caine.”


    I gave him a flat, hard stare.


    Rory hurried to say, “I’m not going to screw you over.  I know better.”


    “You’d lose a good customer, along with most of your internal organs.”


    Leaving the shop, I carried the suitcase.  Strolling back to Red-Fang’s shop, I made a few minor stops for merchandise to be sent to the Malibu mansion.  I entered Red-Fang’s place and found Julia back at work on the computer, half a cookie protruding from her mouth like a mutant tongue.  Her gaze flicked up at me, then back to whatever problem was absorbing her. 


    I went to the workroom and found Red-Fang surrounded by various books floating midair, slowly orbiting him.  The scrolls floated as well, but held a stationary position in front of him.  He nodded, humming with interest, then all at once waved the books away.  They went back to their places on various shelves.  Red grabbed the remaining scrolls and brought them over to me.


    He said, “I got bad news and bad news.  What do you want to hear first?”


    “You pick.”


    “The white scroll contains orders to infiltrate L.A. and set up operations for some unnamed, Big Event.  The seal is an Atlantean house sign, though originally from Lyonesse, an island continent near Sicily that sank much the way Atlantis did.  The other scroll is a mountain giant death spell.  It activated when your mountain giant died.  Had it been able to take effect, and not bounced off, you would have been heavy-duty cursed.  You’d have been driven to kill everyone close to you and then yourself.”


    “Wait, go back.  An Atlantean house originally came from Lyonesse?”


    “The House of Casha.  My books say it came to Atlantis to marry into the royal family.  The House of Casha ruled Atlantis very briefly, temporarily deposing the House of Lauphram, an ancient family feud.”


    “A feud that has resurrected itself in modern times.  Red, no word of this to anyone.” 


    “You know I don’t talk about your business—not that I haven’t been offered bribes.”


    “Give me a list of who’s been asking.  I’ll see to it they don’t bother you anymore.”


    “You know I can’t do that, Caine.  A tattoo artist is like a bartender or a priest.”


    “You wish.”  I grabbed both scrolls and added them to the suitcase I carried.  Lugging the luggage and my shopping packages, I left the shop and had no trouble locating the transition point programmed into my magic mirror.  I stepped into a tremor in the air and was pulled through my mirror to my basement workroom In Malibu.  I dropped the suitcase and packages on a desk, and shoved, leaning into the desk until it scooted up next to the mirror.  This positioned my stuff for a quick grab from any of the synchronized mirrors.  I might never need this particular advantage, but similar measures had saved me often enough.


    My phone played Old Man’s ringtone, Tears of the Dragon by Iron Maiden. I checked the incoming text: EVERYONE IS ALMOST HERE.  YOU NEED TO BE AS WELL.


    I sent a reply: SOON.


    I moved over to my new zombie apocalypse suit.  Over the last few months, I’d worked hard to perfect it, but it wasn’t quite done.  The last suit had been stolen and used against me.  Recovering it, I found out the thief-bastard had altered it to fit him, so I’d had to scrap it.  I’d learned from all that; the new armor had hidden security.  Anyone but me putting it on would trigger a magical pulse—a sort of multidimensional positioning system coming on-line.  The system would tell me where it was and trap the person inside. 


    The magically reinforced suit was matte black with gold, triad stitching that made it look killer-chic.  The fabric was stronger than Kevlar: a compressed demon-spider silk with dragon-magic lining making the damn thing able to take a lot of damage.  It could even regenerate damaged sections—slowly—eventually getting the job done.  Twin short swords were harnessed on back.  A clip dispenser adorned the spine for rapid reload of my handguns.  Shoulder holsters held my spare set of Berretta PX4 Storms.  Silencers were attached to the holster rig as well as other murderous toys. 


    The suit and gear were laxly supported by a cable frame welded to a steel plate, so it wouldn’t fall over.  I dragged the whole thing over to the desk so it, too, could be pulled through from one of my other mirrors.  They were scattered in three locations in this house, but were not three separate mirrors.   There was only one mirror, occupying multiple points in space due to a tesseract spell.  A fourth manifestation of the mirror occupied an unused suite that was reserved for me at the island clan house.


    I took the elevator up to my office, emerging behind the bar.  The place was empty, the lights were out, and the TV was dead.  I pushed a small red button on the back edge of the bar.  There would be a chime in the kitchen where Osamu spent a great deal of his time.  If he heard it, he’d be along soon to service the bar.  If he didn’t show, chances were Old Man had emptied the place and herded everyone off to the clan house.


    Waiting for a response, I killed time by making a Dead Rat Shooter, in honor of Julia and her new hobby.  One-fourth ounce of Scotch went into a shooter glass with three-fourths of an ounce of Green Chartreuse.  I set that one aside and started on a cocktail whose name escaped me.  Two ounces of coconut rum joined one and a half ounce of raspberry Pucker Schnapps.  Two ounces of Mountain Dew lime soda went in next, followed by one and a half ounces of melon liqueur, and five ounces of pineapple juice.


    At times like this, I felt like a mad alchemist in search of the philosopher’s stone.  There was an ultimate drink out there, and one day I’d find it no matter how many glasses I had to empty in the selfless quest for perfection. 


    I threw back the Dead Rat Shooter and savored the flavor as the door opened from the living room.  Osamu came in with a sprightly step, his black suit immaculate, and his thin Japanese face young for a senior citizen.  He crossed to the bar and executed a precise bow.  “Caine-sama, your honorable father has asked me to his home to assist with preparations for the clan gathering.  I made it clear that I would need your command for this, hence I alone am here while all others have gone on.”


    I nodded.  “Best combat butler I ever had.”


    “I am the only combat butler you have ever employed.”


    “Doesn’t mean I don’t have the best.  Have you been practicing your ether-draw?”


    He turned his palm and raised it for inspection.  The white scars made by a branding iron were visible.  The demon mark had been my gift to him.  Though not a mage, it allowed him to summon a demon sword that I stored for him in my secret armory.  He could be anywhere around the world, apparently unarmed, only to have the blade materialize in his hand for some heavy-duty killing.  With a little practice, the mental trigger wasn’t hard to use.  The difficult part was keeping firm mental barriers up in the heat of action when the summoned weapon might try to drink his soul.


    “The blade never comes by accident anymore, and very seldom tests my resolve not to have my soul eaten.”


    “Good.  Just possessing the brand will go a long way to keeping the demons in our clan from messing with you.  Go ahead and relocate to the San Clemente Island compound.  Get settled in.  One thing … wait.”  I opened the small safe under the bar and extracted a Honduran black opal ring from a tray of twelve.  The silver bands were attached to silver circles that protected the stones’ soft edges. 


    I put the ring on a napkin and slid it across the bar.  The face was pitch black with gray, blood red, and blue-violet flakes in it.  A rune on the inside of the band made it fit whatever finger it adorned.  “Here, wearing that shows you’re under my command, answering to me alone.  It’s imbued with some of my magic, so I can find you if a demon clansman tries to hang you from a chandelier, or bury you alive.”  I’d learned my lesson the night of the Red Moon, when I misplaced the daughter of a client.  She was somewhat damaged by the time I tracked her down. 


    “Certainly something to look forward to, Caine-sama.  Thank you.”


    “Just don’t lose it.”


    Osamu bowed again.  “I will go and pack.”


    I finished the second drink.  It put enough alcohol in my bloodstream to keep me functional.  Fortunately, my next stop on the way to the island was another bar, just the place to pick up news about sinister preternaturals new to the L.A. streets.


    A few minutes later, I was in my ’96 Mustang, the garage lights pulling midnight blue highlights out of the paint job.  The automatic door opener hummed.  I was halfway down the drive to the street when I noticed a car idling in front of my house.  The Volvo convertible was lemon yellow with butterscotch leather seats.  The steering wheel was covered in red leather, and a pair of fuzzy red dice hung from the rearview mirror. 


    I didn’t know the vehicle or the lanky man in sunglasses sitting against its trunk.  He was black, with a shaved head that looked like he polished it frequently.  He wore khaki slacks, a black tee, and a black leather jacket that bulged suspiciously.  He had a holster and gun designed not to show itself when the coat was open.  Expensive.  Something about his alertness—despite the relaxed posture—made me think he was ex-military.


    Someone’s hired muscle?


    I finished backing to the street and turned my vehicle to face the stranger.  If I floored the gas pedal just for the hell of it, he’d have to move damn quick to keep his legs intact.  Just to see what he would do, I revved the engine as if contemplating vehicular homicide.


    His arms were crossed.  He uncrossed them to flip me off.  He wore a ring not too different from the one I’d given Osamu.  It had a mother-of-pearl face, a curved shape that looked like a shark.  That meant he was a demon clan guard, but not a regular soldier.  He answered to the First Sword, the Captain of Knights. 


    Ignoring the please-kill-me gesture, I turned off the engine, stepped out of my Mustang, and shut the door.   I kept my eyes on Captain Bad-Ass, walking over instead of sending a blast of Dragon Flame. I’d catch hell from the Old Man for killing his people without a lot more provocation.  Just as well, I was curious to see what this guy wanted.


    He nodded as I stopped just out of striking distance. 


    “Who are you and why are you sitting outside my house?” I asked.


    “They call me Zero-T, and I just thought I’d stop by and watch you die.”  His gaze slid past my shoulder to something or someone behind me.


    I shifted my hips and took a backward step toward the curb, letting my focus go wide to see everything peripherally.   If Zero-T was trying to get the drop on me, it wouldn’t work, and if something was coming up behind me, I’d see the motion.  I had both PPKs out, one pointed at Zero-T’s toothy grin, the other weapon fanning toward whatever might be attacking. 


    And there it was, at the edge of sight, a pale blur racing along my parked Mustang, using it for cover. My heightened sense of smell caught a burnt scent, something fey. I had an impression of long, bone-white hair, ice blue eyes, and a frosty gray cloak.


    I squeezed off round after round from my left-hand weapon, keeping Zero-T covered with my right.  He didn’t twitch.  His grin didn’t fade.  All he needed was a bag of popcorn while watching the show.


    I’d been leading the pale fey with my muzzle but my target didn’t indulge me by running into my line of fire.  He-she-it went vertical, slithering up on the hood of my Mustang, taking the high ground.  I backtracked with my smoking PPK, mentally counting expended rounds.


    The fey leaped.


    I used the last two rounds in my magazine to try and blind it and shred its brain.  One round missed.  The other gouged its cheek, sliding into the left eye socket.  The fey’s battle scream went up a couple notches as it crashed into me and we fell.  I tucked one folded knee between us, kicking out as I rolled backward.  The Judo “turtle throw” got the assassin off me long enough for me to holster the empty gun, summon my demon sword, and make sure Zero-T wasn’t jumping into the fight.


    He smiled coldly.  “A real demon would have killed the fey by now.  This is why you’re unfit to lead.”


    My eye-shot should have killed the fey.  Something was very wrong here.  “Fuck you.”  I tossed my gun in the air.  The Muramasa sword went to my free hand.  I caught the dropping gun in my left hand, covering Zero-T once more.  I was braced for the androgynous fey to charge once more, but he-she-it stayed put, palms pointing my way in a warding-off gesture.


    Violent-white lightning unspooled from those pale, slim hands, crashing into me, lifting me from my feet.  In the back of my head, I heard my demon sword screaming in outrage and pain.  Slammed back onto the hood of my Mustang, I slid up into the windshield.  I felt it slump under me, webbed with cracks but not completely shattered.   Agony wound throughout my body, my whole nervous system on overload. 


    Sonnovabitch!


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     

  


  
     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


    FIVE


     


    “The best way to feel alive is to kill,


    Hopefully not the wrong somebody.”


     


                                                                   —Caine Deathwalker


     


     


    Zero-T chuckled without an ounce of sympathy in his soul.  “Man, that’s gotta hurt.” 


    I had no time for his bullshit.  He was staying out of the fight, so I’d deal with him later.  I needed to move before another one of those lightning jags tore me apart.  The only reason I had any resistance at all was because I was half dragon, and that part of me could up-chuck the same kind of electrical fire.  Whoever’d sent a storm fey to skrag me hadn’t done their research.  I’d make them pay for that.


    Weeping on the inside—the way a real man does—I rolled off my poor, abused vehicle, onto the street.  My clothes smoked, blackened where not altogether burned away.  There were holes in my pants with ember-red edges.  I saw—and felt—raw hamburger skin underneath.  This was good compared to the crispy black epidermis I’d expected.  My muscles jittered and trembled from shock, and my teeth seemed fused in a death’s head grimace.   I lost my grip on the PPK.  It went clattering away.  My right hand clenched, taking orders from the thirsting sword which didn’t want to be dropped when there was killing to be done.


    Fortunately, the martial arts training I’d taken over the years had taught me to erect mental barriers against debilitating injury; my suffering would wait until I had time to indulge it.  My mental defense also prevented the sword from drinking my soul.  Such a blade was as dangerous to the wielder as the enemy.


    The fey didn’t follow up at once, as I would have.   The creature clutched a weird-ass medallion of ultra-pure, fey silver.  The flat, bumpy-edged thing glowed blue-white, a matching fog rolling off its star sapphire centerpiece. The mist wagged across the fey face, then dissipated.  The slug I’d put in the fey skull popped out.  The wound closed, restoring the damaged eye, leaving the cheek unscarred as well. 


    Healing magic.  I made a mental note to leave the fey in very small pieces so there’d be no resurrection to deal with.  People I kill are supposed to stay dead.  Not that they always do.


    I joined both hands on the hilt of my sword, pointing its tip at the storm fey’s heart like a lightning rod.


    The Muramasa blade didn’t like that, snarling in my thoughts, fighting my grip so it could angle away.  The blade had no trouble at all with me getting fried again so long as it could slash in a moment later and do damage.  I, of course, had other plans.


    Behave, I told the sword.


    The fey lunged once more, the medallion falling into the pale blue shadow of the cloak.  This time I got a good look at the blouse.  The fey was female, B-cup tits modestly hidden by silvery silk.  Her glowing hands slapped against my naked blade, trapping it.  She intended to zap me by pouring power into the demon steel, melting the blade in my hand, but demon blades are tough.  It drank her power, flinging part of the lightning back in a web of fire.


    I rocked, whipping my blade up to point an accusing finger at the sky.


    Her eyes closed a moment.  The lady hissed, doubling over.  I smelled scorching from her clothing.  Then, wreathed in purple-white light, she snapped up and came at me.  Her eyes were lit from within, as if she were but a hollow shell for the terrible energies she carried.  A vast pressure surged up within me, a dark hunger sheathed in heart-pounding fury.  My awareness dimmed as another part of me struggled to take over.


    I resisted; there was no time for a transformation into my dragon self. I’d be too vulnerable.  Somehow, in that struggle, the sword was dismissed from my hand, winking out to return to my treasure room hidden behind the basement armory.


    I felt my clothing tearing, my muscles clumping, growing.  The normal day colors shifted wildly as my vision edged into the invisible light spectrums, and my human brain tried to make sense of it.  Thoughts slowed to mere impressions, like puzzle pieces tearing apart.  Still mostly human, I snarled, choking as fey hands gripped my throat.  Burning fingers dug into my skin with more than human strength.   Inside my head, flaming mist shrouded my vision.  I needed real flame.  Dragon fire!  I clutched at the single thought, hoping my other side would cooperate. 


    No, too much to hope for.


    My tattoo stayed dormant, but a curious thing was happening—the electrical fire pouring into me no longer hurt.  I was embracing it, swallowing it the way my demon sword devoured souls.  The burn felt better than a swallow of Kentucky Straight Bourbon Whiskey.  My grin returned, but it wasn’t really mine.  A dragon roar thundered inside my skull.  I felt my human thoughts blasted to pieces in a razor-sharp whirl of darkness as another mind stepped in to control my human body.  


     


    Without haste, I reached up and grabbed the lady’s wrists.  I applied pressure, my hands igniting with little jags of golden lightening.  Her face bleached white, the way everything does when lightning tries to kill the world.  My stare burned with white light, as incandescent as the fey’s own widening eyes.  Her grip slacked. 


    I gulped air, spun, and dragged her across my hip, driving her face into the grille of my Mustang.  The impact dazed her; her aura of purple-white discharges dimmed.  I had dragon blood tattoos all over my body for all kinds of spells.  I ignored them.  A dragon doesn’t borrow magic from another dragon clan; that is weakness.  Weakness is rewarded with death.  Besides, there was rich, succulent satisfaction in opposing her with the same brute force she’d brought to me. 


    I drove my fingers into the silver mop of her hair and hauled her up, only to slam her down on my well-dented hood.  The whumping sound was pleasant, but not deep enough; she’d managed to lessen the impact by getting her arms under her to brace against the impact.  I growled at her, ticked off.  When I want someone to hurt, they should not be difficult. 


    I seized both her ankles and lifted, flicking her over my head so she could almost stand on my shoulders.  I whipped her down, bludgeoning my own vehicle, caring only for blood. 


    I heard and felt the human part of me stirring in the depths of our mind.  No, damn it, not my car!


    My dragon soul roared, shivering my inner universe, as I continued to beat her into the shattered pieces of my vehicle. 


    I became aware that the body I was flailing had become considerably lighter.  What was left of her arced with savage charges of lightning, just so much burnt meat.  I laughed as searing jags played over me, draining into me, further fueling my rage and strength.  I healed the damage to my body while paying it little attention.  Laughing in the delirium of battle, I let darkness reclaimed me.  My other self returned.  


     


    The black mists thinned.  I grew still, studying what I held: two legs, one severed from the hip, the other from the knee.  The rest of her were chunky, bloody smears of shattered bone and pulverized tissues.  I blinked and dropped the legs.  They hit the pavement, bounced, and rolled a little.  The longer leg stopped against the fallen medallion.  Its chain was a silver serpent half coiled.  The centerpiece was a cloud, grown dull, its sapphire a flat blue without sparkle.  It seemed as dead as its former owner.


    Disappointed that the fun was over, what little of it I remembered, I turned to look at Zero-


    T.  He was no longer sitting back against his car.  He stood, his brown complexion turning somewhat gray, his insolent smirk long gone.  The guy was a demon; you’d have thought a little bloody excess wouldn’t have thrown him.


    I glowered, wondering if there was still lightning in my eyes.  “You want some too?”


    “I had no doubt that you were unworthy of Lauphram’s favor, of being his heir.  I thought a human couldn’t have what it took to rule demon kind.”  His gaze flinched from mine, sliding over to the shattered wreck of my Mustang.  His voice creaked.  “It never occurred to me that there are worse things than us demons.”  He stepped toward me and set one knee to the street, kneeling.  He placed a fist over his heart and bowed his head to me.  “I pledge my honor and my service to Lauphram’s heir, withdrawing all reservations and objections.”


    I had the impulse to kick him in the face, but that was just the residual adrenaline whispering in my ear.  The pounding of my heart had settled to a normal tempo.  The dragon strength that had flooded my cells was ghosting away, leaving me tired.  And I really need a drink.  I looked down at my ruined clothing.  And a new suit.


    “What do you know about the fey assassin?  Did the First Sword hire her?  Were you sent here to be a distraction?”


    “I know nothing of her.  I just happened to see her before you did.  I swear it.”


    “You’ll be doing it without your balls if I find out different.  Stand up.  Your pledge is accepted.”  I waved at the, uh, crime scene.  “Clean this shit up before someone comes over to investigate the rape of my car.  I’m going in to fix myself.”


    I turned my back on him and walked toward my front door.  I’d just gotten inside when my phone played Tears of the Dragon, Old Man’s ringtone.  I plucked the phone from a half torn pocket, surprised that the phone hadn’t been fried by all the lightning.  I answered.  “Yeah?”


    “Where are you?”  It was the Old Man.


    “Got held up by a fey assassin from the Storm Court.  She’s dead.  This could be an in-house problem related to the clan gathering, or part of that mess with the mountain giant.   Too early to say.”  Waiting, I passed through the living room and took the hall toward my bedroom.


    The Old Man stayed silent.


    “You still there?” I asked.


    “Come in and keep your eyes open.”


    I went into my bedroom, kicked off my shoes, and one-handedly began stripping off the tatters I was wearing.  “One thing I need to know,” I told him.  “Did you assign personal security to me?”


    “No, not that it’s a bad idea.  Why?”


    I told him about Zero-T.


    “The First Sword’s work.  He’s technically covering his ass by providing security, but letting his guard know that their hearts don’t have to be in their work where you’re concerned.  I’ll have a word with him.”


    “I can fight my own battles,” I said.  “Besides, I think I made a convert.  I’ll let him tag along.  Who knows, I might even find a use for him” 


    Maybe as an inhuman shield.  He ought to be glad to take a few bullets for me.


    I killed the connection and set the phone aside.


    Naked, I went into my private bath to shower off the blood and gore that was sticking to me.  I made quick work of it, disliking the quiet from the extra-dimensional space that held my hot tub. 


    Hmmm.  When did I become a social creature?


    I toweled off and returned to my room.  Minutes later, dressed in an all-black suit, I headed for the front door.  Osamu needed the limo so I only had my second Mustang, my project car, for transportation.  I didn’t want to risk it.  Besides, if Zero-T was going to be following me anyway,


    I figured I might as well catch a ride with him.  I smiled. 


    Let’s see you stay out of the next fight when you’re with me at ground zero.


    I went outside and there was no trace of my destroyed car or the dead fey.  Zero-T stood just off the porch.  He held out the PPK I’d dropped earlier.  “You might need this.”


    I nodded thanks, looked the gun over for signs of tampering, and made a mental note to replace the magazine with a fresh clip first chance I got. 


    Can’t be too careful.


    I strolled past him, heading for his car.  “You can drive, or give me your keys.”


    “No one drives my baby, but me!”


    I smiled.  “Thought you might say that.  Come on, I don’t have all day.”


    He hurried to catch up as I crossed the lawn, sauntering straight for his Volvo C-70.  He passed me and moved around to the driver door.  I vaulted into the air and dropped into the back, my butt bouncing on the butterscotch leather seat.  Zero-T said nothing, but I sensed his displeasure at my cavalier treatment of his ride.  He slid into the driver seat, buckled up, and stared at me in the rearview mirror.  “Where to?”


    “The Velvet Door.”


    His eyes widened in the mirror, and then he looked away.  Everyone in the L.A. area knew of the master vampire and the bar she ran.  It was a neutral area where various preternatural factions could meet and deal with each other without warfare erupting. 


    I smirked at the back of his shiny, bald head.  “First round’s on you.”


     


     


     

  


  
     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


    SIX


     


    “Vampire Princesses play well with others;


    much like a werewolf and the slow kid down


    the street.  I hear the funeral was nice.”


     


                                          —Caine Deathwalker


     


     


    We stopped in the middle of the street.  Parking was just around the corner, but the scene in front of The Velvet Door demanded our attention.   Two twenty-five foot pythons were using their coils to crush patrons who’d been leaving the bar.  The snakes’ olive-brown and black scales marked them as rock pythons, and from the dissolving lump in the middle of one of them, I could tell it had just swallowed someone it disagreed with.  A few guns were lying on the sidewalk, in pools of blood.  Wild shots had scored the brickwork and the front door.  The doorman Claude—with a face even a mother would loathe—was down on his knees, a hand clamped against a bloody shoulder.


    “Chiirist on a rubber raft!” Claude said.  “Naga!”


    Yeah, the mountain giant’s buddies had joined the party.  The invasion of L.A.’s preternatural community was on.  I wondered where else they were hitting.


    Zero-T got out from behind the wheel and gently closed his door.  One hand on the side wall of the Volvo C-70, I sprang out and landed on the street, my phone chiming.  I answered while Zero-T pulled out a Magnum, sighting on the closest snake.


    I spoke into my phone.  “Yeah?”


    Gloria’s dead-flat voice spilled out.  “Caine, where are you?”


    “Outside.”


    “Good.  Stay out of the way.  I’m coming out.”


    “Fine.” 


    There had been icy anger in her voice.  This place was a neutral territory where violence was forbidden.  The naga might have thought they were trashing some bar, but they were messing with hell in heels.   As a pure blood—vampire royalty—I wasn’t surprised to find her active; she could function in daylight like a dhampyr, when other vamps were coffin-bound.   Master vamps and pure bloods were like that.


    I put away my phone and leaned back against the Volvo, waving to get Zero-T’s attention. 


    Ignoring me, he lay across the hood of his car, bracing his gun in a two-handed grip.  He squeezed off a shot, and a snake’s eye exploded.  The naga uncoiled, flinging away several crushed bodies.  One of the corpses slammed into a parked car and set off the annoying hoot of a car alarm. The wounded naga thrashed then stilled as the eye restored itself.  I’d known werewolves could do that, but not naga.


    I called out, “Hold your fire.  Gloria’s coming.  Shoot her by accident, and she’ll rip your head off and stuff it up your ass.  You’ll walk funny the rest of your life.”


    Zero-T slanted me a look, holstered his gun, and pushed off the car, coming around the front grille to join me.  He leaned against the vehicle as I did and he crossed his arms to match my posture.  The bar door opened slowly.  Gloria emerged, five-foot-four, a hundred and fifteen pounds of well-disguised cold-hearted terror.  Her eyes were flame red.  Her black hair—streaked with pink highlights—was tied at the nape of her neck. 


    Her usual glamorous gown was gone.  She’d doubtless not wanted it ruined with blood and gore.  Also, the long skirts she favored would have hindered movement.  She’d improvised a new outfit: two bar aprons, one covering her front, the other her back, all tied snuggly to her generous curves.  Her arms and legs were bare.  She’d abandoned her heels as well.   With only one hand, she gripped the hilt of a two-handed broadsword that had been carved as one piece from a massive fang.  Its white tip dragged across the threshold of the door as she strolled toward the naga.


    Claude took the opportunity to run inside the bar.  He was going to miss a hell of a show.


    “Oh, man, I’m in love!” Zero-T said.


    “Claude?  I could put in a good word for you.”


    He glared at me.  “No, the warrior babe in the aprons.  Do you think she’s the type to wear thong panties?”


    I shrugged.  “If she jumps into the air, we’ll find out.”


    Gloria pierced my skull with a knife-sharp glare.  With her vampire hearing, she’d heard every word, including my heartbeat, and the sound of blood rushing to my groin.  It was hard not to get a hard-on around her.  I didn’t hide my attraction, though I didn’t act on it.  Our friendship didn’t need that kind of strain, and, at twenty-five hundred years old, she was way past unnecessary complications too—especially since her vampire son hated my guts and wanted me dead for a lot of good reasons.  


    The naga had seized up, eyes darkening, their total attention on Gloria.  Nagas had been worshiped by African natives as gods for centuries.  As shape shifters, they were powerful.  Still, they had the instincts of their reptile nature, and that nature had to feel fear, though they couldn’t have known what they faced, or they wouldn’t have hit the bar in the first place.


    The monster python—that had just regrown its eye—swayed back, betraying its intention to lunge.  The other snake didn’t make that mistake, pushing forward without any tell-tale sign. 


    Gloria didn’t seem to jump, but she did disappear from the sidewalk and reappear above the head of the closest snake.  The bone sword in her hand became a white blur.  When the sword stopped, there was a red smear across its length.  Blood splattered the sidewalk under the snake as its triangular head bounced off into the gutter.


    The second snake was in mid-lunge, hissing, mouth open wide, fold-out fangs like white sabers.  That was where these python diverged from natural ones.  Pythons had back-pointing, serrated teeth, but weren’t supposed to have poisonous fangs.   I’d never heard this about naga.  Then again, I remembered the mountain giant I’d killed had had some dental improvements too.


    Gloria moved along the side of the second naga, slashing her blade horizontally into its mouth.  She became a blur, racing to its tail.  By the time she stopped, the snake was filleted into top and bottom halves.  The naga twitched and flailed weakly while their bodies figured out that they were dead.


    I looked at Zero-T.  “So, did you see her panties?”


    He didn’t answer.  He was staring up into the air.  He straightened and pulled out his Magnum.  “Incoming!” he shouted.


    I looked up and saw two harpies in a power dive.  From the waist up they were women, until you got to the bird heads with wickedly curved beaks.  Their D-cup tits had rouged nipples, proudly displayed.  From the shoulders down, arms were replaced with wings.  They had the lower bodies of giant hawks, reddish brown feathers, and cruel talons for feet.  Tail feathers and wings were fanned for descending glide paths that were locked onto Gloria.  They saved their piercing screams for the last ten feet of the dive.


    Not that Gloria hadn’t heard them coming.  Fliers that big don’t move silently, at least not for creatures with good hearing.


    I put my hand on Zero-T’s gun and directed the muzzle down.


    Gloria went from a deep crouch to a jump, doing that momentary vanishing thing she does.  She materialized amid the harpies, spinning like a top, her fang sword slashing.  She continued up, slowing, and hung in space a moment in defiance of gravity.


    Pieces of harpy rained to the sidewalk and street.


    I didn’t see why Gloria had ditched her good clothes; as far as I could tell, there wasn’t a spot of blood on her.  That changed as she floated to the ground, her feet settling onto a crimson slick. 


    She looked over at me.   “Caine, would you mind?”


    I already had my phone out, hitting a number I kept on speed-dial. 


    The connection opened.  A voice in my ear said, “Arcane Janitorial Services.  How may I help you?”


    “Hi, Josie, it’s Caine.”


    “Oh, God, how high is the body count this time?”


    “Not my mess, for a change.  Send a team to the Velvet Door.  We got harpies, naga, and a few dead patrons outside.  Send Gloria the bill.”


    “T-that’s not necessary.  We’d be happy to assist her in any way possible—on the house.  Tell her we’re on our way.”


    “Sure.”  I frowned.  “Hey, how come I don’t get free service?”


    “You’re not Gloria.” 


    Damn.  “I’m not less of a presence in the occult underground.  She just has a better publicist.”


    Josie hung up on me.


    Bitch.


    I put my phone away, and noticed that half a dozen cars were stopped behind the Volvo.   Several drivers had gotten out.  One them—a burly, lumberjack-looking fellow with a red beard and a white plaid, quilted shirt—stood by our bumper.  I didn’t worry about what the normals were seeing.  This would all “magically” vanish soon, and their spell-wiped minds would forget anything strange had ever occurred here.  The magic-users I’d called would see to that.


    “Hey, Zero?” I said.


    “That’s Zero-T.  What do you want?”


    “Better move your car to the side parking lot.  We’re blocking traffic.”


    “Oh, sure.”  He went around and got in behind the wheel.  In moments, the car was easing ahead, and rounding the corner.


    I stepped over various parts of a supernatural critter and joined Gloria, standing just outside the blood pool brushing her toes in.  “The next best thing to drinking blood is to bathe in it,” she said.  “Too bad it’s all naga blood.  That stuff isn’t fit for ghouls.”


    “Maybe next time we can get you something else,” I said.  “The invasion is just getting started.”


    There was a whump of displaced air, and a knot of wizards and witches popped into view.  They wore the usual color-coded robes displaying their orientations: dark magic, white magic, and twilight-gray for neutral.  One of them was paisley blue and green, a chaotic.


    Josie wore jet black and had a wizard’s pointed hat adorned with silver stars.  She carried a peeled willow wand, taking in the scene with a brisk sweep of her eyes.  She nodded decisively and spoke to her team.  “I’ll deal with the witnesses.  The rest of you know your jobs.”


    They hustled, slinging spells around before the cops showed up, or the neighborhood watch.  The chaotic filled in the bullet holes with magical tofu paste that took on the characteristics of the surrounding material it patched.  Elsewhere, a cute blonde—Tiffany, I think—morphed the blood and gore into red, soft plastic, then went around rolling it up for easy transport elsewhere. 


    Gloria shook her sword and red confetti dropped off it.  She stepped out of the pool and I noticed none of the blood clung to her feet.


    Soon, the drivers were all back in their cars, heading away, glassy-eyed expressions on their faces.  Vikki, a white-robe, used mage-fire to incinerate body parts.  The passing of her magic flame didn’t so much as scorch the sidewalk. 


    Zero-T got back as the clean-up crew finished.  He nodded.  “Nice work.”


    “We’re the best.”  The lady in the black robe came over, wand in hand carefully pointed at the sidewalk so as not to give offense.   She bowed at Gloria, straightened, making a point of not looking the master vamp in the eyes.  “It has been our pleasure to serve one so illustrious.”


    Gloria—looking all the world like a hot, edgy seventeen-year old—smiled vacuously, the glow of her eyes ebbing to a dull, ember red.   “Who?  Me?”


    The mage bowed once more and backed away, her eyes flashing covetously at the bone sword.  Gathered with her crew, they vanished in another whump of air.


    “So,” I studied the carved blade, “what is it with that sword?”


    She turned her smile on me. 


    I kept my gaze on the sword. 


    “It was a gift from a one-time admirer.”  She adjusted the front apron she was wearing, smoothing out the wrinkles around her breasts.  The motion captured my attention and Zero-T’s. 


    “Made from a giant fang,” I said.  “Whose?”


    She smiled sweetly.  “Jörmungandr’s.”


    Zero-T’s eyes bugged out.  “The midgard serpent?”


    Gloria shrugged.  “One of his baby teeth before he grew big enough to circle the world.”


    “Who’d give you a thing like that?” Zero-T asked.


    Gloria arched an eyebrow.  “And who would be asking?”


    Not meeting her eyes, Zero-T gave her an Old World, formal bow.  Back up again, he held out his hand so she could see the ring. 


    “You’re with Lauphram’s clan?” she said.


    He nodded.  “I’m on bodyguard duty.”


    “Not that it’s needed,” I said.


    Gloria was no longer breathing.  Distracted by her thoughts, she’d forgotten to maintain the illusion of life by keeping her heart going.  Her sword was now balanced across one of her bare, shapely shoulders.   “So, you weren’t kidding about an invasion.  How bad do you think it will be?”


    It was my turn to shrug.  “I’m just planning on having fun.  I don’t really concern myself with the suffering of others.”


    What we care about will always be used against us.


    Zero-T glowered.  “And you’re supposed to one day lead our clan?”


    “That’s what people keep saying, but you know, I keep wondering if that might be too small a destiny.”  Smiling at Zero-T’s confused face, I walked to the bar’s front door.  “I’m overdue for a drink.”


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     

  


  
     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


    SEVEN


     


    “Alpha males neded humility beaten into


    Them.  Fortunately, I’m happy to oblige.”


     


                                           —Caine Deathwalker


     


     


    Inside the bar, ebony tables and chairs pinned down a blood red carpet that stretched over to crimson walls where assorted clan symbols hung on display, making this theoretically a no-kill zone.  I saw Sarah in a black dress and apron, carrying a tray of drinks toward assorted patrons who would have been busy trying kill each other anywhere else.  The granddaughter of the Alpha who managed the local werewolves, but not a werewolf herself, she worked here for pocket money while attending college.  The petite red-head was half human and half fey, her hair coloring a recent change.  On the way back to the bar, she saw me and waved, smiling.  We’d been enemies once, but that was blood under the bridge, so to speak.  


    Gloria returned from her office, her dangerous curves now packed into a metallic green sheath the color of freshly printed money. Its bright highlights—produced by fine scales—shimmered and slithered as she closed on Zero-T and me.  She’d touched up her makeup to continue the green motif: dark green lipstick and key lime eye shadow.


    Something about being half-dragon made me immune to getting my mind rolled by a vamp, but I didn’t know the strength of my self-appointed bodyguard. 


    I whispered to Zero-T, “You know not to look her in the eye, right?” 


    “I’m not a newb,” he muttered back.


    Gloria stopped in front of me.


    I asked, “Barstool or table?”


    “Bar, for now.”


    “Sure.”  I glided over to an open stool near Gray, the half-angel.  He wore his usual Raiders jacket with the sleeves pushed up his arms.  His hair looked like winter-killed grass, and his bloodshot eyes were otherwise white agates.  He’d traded in his usual khaki pants for faded denim, and sported a Stryper concert tee-shirt that said: NO MORE HELL TO PAY. 


    I thought that a little too optimistic.


    I nodded his way as I sat down.


    Zero-T took the empty seat on Gray’s other side.  Gloria went around the bar to serve us herself, sending the regular on-duty bartender away. 


    Tossing some bills on the table, Zero-T smiled to show off a gold clip-on tooth.  “Keep ‘em coming.”


    “Sure, honey.  What will it be?”  Gloria smiled with predatory delight, making the money vanish into her cleavage. 


    Zero-T’s eyes stayed on her boobs.  If that continued, he’d be safe from getting mesmerized, but she’d probably get tired of it and punch out his lights.  “Kentucky bourbon,” he said.  “Something with a taste of bluegrass.”


    “Give me a Blue Lagoon,” I said, “and hold the umbrella.”


    Zero-T looked at me, his jaw dropping.  “That’s a kid’s drink.  I thought you were a man.  No wonder no one in the clan respects you.”


    “They’ll respect my foot up their collective asses,” I said.


    “Other people win over their peers,” Gloria told Zero-T.  “Caine stomps on their throats and asks them if they want some more.  It’s his management style.”


    “Buddha’s brass balls!” Zero-T said.


    “Life is too short to mess with assholes, unless they’re on a hot chick,” I said.


    Gray had been doing his best to ignore the conversation.  He suddenly failed, lurching a little on his stool as he slanted me a blind glare.  “Hey, some of us are trying to drink for free here.  If you’re going to keep yapping past me, the least you can do is buy me a beer—or two.”


    Zero-T settled a cold, black stare on the sloven derelict.  “And what are you supposed to be?  You don’t smell human, demon, fey, or vampire.  You don’t reek enough to be a shape-shifter.”


    In human form, a couple of were-ducks at a nearby table blasted Zero-T with murderous glances.  They scooted chairs, standing with the plain intention of coming over and getting Duck-Dynasty-crazy.


    Gloria glared.  She didn’t raise her voice, but it slapped them.  “Sit.  Back.  Down.”


    They sat, heads lowering, returning attention to their drinks.


    Gloria’s lips pressed into a thin, hard line.  Completing our orders, her hands moved by instinct, while her stare enveloped Zero-T.  “If you start trouble in my bar, I’ll cut you off, and your decapitated head will be my new dartboard.”


    I looked across the room at the darts area.  There were three regular boards plus a Japanese water-goblin’s head that had seen better days.  The kappa had yellow-green scales, a yellow beak for munching cucumbers, and a flat, bald plate on top of his head.  The eyes had gone all milky in death.  Someone had painted concentric circles on the face. 


    Guess he hadn’t been able to pay his bar tab.


    “Dart board!”  One of the were-ducks snickered loudly. 


    The other said, “I’d like to see that.”


    Gray sighed with disappointment.   “You won’t.”


    Zero-T looked at Gray, and lifted an eyebrow in inquiry.


    I picked up the neon blue drink Gloria slid over to me on a pink bar napkin.  “Gray’s half angel.  His visions are never wrong, though somehow never as helpful as you’d expect.”


    Zero-T said, “Then the name Gray…”


    Gloria slid Zero-T’s bourbon over to him.  She said, “He chose it as a sign of neutrality.”


    Gray smirked.  “What she means is that both Heaven and Hell want me dead in a passive-aggressive sort of way.”


    Zero-T motioned toward Gray so Gloria could see.  “Get the man a beer, on me.”


    I looked at Gray.  He sensed my gaze and met it, blind eyes glowing slightly.  “What?”


    I took another sip of my drink, savoring the cold sweetness.  “So, you going to help me out with a prophecy this time too?”


    “Are you going to make me a caipirinha?”


    “What’s that,” Zero-T asked, “Mexican were-coyote?  Why would you want to be turned into one of those?”


    I said the word slowly, “Caipirinha, not Chupacabra.  The first is a Brazilian drink.  The second is a spiky green vampire lizard that attacks sheep.”


    Zero-T threw back half of his drink, and looked at me.  “Oh, I see.  You have mad bartending skills.  Now that’s impressive.  Just don’t tell me you use little paper umbrellas.”


    I itched to draw my gun and blow an ear-to-ear hole in him.  I looked at Gloria, wondering what it would cost to get her permission. 


    Her flame-bright eyes met mine.  She shook her head, maybe reading my mind, and mouthed a word: No.


    So much for that.  I got up and circled the bar to join Gloria.  Instead of giving me room to work, she stayed close.  Very close.  “Am I that irresistible?” I asked.


    She watched as I gathered supplies.  “I’ve never heard of this drink.  I want to watch you make it.”


    I shrugged and smashed two sliced limes with a pestle and mortar until all the juice drained out.  I added water, white sugar, and two ounces of cachaca—Brazilian rum stocked just for me—to the pulverized limes.  I mixed well and poured two glasses.  One was mine, but Gloria pried it—rather forcefully—from my hand and sipped it.  Her eyes closed in pleasure.  I slid the second glass over to Gray.


    His white eyes stabbed through me like a winter wind on the dark side of Pluto.  His stare relented in some way, becoming that of just another blind man, as his sweeping hand found the glass.  He picked it up, took a sip, and then a mouthful.  “Okay, one lame-ass prophecy coming up—you’re going on a journey.”


    I stared.  “That’s it?”


    “A long journey.”


    I reached for the drink he held.  “Give that back!”


    He pulled back, hauling the drink out of reach.  “I can’t give you no more.  She’ll kill me, or worse.”


    I pulled my hand back.  “She?”  I sent Gloria a measuring stare.


    She held both hands up in a warding off gesture.  “Hey, leave me out of this.”


    “Not her.”  Gray jerked a thumb over his shoulder.  “Her!”


    I looked where he indicated, and if I weren’t a real man, icy talons of fear would have clutched my heart.  My head felt stuffed with cotton panties, muting the bar sounds.  I’d have ducked under the bar, but I have a reputation to uphold. Next to me, Gloria followed my stare.  She went as still as a mouse trying to avoid the interest of a hawk.  “What the hell is she?  I’ve never felt so much power.”


    I couldn’t answer, nor did I want to.  My hand strayed to the red pearl on the necklace I wore.  I felt my eyes go all dragon on me: all edges sharpened, and where I focused, images rushed closer, exploding with detail my human eyes would have missed.


    The better to see you with, God help us all.


    Across the room—beyond a sea of tables and a clueless crowd—stood the Red Lady.  Young, heart-shaped, her face showed none of the ages she’d lived.  She sipped pink champagne from a glass with a smear of crimson lipstick on it.  Her nails and curve-hugging dress were a matching red.  A side slit allowed a flash of tone legs as she moved.  She looked good in the color of blood.  Her red-crystal eyes, like bottomless pools, were on me—hell-bright with the light of obsession.  The glass she held turned to pink mist, ghosting away as she dismissed its reality.  She moved with unyielding deliberation, empty hands at her sides, her gossamer dress frothy with dancing lace.  About to walk into tables and seated guests, she went translucent, becoming an intangible mirage drawing ever nearer.  The patrons stared after her, their silence growing.


    This is so not going to end well, I decided.


    Gray picked up his caipirinha and scurried toward the door.


    “Hey, blind man,” I called.  “I better see you out.”


    Gloria gripped my arm like a vise.  I knew I’d have finger-shaped bruises by morning.  Any more pressure and the bone would crack.  She hissed at me under her breath, “Don’t you dare leave, and not take her with you.”


    The Red lady stopped by the stool Gray had abandoned.  Her brow furrowed with annoyance as her gaze took in Gloria’s possessive hand on my arm.


    Desperate to get lucky, Zero-T’s common sense disengaged as he leered at the Red Lady, spending extra time on her bare white legs.  His gaze finally slid to her face.  “Hey, good-lookin’, can I buy you a drink?”


    She made a shooing motion at him.  A foot of white ice suddenly encased him, his face surprised under the distortion.


    Hell of a cold shoulder. 


    “Better get your ice pick,” I told Gloria.  “He’ll be running out of air soon.”


    The Red Lady’s stare moved from Gloria’s hand on my arm to the vampire’s face.  “Caine is mine.  He bears my mark.”


    Gloria’s hand jerked away so fast, I thought she might have been burned.  Her gaze went to my perfectly normal neck.  “Your mark?”


    I pulled up the necklace and let the red pearl dangle.  “She means this.”


    Gloria’s stare went from the red pearl to the Red Lady.  “You’re, you’re … Her?”


    “Ice pick,” I reminded Gloria, giving her a reason to get clear.  Sometimes master vampires can be as dumb as graveyard dirt.


    The Red Lady said, “If by ‘her’ you mean the prettiest death you will ever encounter, then, yes, I am.”


    With my heightened dragon senses, I could smell the simmering rage deep inside Gloria.  She was used to being feared, not casually threatened.


    Time to save the day.  “Hey, Red?”


    The Red Lady’s attention snapped to me.  “Yes, love?”


    “He’s an idiot, but the guy in the ice is a friend of mine.  I’d appreciate it if you didn’t kill him.”


    Her eyes flared with a shimmer of power.  “Oh!”


    The ice around Zero-T cracked with a sound like firecrackers going off.  Big chunks fell and he was free, his brown complexion a little gray as he gasped for breath.  He slammed forward, crashing his head on the bar as he shuddered.  A moment later his head came up.   The broken pieces of his ceramic face stayed on the bar.


    Zero-T had been wearing some sort magical mask, allowing him to pass for human.   His real face was a mottle of blue and silver scales.  His pupils were X-shaped, black marks on blue robin eggs.  His nostrils were slashes that might have been made by a knife.  Without the magic mask, his voice came out like someone who’d been breathing helium.  “Thor’s tighty-whities!  I almost died!”


    “If you can’t hang with the big dawgs,” I said, “get off the porch.”


    “Your concern,” he gasped, “is underwhelming.”  He gathered the broken mask, puzzled the pieces together, and poured out a bit of earth magic.  Healing the cracks, he put the mask back on.


    The activity by the bar hadn’t gone unnoticed.  In heroic fashion, Claude the bouncer seized a broom—and headed out the front door to do a little pretend sweeping.  Several of the patrons, reading the atmosphere, followed him out the door. 


    Gloria broke away, chasing after them.  “Hey, get back here and pay your bills!”


    Ignoring all that, I lifted an eyebrow at the Red Lady.  “So, what are you doing here—so far from the Red Moon?”


    “You once threatened to fuck me into submission.  I’m here to hold you to that.”


    “But you’re a goddess-class entity.  That could take a couple weeks and three crates of Red Bull.  Why now?”


    “There’s lightning in the air.  It seemed like a good time.”


    “So, what?  That’s your way of getting me out of danger?  You’ve seen ahead in time and there’s something there for me you don’t like?”


    “You should be naked in my bed where it’s nice and safe,” she said. 


    Zero-T sighed from the depths of his demon soul.  “Why does no one ever say those kind of things to me?”


    “Because you’re ugly,” the Red Lady said, “and smell of cheap cologne.”


    I shuddered violently.  Come on!  Stop looking so fuckable when I’m trying to laugh.


    And then a six-pack of freaks walked through the door in glossy black sun-suits that


    shielded them from the light of day.


    Vamps?  Allies?  Enemies?


    I looked at Gloria over by the cash register.  Holding her bone sword—having pulled it from who knew where—she gave every indication a blood-orgy was about to start.


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     

  


  
     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


    EIGHT


     


    “We’re spoiled for choices—all of them given by idiots.”


     


                                           —Caine Deathwalker


     


     


    The black visors and heavy suits indicated the vamps were not quite at a master level, but the fact that all six of them were awake and functioning during the day suggested they were tougher than most of their breed. Seeing Gloria—and her weapon—didn’t agitate the newcomers.  With an aura of predatory patience, they spread out in a crescent, each of them facing her with empty hands though they had short swords sheathed across their lower backs, and throwing spikes in grooves on the backs of their forearms.  Several of them had army field knives strapped to thighs. 


    The one who’d led them inside stopped closest to the door.  He waited until it closed, cutting off the spill of indirect sunlight, and slid his faceplate on top of his hood like some post-apocalyptic bonnet.  Elastic straps held it there.  His eyes were ebony, and a crease in his bottom lip showed that it had been split a time or two.  His face was clean shaven, his body chiseled and lean.  A thin white scar marred his left cheek.


    His stare fixed upon Gloria.  They conducted a silent war of wills until he said, “We meet at last.  I am Titus.  Perhaps you have heard of me.”


    “Nothing good,” Gloria gritted out.  “I know all the vampires who have a right to be in this city.  You’re not on the list.”


    He smiled.  “We are not here to challenge you—this time.”


    Her glance raked them all.  “We?  You need help fighting your battles?”


    “We are one.  We have always fought as one.  This is our strength.”


    “Dogs and jackals run in packs.  Which are you?” Gloria asked.


    One of the black-clad warriors jolted a step forward.  Another faceless warrior reached out and stopped his movement with a grip on his arm.  “Easy, Gorgonio.  A time and place, eh?”


    Titus continued without looking away from Gloria.  “These are Cerano, Agenor, Calimaco, Herodes, and Gorgonio who is quick to find insult—and crush it.  Me?  I like a spirited woman.  I have tamed many over the centuries.”


    There was a shimmer of blood red, a dancing column of light as the Red Lady finally took note of the vampires.  They didn’t seem to notice when she solidified between two of them.  As a matter of fact, they didn’t move the slightest bit, not even to breathe, not that vamps had to unless they wanted to speak.  The voices in the room had fallen eerily silent.  I could hear the slow thu-thump of my own heart.  I glanced at Gloria.  She still clutched her sword, and was as motionless as everyone else.  Apparently, only the Red Lady and I could move in a world trapped between seconds.


    I looked at the Red Lady for confirmation.  “What is this?  Some alternate dimension of time?”


    Her head came up from an inspection of the vamps.  She smiled.  “You can call it that.”


    “Reality’s your plaything.  I get that.  But do you want to tell me what’s really going on here?  This is more than a booty call.”


    “Do you want me to destroy these creatures for you?”


    Is she answering obliquely or changing subject?


    “Both,” she said.


    “I really wish you’d stay out of my head,” I said.  “And for the record, I kill my own prey.”


    She pouted, drifting closer to me.  “I get to touch your thoughts for you are ever touching my heart.  You know, it’s really not fair what you do to me.”


    “What I do to you?”  I stared at her.  “You do know that I’m an alcoholic, womanizing, soulless bastard of a killer, right?  If you’re stupid enough to love me, how is that my fault?”


    She stopped right in front of me.  Her glass of pink champagne sparkled in from nowhere, a kind of ghost answering her call.  She took a sip, and offered the glass to me.  “See?  It’s not poisoned, I promise.  Want some?”  She swung the edge close to my lips.  Her eyes dared me to take a chance.


    “Maybe next time.”


    Her smile widened.  “Don’t real men drink pink?”  She swung the glass carelessly aside yet didn’t spill any.  Her soft, slightly parted lips were in striking range.  Her breath warmed my cheek.  I smelled wild roses and lilac as a gentle wind teased her hair.  Her desire for me was an electric tingle I could almost taste, that coming-storm sensation that tells you to get the hell under cover.


    We lick pink, not drink it 


    She said, “At a certain point, I stepped outside of linear time to occupy all moments.  Some of them are fragile because different aspects of me share those moments—past me and eternal me.  Some moments I dare not change, for that would alter the me that loves you.   Soon, I must abandon you, turning my attention elsewhere.  You are going to be in the gravest danger imaginable, and I will not answer should you call.  This does not mean I love you less.  What has been must be.  You will soon discover the beginning of us.”


    “We’ve already begun—the Night of the Red Moon, remember?”


    Ignoring my question and kissed me chastely, without sexual heat.  Her lips clung to mine in a second kiss that raised the voltage level.  My hands acted on their own, dragging her in, sliding over her generous curves.  She pulled her face back so she could stare into my eyes.  “Our first time is going to be fantastic.  You’ll spoil me for all other men.”


    “Goes without saying.”


    “But it’s said.”  Her palm rose and pressed against my heart.  She faded in my arms, a mass


    of sliding, intangible prisms of light.  The crimson mirage twinkled out, just the taste of her lingering on my lips.


    I was alone in the frozen moment she’d brought me to.  My brain felt numb.  The swollen monster in my pants felt betrayed.  Better this way, I told him.  She’s the kind that never lets go of you once she’s surrendered. 


    Time resumed.  Cerano picked up his conversation with Gloria where he’d left off.  “I heard tell of your beauty and grace in the European courts.  They were not exaggerated.”  His gaze dropped to the bone sword she still clutched.  “I have heard of your sword as well.  It will not be enough to save you when this city falls.  You will need my protection.  It will come with a price.”


    The bloody glow in Gloria’s eyes went from translucent to opaque and dazzling.  “You’re behind the ones who attacked my bar?”


    “Disposables,” he said.  “Meant to be used and thrown away.  You, on the other hand, will always have a place at my side—on your knees—as my woman.”


    I expected Gloria to cut the guy’s head off in a blinding blur of speed.   She didn’t.  Maybe she knew something about these guys that I didn’t.  She grounded the point of her sword and leaned forward on it.  “Get out of my bar and my city.”


    I eased closer to the group, stealing an abandoned drink off the bar along the way.  A thought brought my demon sword leaping to my hand.  As it appeared, several of the dark-suits turned their heads to take me in.  My gaze slid over to Gloria as I corrected what she’d just said.  “My city, actually.”


    Titus turned and gave me a slow, head-to-toe examination.  “And who would you be?”


    I delayed answering as my sword washed my mind with undying hunger.  It wanted this vamp’s heart, his blood, and whatever passed for a soul.  It wanted to drink his suffering and pain. 


    Behave, I told the sword. 


    “I am Caine Deathwalker.  Some people call me the Red Moon Demon.”


    Titus nodded.  “Ah, the upstart.  I have heard of you.” 


    Zero-T came forward to stand at my side, his Magnum in his hand.  “I believe the lovely lady asked you gentlemen to leave.”  He clicked back the hammer on his weapon.


    Gorgonio spoke, voice vibrating with rage.   “Take care whom you threaten.  We are six to your three.”


    Yeah, but threatened with death, there’s a good chance I can turn into a lightning-spitting dragon, at least I hope so.  Of course, that will probably destroy the entire bar.  Like my poor car.  Rest in peace, baby.  You were the best.


    I shed a tear in the depths of my soul.


    Titus raised a hand and the other vamps focused on him.  “We have said what we came to say.  Next time, there will be no need for words.”  He slid his visor down his skin-tight helmet to hide his face, and turned toward the front door.  His team followed him out.


    Once the door closed behind the vamps, Gloria set her sword behind the bar.  My sword whined like a skanky bitch denied her fix as I magically sent it back to my treasure vault in Malibu.


    Zero-T relaxed, easing the hammer down on his revolver, putting it away in a shoulder rig.  “So, just who were those guys?”


    “Spartans.”  Gloria found a bottle of whisky and poured herself a drink.  She swallowed and set the empty glass down.  “They’re the Sparta Six, a paramilitary force that sell their services to those with enough money.  Titus is a master vamp, but not a pure blood.  The rest of them are of a lower level, but almost as strong.  I’ve heard tell of certain … atrocities.  They like to play with their food.”  She pulled out her phone.  “I need to leave word about them on the vampire grapevine.”


    “Yeah, the Old Man will be interested as hell.”  I pulled out my phone and punched his number in. 


    As I waited for a pick-up, Zero-T walked over to the bottle of whisky Gloria had brought out.  He took her empty glass, refilled it, and drained the whisky, eyes closed as he enjoyed the warm burn.


    Old Man answered.  “You’re supposed to be here already.”


    “Can’t be helped,” I said.  “Gloria’s bar just got hit by our new enemy, and that was followed up by some paramilitary vamps called the Sparta Six.  Ever hear of them?”


    “Nothing good.  I’ll call my contacts in the other major hubs and see what they know, but you are on your way now?”


    “Yeah, yeah, on my way.”  Pain in my ass.  I turned off the phone and put it away.


    Gloria followed me to the door.  She caught my arm, stopping me and Zero-T.  “The Sparta Six are high up, but there’s still someone running this invasion from the shadows.  Watch your back.”


    “You watch my back,” I said, “and I’ll see to it you don’t have to marry that guy.”


    “That is not going to happen,” she said.  “White is not my color.”


    I shrugged, grinning playfully.  “I don’t know, I think your white skin would look good against my black, silk sheets.”


    Zero-T crowded me aside and seized her hands in his.  He kept his earnest gaze on her cute up-turned nose so she wouldn’t roll his mind with her hypnotic stare.  “Don’t worry; I will protect you with my life.”


    She studied him and a little furrow appeared between her reddish-pink eyes.  “Who were you again?”


    Doing little to muffle a laugh, I opened the front door and stepped out.  Walking along the sidewalk, I looked at the car keys in my hand.  I’d taken them from Zero-T as he’d nudged past me.  I threw them up into the air and caught them.  It may have seemed as if I was strolling along without a care, but my senses strained for any indication of an attack.  There was a very real possibility that the Spartans were still lurking, about to ambush me to get their rocks off.  I looked long at every passing human, vagrant, and vehicle.  I was especially careful rounding the corner to the side parking lot.


    I’d just reached Zero-T’s convertible Volvo when he caught up to me, huffing from the run.  He called out.  “Hey, I can’t find my keys.”


    I tossed them to him so he could drive me, as a good underling should.  “Next time, keep your mind on business.”


    “Easy for you to say.   I hear you’ve got your own harem.”


    “You think that’s not hard work?” 


    I put a hand on the back door of the convertible, stiffened my arm, as I jumped.  I sailed sideways and I landed in the backseat, bouncing on the leather upholstery.


    “I really wish you wouldn’t do that,” Zero-T said.


    I shrugged, and noticed that my subconscious was trying to tell me something.  Something I knew, but didn’t.  I studied the other vehicles parked around us.  My hands went to my guns.  They were loose in the holsters, ready for a fast draw.  I checked them, making sure the clips were full, the gun safeties on.  I still had my wallet.  My phone was still in the pocket where I kept it.


    “What’s wrong?” Zero-T asked.  “Got fleas?”


    “Next time you say something like that,” I gave him a cold smile, “I’m going to bury you up to your chin in the desert with your eyes taped open.”


    He hit the radio as part of his start-up-the-car routine.  Rap music spilled out. 


    I pulled out my left-hand gun and shot his radio.


    He screamed and wept and cursed in a fluid pattern I found vastly entertaining.  When it became clear he wasn’t going to pull his Magnum and try to take my head off, I put my gun away.   His hands were tight on the wheel.  After a final shuddering sob, he backed the car out of our parking spot and glowered at me in the rearview mirror.  “That was mean.  Plain dirty-dog mean.  What did my car ever do to you?”


    “I don’t like that station.” 


    My subconscious was still yelling at me.  I wondered if it had anything to do with the Red Lady.  I remembered her hand touching my chest.  Absently, I reached for my necklace chain to pull the red pearl into view.


    The red pearl—my link to the ass-saving power of the Red Lady—was gone. 


    Friggin’ again!


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     

  


  
     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


    NINE


     


    “Every wolf knows: if you piss on it, it’s


    yours.  I do it, and everybody freaks out.”


     


                                           —Caine Deathwalker


     


     


    We’d driven the Volvo convertible twenty-three miles due south of downtown L.A to get here.  It was Zero-T’s car, so I’d let him drive while I staked out the backseat.  The Shoreline Aquatic Park lay between the Long Beach Arena and the Downtown Shoreline Marina.  The park was a boot-shaped peninsula that kicked at the Pacific where the Los Angeles River emptied into the sea.  The red sun hung low in the western sky.  


    Darkness was coming as we took a shortcut, pulling onto the bike trail.  There were still a few riders using it.  They pulled off, shaking their fists as the Volvo filled their path, demanding right-of-way.  Zero-T smiled at the curses, waving pleasantly as one biker shot him the middle-finger salute. 


    “Ah, fresh hate,” Zero-T said.  “See, I give purpose to their tiny, little lives.”


    I nodded appreciation.  “Well done.  Of course, I’d have stopped to pistol-whip at least one of them, but I guess Old Man’s waited long enough for me.”


    Grassy fields sprawled inland, and a strip of small boulders edging the sea lay on our seaward side.  It took less than a minute to get to a pier lying less than a hundred feet from the lighthouse on the hill.  The white brick structure had glass on top, caged by a red latticework.  Its sweeping beam of light slashed across the ocean.  We drove onto the pier.  At first the tires made a rhythmic thunking sound that became progressively more solid until we stopped at the end.


    The summoning circle—left there in ultraviolet paint—came awake under the car.  A fan of magical blue light theatrically lit the undercarriage.  The soft, spinning vortex of magic tasted us, a cold lick on the skin, seeking demon blood.  Zero-T qualified.  Since I wasn’t demon-born, Old Man had had to key me into the circle on a previous trip long ago.   Zero-T and I passed the spell’s inspection.  The water frothed at the end of the pier.  A polished coral bridge rose out of the ocean, stirring up silt.  The coral extension fitted itself against the pier, giving us a magically summoned road to Santa Catalina Island.


    Zero-T looked at me, then back to the bridge.  “That never gets old.”  It was funny.  Zero-T was starting to pick up my way of speaking, sounding a lot like me.  Maybe I was a corrupting influence.  No maybe about it.


    “Drive already, and try not to fall off.  I’m not in the mood for a swim.” I glowered to emphasize my words. 


    Going way too slowly, the little bitch took his time, taking an hour to drive us only twenty miles.  The evening sky became deep blue, jeweled with stars.   Ahead, the island had a partially artificial crescent-moon cove that housed residential boats, yachts, and powerboats.  Just beyond the small marina, I saw the lights of Avalon City, housing roughly 4,000 people.  Avalon was mostly a tourist trap with a lot of shopping, restaurants, and hotels with bungalow style accommodations.


    Our magic road shot to the right side of the cove, passing Avalon Casino, grounding itself onto one of the beaches.  A demon spell built into the coral road didn’t make it invisible, but did cause observing eyes to be diverted, the memory dimmed to unimportance.  No one ashore would be rushing out to call the tabloids about our arrival.


    The road to the Lauphram Clan House was a second demon road.  Those not of the clan would never find it.  They might notice an odd rune carved into a tall rock, but the symbol needed a keyed-in presence to activate.  As the Volvo pulled abreast of the rock, the lines on it seeped sea-blue light.  The watery glow painted our skin.  I felt another lick of magic tasting my DNA, and rough, broken ground smoothed out into a paved road.  Several trees slid sideways from our path, waiting for us to go on before taking their old places again.  We rolled inland, climbing.  Soon, we’d pass the Wrigley Reservoir on the way to the clan house.


    As we went, Zero-T had to put more pressure on the gas pedal.  The engine was good, but hadn’t been modified with any occult improvements, at least the dash gave no sign of demonic features having been added for extra offensive or defensive capability.  That seemed odd to me.  “This is still fresh from the factory.  No improvements.”


    Zero-T sighed.  “It’s not easy paying for upgrades when half of all I make on clan jobs goes to my Captain.  If it weren’t for my day job as a Lapidary…”


    Human lapidarists aren’t as socially respected as those of the supernatural communities that work with both stones and magic, fusing them together to shape spell stones.  Zero-T was probably making a lot more money than he was letting on.  Unless his work was crap.  


    He slowed as we passed a single, four-bedroom house on the left.  It was painted white and had a tree-lined drive to the right of even more trees.   Zero-T beetled his brow as he flashed me a glance in the rearview mirror.  “Wait, how could I tell you that?  The First Sword keeps a binding geas on us so we can’t talk about the kickbacks.”


    “I’m under Old Man’s direct authority as head of the Espionage, Security, and Assassination Branch.  Secrets can’t be kept from me because they can’t be kept from him.  The Old Man holds blood-oaths of loyalty from everyone that override lesser magic.  But are you serious?  Fifty percent?  Your Captain’s cut should only be ten percent.”  I pulled out an obsidian flask, took a drink, and leaned forward in the seat.  I handed him the flask, reaching over his shoulder.


    There’s nothing like booze to get information flowing.


    He guzzled a huge pull off the flask and handed it back as we passed the reservoir on our left.  The human-made dirt road to the reservoir had fresh tire tracks on it.  Someone was hanging out down there, probably drinking themselves blind. 


    “Our Captain figures he’s doing us a favor giving us higher paying jobs, so the least we owe him is a finder’s fee for the work.”  Zero-T yanked hard right on the wheel.  A wall of mist appeared like a door to a new reality.  Beyond the mist, we saw a ten-foot gap in the limestone walls.  The road became limestone under our wheels.  The walls fell away to either side and we were in woods, approaching a gate woven from branches extended from two monster trees.  As the Volvo got closer, the branches pulled apart and opened a path for us to go in.  The road became a circular drive ringing a four-tiered fountain.  A side road wound off behind the clan house to where the clansmen parked. 


    Good thing I’m special.  I told Zero-T to stop right at the walkway to the front door.  We piled out of the vehicle.  I studied the building, always impressed by the Old Man’s opulent excess.   One day, he’d retire to the Greek islands, or maybe Miami, and all this would be mine.  I felt the dragon side of my soul stirring, looking through my eyes, taking inventory. 


    Mine!  he echoed.


    The center was a two story Greek Parthenon of pure white marble.  To either side of the colossus, one-story wings stretched away.  The main porch was lined with columns hand-carved to resemble legendary warriors: Orion, Hercules, Achilles, and Jason.  I was rather miffed that my own likeness had not been considered for the artwork.  The columns supported crescent balconies. 


    Unlike the original, a dome-capped this particular pantheon.  The dome was a web of magic-reinforced steel, and the walls had been reinforced to take its weight.  Between the dome’s curved beams, sea-green glass shone.  I knew from living here in my younger days that the Great Hall under the dome had many five-tiered chandeliers hanging.  This made a kind of lighthouse out of the roof so that a coke-bottle-green haze hung above the structure like an aurora borealis being born.  Bathed in that haze, a gold coil spiraled up from the dome’s center-point.  Inside, a mermaid figurehead gazed at the heavens with shadowed eyes.  She was gold as well, her scaled tail folded up at the knees, the fluke fanned against her lower back.  She was a little pudgy, with D-cup breasts.  Splendidly tacky, the nipples were twin rubies.


    I could taste them from where I stood.


    We started toward the house.  Zero-T slanted me a look.  “Caine, please don’t get me killed.”


    Looking at Zero-T, I smiled.  “I don’t waste deaths.  When I get you killed, it will be worth the trade-off, trust me.”


    Zero-T rolled his eyes.  “Terribly kind of you.”


    I paused next to Achilles and reflexively checked my gear, making sure ammo clips were handy, loosening my guns in their holsters.  My sword hung in its scabbard at my side, fuming at the delay in spilling endless blood.  Its psychic hunger gnawed at my mind, a minor distraction.  You’d think I wouldn’t need such help here, in my own clan house, but I wasn’t taking chances.  The places I worried most about were those where I was supposed to be safe.  


    The door opened as Zero-T and I got there.   Four house guards met us.  Standing inside the door, their living masks and cloaking spells were cancelled out by the house magic.  The clan house doesn’t allow subterfuge from its members, or from anyone trying to infiltrate. 


    The closest two guards had itty-bitty horns poking out of their foreheads.  One had translucent scales all over, showing red muscle tissue underneath. The other had solid black skin like polished jet with accordion folds around his joints.  In back, the twins looked far more human—until you looked in their eyes and saw black, horizontal pupils across topaz orbs and you noticed that their hands were oversized claws with indigo nails that could be shot off as poisonous projectiles.  Their red-orange hair rippled in a non-existent wind, reminding me of sea anemones.   


    As I crossed the threshold, a summoning circle on the hallway floor lit up, bathing me and then Zero-T in a mystic light.  My appearance didn’t alter.  Zero-T’s mask lost flexibility.  It fell off his face, into his hands, a brown ceramic mask with empty eyeholes.  His true face—blue and silver scaled—made him fit into the crowd.  I was the token human in the bunch. 


    Zero-T held out his ring.  It glowed to match the floor, showing he belonged here.  I held out my ring too, one I seldom wore.  Its black opal face grew even darker, the gray and red flecks in it shining like stars in an alien sky.


    The first two guards nodded, passing us. All four of them studied me in detail, their curiosity dancing over them like a burning aura.  I felt their gazes on my back as I continued.  Zero-T lagged two steps to my left side as I went in search of Old Man. 


    The hallway opened suddenly into an antechamber lined with black marble pillars.  These were carved into demonic shapes in tribute to clansmen who had died with distinction in service to the house.  Sleek lapis lazuli walls supported a thirty-foot ceiling of the same material.  The surfaces were etched with the history of Lauphram House going back to the days just after Atlantis sank.  One of these days, I was going to have to read the damned things.  The walls tingled my senses with magic.  If I stared too long, I knew the carvings would come to life and act out their saga in a slide show.


    We entered the Great Hall.  The light was no longer tinted green by the dome glass.  Under the dome, the chandeliers blazed stark white.  The floors were parquet, an intricate design made up of exotic woods from Africa and Brazil.   The walls were incised with the name symbols of every clansman who had ever lived.  Mine was over the door’s archway next to the Old Man’s. 


    Zero-T followed me across the floor. Various knots of demons paused their private conversations to study me as I passed.  I was beginning to think I’d grown another head on my shoulders.  We passed the coral throne with its half-shell backrest and took a passageway where the floor was tiled in jade and white squares.  Wall sconces replicated the image of the giant mermaid on the roof.  She was shown with arms raised, supporting crystals that glowed watercolor blue. 


    The back passage took us toward the War Room, where I expected Old Man to be.  I smelled the guards just outside the door before I saw them.  One reeked of cherry-flavored cigarettes.   The other was overly fond of vodka, not that I’d hold that against him.  They put up their hands to stop me from entering.


    Kaden, the First Sword, stood behind them in the room, his back to me so he didn’t have to inflict my image on his eyes and memory.  I’d seen him pull this I-don’t-see-you crap before, just not on me.  Standing six-five, built like Old Man with muscles on muscles, the First Sword projected crushing physical power; one of the reasons everyone wanted him as the next head of the clan.  Next to me, he probably looked even taller.  Topaz flames danced on his red scalp in place of hair, and he had the ember eyes and fire-wings of an ifrit, an infernal djinn, a genie fallen from grace.


    He wore the same thing every reunion: red-enameled armor made out of manticore-tail chitin on his legs and chest, a crimson cloak that spilled fore and aft, almost reaching the ground on both sides of him.  Gold and ruby pins made the drapery resemble a Roman toga.   A blue-steel chain cinched his waist, keeping his scabbarded sword at his side.  The blade—called Endless Heat—was an overly long bastard sword forged centuries ago from the corpse of a fire giant.  It had a dark reputation for eventually betraying its master to death in the flames of battle.  That the First Sword would glory in using a cursed blade made me doubt his intelligence. 


    My inner dragon spoke up: You use a demon sword that will eat our soul if it can.


    I shrugged.  Yeah, but I am a genetic freak.  I can do the impossible and make it look easy.


    Conversing with Kaden, Dimitris held a twisted gnome staff.  Faces had been carved all along its length: gnomish faces scowling, grimacing, and shrieking in pain or fury.  The faces had bloodstone chips for eyes.  The Consignor wore black pants and shirt that showed through a tunic of ring mail.  Tarnished copper green, the metal wouldn’t have been my choice for protection, but the emblem over the chest was a magic sigil of some kind, probably the real protection he depended on.  He wore green leather boots and gloves, and a hunter green cape. 


    Dimitris stood only a few inches shorter than Kaden, but was wider and had more muscle, as if there were a bit of dwarf in his ancestry.  He had a prehensile tail that ended in a spade, and hazel hair that rustled like dead leaves.  His midnight-green eyes flicked over Kaden’s shoulder, taking in the guards blocking my way, absorbed my presence as well.  Dimitris’ stare dismissed me at once, but he murmured to Kaden. 


    The First Sword turned so he also faced me, plastering on a smug smile.  He raised his raw magic, trying to intimidate me with his unfocused power.  Waves of heat rolled off him.  Dimitris raised his power as well, a cold green mist of light that cancelled out Kaden’s heat, but not the threat of his magic.  Their united presence was supposed to put me in my place. 


    All it really did was irritate me to the core, filling my mind with a near irresistible urge to take them apart, run them through a wood chipper, and sell them for bait.  In the depths of my spirit, my dragon half roared, his power joining that of my human side.  My raw magic shimmered the air around me with a gold haze, cracking the floor under my feet, burning the air to ozone. 


    I spoke with a mild tone.  “You sure you want to do this?” 


    Behind me, I heard Zero-T take a step back.  The demon guards blocking my way looked like they wanted to leave as well.


    Smart demons.


    Doing his best to seem unimpressed, Kaden looked dismissively at us all. 


    Dimitris’ face paled as he stepped back into the room.  Reflexively, he reined in his magic, momentarily withdrawing from the pissing contest.  It wouldn’t last; stupidity would win out.  The Consignor was used to taking his cues from the First Sword, another problem in the clan.  


    “Master Lauphram is busy, human,” Kaden used the word as an insult.  “Go back to your whores.  You have no business among real warriors.”


    Dimitris stuck his nose in the air, looking down its aquiline length at me.  “Now, now, Kaden, you need to speak to him in small words, and much slower.  This is Caine after all.  All he understands is humping ugly women and goats.”


    Magic spilled from me as every tattoo fired to life.  Soul withering pain kinked my breath, tying my arteries into knots, shredding my internal organs.   Lightning jagged over my torso, and wound around my clenched fists. 


    Kaden gripped the hilt of his sword, waiting for me to give him provocation to draw.


    Dimitris’ staff glowed brighter, its pulse ever faster.  Both of them grinned, but they could not deceive my nose.  Under their excitement lay the cold stink of their fear.  I think there was something in my face, in my eyes, that they’d never expected.  A malevolence intent on eating them alive.


    I took a step forward, reaching for the Muramasa blade at my side.


    Ruining my fun, Old Man came up behind all of them, a look of exasperation on his face.  “Is this really the time for children’s games?”


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     

  


  
     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


    TEN


     


    “I know my place in the universe; now


    lie still so I can stand on your throat.”


     


                                         —Caine Deathwalker


     


     


    Dimitris and Kaden lurched around, surprised.  From their reaction, I guessed they hadn’t realized the Old Man was close until he popped up to catch them with their hands on the pathetic excuses they call cocks.  Lauphram looked past them to me.  “Good, you’re finally here.  Well, what are you waiting for?  Get in here.”


    “Sure.”  I backed my magic off, letting the golden glow sink back into my skin.  My skin cooled as my tats went dormant.


    My sword snarled in my thoughts: Starved again?  I want bloody carnage, damn it!  I want an owner with balls!


    Shut up, I told my sword.  Your time is coming.


    I went in alone since Zero-T had pulled a fade.  The War Room was much the way I remembered, round, with numerous plasma screens showing every L.A. territory.  Ours was highlighted in ocean blue.  Blood red showed the vamp strongholds and nightclubs.  Yellow-white marked the areas claimed by magic-users like the cleaning services we often employed to keep the preternatural community secret from mankind.  Amber marked the shifters’ territories.   The fey weren’t represented because they visited, but kept no territory here, Under-the-Hill not being part of our world for thousands of years now.


    One screen I noticed was devoted to marking enemy attacks over the last few days, over a dozen.  I hadn’t realized there’d been so many.


    The far side of the room had a raised dais with a magic-enhanced holo display.  This was our link to the Council Lords of the other territories.  Though the Lords all seemed to share the same stage here, they were each actually in their own war rooms watching images of light, as we were.   The Old Man walked me over to the Council Lords.  Kaden and Dimitris trailed us like forgotten hounds.


    Old Man called over to a bat-winged flunky with goat horns who sat at a desk, handling the displays.  “Maurice, bring up file Omega.”


    The screen showing enemy attacks as red dots blinked.  There was a lot of red.  A new display of L.A. and the extended areas appeared.  This one used color-coded balls of light.  Three balls were at Gloria’s bar: one red, one blue, and one purple.  A red ball of light was at my Malibu mansion.  Another bloody ball marked where I’d killed the mountain giant.


    Old Man spoke to our guests in the holo field.  “The purple are enemy sightings.  Orange are possible targets.  The red balls on this screen are enemies killed.  The blue are resident deaths.”


    There were a lot of those as well.  I hadn’t realized the city had been hit so hard.


    I noticed Gloria wasn’t speaking for her people.  Her son Adrian, a real bastard, represented her.  In his thousand dollar, black suit with its red shirt and black tie, he kept taking time-out to sneer disdainfully at me.  It really bugged him that his mom liked me, though not in a carnal way.  If that were going on, he’d be at my throat long enough for my sword to pierce his heart. 


    Driven by his vampire nature to be pushy, Adrian interrupted.  “We’ll be out in force during the night, but by daylight, we have to rely on human servants.”


    Living blood bags, you mean.


    Adrian glared at me as if he’d heard my thought.  He said, “They aren’t up to handling threats of this nature and will require support.”


    The Old Man said, “We’ll be sending teams out to cover the most likely targets, nailing down your area for you.  At night, you’ll be on your own.”


    Adrian nodded acceptance and gratitude as if he were the one doing the favor.


    Old man said, “The magic-users will have their territories protected by us twenty-four-seven so they can concentrate on after-battle clean-up.  We don’t want to defeat an invasion only to lose the protection of anonymity among humans.”


    Several of the Council members nodded agreement.


    Kaden stepped up on the Old Man’s other side, inserting himself into the discussion. 


    “Master, with grave respect, our clan is troubled, but not sorely pressed by these attacks.  No important demon targets have been hit.  We should let these others fend for themselves—unless they want to pay for our help…”


    The lords looked at Kaden like something they’d scraped off a shoe.   If he hadn’t been a hologram, I think Adrian would have launched himself at the First Sword’s throat.  I didn’t like Kaden’s arrogant tone myself. 


    Old Man opened his mouth to speak, but I beat him to it.  “L.A. is my territory.  I just haven’t formally accepted everyone else’s surrender yet.”  That earned me blistering looks of outrage from the holo lords, and a one-finger salute from Adrian.  I continued on despite this, turning to face Kaden.  “An attack on my city is an attack on me.  And this is obviously a total invasion.  If we let ourselves be cut into small pieces—clan by clan—nothing will be left for any of us.”


    “Exactly.”  Old Man frowned at Kaden.  “Besides, there are contracts signed decades ago allowing L.A to exist as an open city to all the major supernaturals.  We wanted this city to be one of the world-hubs where the business of our kind could be handled without interference from the European, African, or even the Asian courts.  Part of that early pact requires a threat against the city to be treated as a threat against all clans.  Now that I’ve explained something I shouldn’t have had to, can we get back to matters at hand?”


    I did little to smother a chuckle of delight at the dressing down.


    His face reddening with embarrassment, Kaden dropped his head and stepped back. 


    The Old Man shifted toward the council and gave them a formal bow.  “That should take care of matters for now, unless there is something else?”


    Several lords returned the bow.  A few others nodded.  Adrian just cut his connection rudely.  The other lords vanished in a wink.  


    The Old Man shifted focus to the Consignor, “Dimitris, liaison with the Public Door Company.  Shut down all portals, public and private.  We don’t need our enemies using our own magical transit system against us.” 


    It was a good thought.  I’d forgotten about them because I didn’t use the service.  The magic-users charged so much, only preternatural corporations or the very wealthy could afford them.  I had better uses for my money like keeping my bar well-stocked and buying quality weapons. 


    The Old Man shifted his cold stare to Kaden.  “First Sword, get the strike teams ready for instant deployment.  Make sure they know I don’t want trouble with allied clans.  I will take a breach of the peace as a personal insult.  The Council will tell their troops the same thing.”


    Old Man turned to me.  “Caine, go to your room for now.  I will let you know when I need you.”


    I almost snapped my neck when I looked up at Old Man.  “Are you out of your fucking mind, Old Man?”


    I recognized the back-of-the-head slap from a hand made of shadow.  My head rocked forward, then back.  This was Old man’s not-quite-gentle means of correcting disrespect. 


    I softened my tone before he whipped out a typhoon.  “That is to say, I’m the best weapon you have, and you want me to sit on my ass?”


    “Dullest weapon.  Just can’t take orders.” Kaden whispered, but we all heard him.


    I looked in his eyes and held his gaze.  My hand rested on the hilt of my demon sword.  “You know,” I said, “you can be replaced with a masturbating orangutan from the zoo.”


    Old Man’s eyes hazed with blue magic.  Tiny jags of lighting crawled over his face as the air dampened, gathering moisture from nowhere.  His voice took on a hard edge I hadn’t heard in years, since he’d trained me as a warrior.  “Everyone, you have your orders.”


    Kaden and Dimitris left. 


    I stalked after them.  Old Man followed me into the hall, away from prying eyes.  I spun to face him.  “What the shit, Old Man, are you finally going senile, or does talking lower your IQ this much?”


    A hand made of shadow—I knew what it was from having felt it many times—slapped the back of my head, doing nothing to improve my temper. 


    The Old Man sighed.  “Son, you were making me look bad in front of the Council.  They need to believe I’m firmly in control of my clan, or—when this is all over—we’ll have fresh unrest to deal with.  Besides, I’m grooming you for leadership.  I’ve got enough cannon fodder.  You need to stay here for now.  People need to see you commanding in my name, taking an interest in the big picture.”  Old Man settled a massive hand on my shoulder.  He gave me a friendly, crushing, squeeze.  “I have other reasons I can’t go into, so I need you to just trust me.”


    “You’re making me look bad, but I’ll go along with this.  Just don’t wait too long giving me back my balls.  I’m not so certain you can still take me anymore.”


    He smiled.  “The day you can finally kick my ass will be the proudest day of my life, but until you do, you owe me total obedience.”


    He was right.  I nodded and turned away. 


    Walking back to the Great Hall, I passed through to the anteroom, turned right, heading into the wing where my suite was.  Outside the hall door to my rooms, I found Zero-T.  He sat against the door, blocking my way.  His mask lay beside him in pieces.  Fallen among the shards were a couple of his teeth.  His face was lumpy and bloody.  His right arm looked broken as well.  Zero-T’s eyes were slightly open, but I didn’t think he was awake.  Most telling of all, the mother-of-pearl shark ring he usually wore was missing from his finger, which was badly mangled.


    That last told the story.  He’d been disowned by Kaden.


    I bent down, picked up the pieces of his mask, and left the teeth—none of them were gold.  I dragged him up and across my shoulder in a fireman’s carry, and faced the door.  The bronze face of a woman hung at eye-level.  She was the door, and also the guardian of the door.  Her metal lids lifted and the face studied me.  I felt a flicker of magic as the spell checked me out.  The eyes closed, and the door opened itself. 


    Inside lay a small square lined with terracotta tiles where shoes could be removed and stored with coats, hats, and umbrellas.  Shelving was provided under the benches.  I went in, letting the door shut and lock itself behind me. 


    I seldom used this place so its décor reflected the taste of whoever the Old Man had brought in to furnish the mansion.  Deeper in the suite, a living room area with hardwood floors opened up.  An island of loveseats and couches filled the center space making a U shape facing a massive bay window made of steel and glass.  That view was partly blocked by a plasma TV that hung from the ceiling on metal bars.  In the middle of the island, a glass and chrome coffee table was loaded down with assorted objects of d’art.  I could tell at a glance there wasn’t a decent antique amid the clutter.


    Left of the living room, doors opened onto an office and a spare bedroom.  That last was where I’d told Osamu to put his things.  My things ought to be waiting through the right-hand door that led to the master bedroom and bath.  My room would have French doors and a marble balcony looking out back.  On the right was also a combination kitchenette and bar.


    I dropped Zero-T on one of the white leather couches.  He’d probably bleed on it, but housekeeping was good.  After all, this was a demon household.  Injuries were common. 


    “Osamu!” I yelled toward the spare bedroom.


    A moment later, the door opened.  He appeared as usual in black suit and tie.  He bowed just inside the living room.  “Caine-sama?”  His gaze flickered over to Zero-T sprawled on the sofa.  “Ah, you’ve brought a guest.”


    “Yeah, see if you can get him conscious again.  Oh, and I need you to cut away the clothing from that broken arm so we can work on it.”


    Osamu closed his door behind him and, without hurry, approached the couch.  He bent over the demon, checked his pulse, and pulled back for a moment’s contemplation.  I dropped onto the opposite loveseat and watched Osamu go to the kitchen.  He rummaged under the sink and returned with bottled cleaning compound, and a butcher’s knife. 


    “That bottle’s got ammonia in it?” I asked.


    “I thought you might like a drink.”


    “You think I’m that crazy?”  He opened his mouth to answer.  I stopped him.  “Never mind.  Just keep doing what you’re doing.” The cleaner wouldn’t have that much ammonia in it, but most demons were sensitive to low levels.  The smell would wake him in a hurry.  I was surprised that Osamu knew that. 


    Well, he’s probably dealt with demons—yokai—back in Japan.


    He bent over Zero-T with the opened bottle and waved it under his nose. 


    Zero-T woke up, gasping, sneezing, and shaking his head as he flailed.  “Cleopatra’s flaming asp!  What the hell?”


    Osamu strolled back to the kitchenette to return the bottle.  “Now I’ll take a drink,” I told him. 


    Zero-T wiped tears from his eyes and suddenly grabbed his jaw.  He jammed some fingers inside his mouth and felt around a moment.  His fingers came out bloody.  “Damn, I’ve lost some teeth.” 


    “Put yourself together,” I said, “you look like a used tampon.”


    He struggled up, his feet hit the floor, and swung his arm.  “Broken?  Yep.  Sure is.  Good thing I shut down my pain receptors when the beating began.  Hey, did you have to cut off the sleeve?  I don’t have much of a wardrobe as it is.”


    “Just be glad I didn’t leave you in the hall.”


    Osamu rejoined us, offering me a rum and coke. 


    I took the glass and used it to gesture to the demon.  “Osamu, see if you can do something about that arm of his before the nerves come back on-line.”


    “I will need to gather first aid material, and find some splints,” Osamu said.


    That wouldn’t work.  I needed Zero-T functional a lot faster.  “Check the kit in the master bath.  I think there’s an Atlantean healing crystal in there that the Old Man gave me on my tenth birthday when I came home from my first strip club with bullet and stab wounds.”


    Such a sweet memory.


    “At once.”  Osamu hurried off. 


    I caught Zero-T’s gaze.  “Want to tell me the details?”


    “I got beat up … by Kaden.  Apparently, he not only sent me to watch you, but had someone watching me.  Guy’s paranoid as hell-on-crack.”


    “So he knew you’d switched allegiance.”


    Zero-T glared at me.  “I didn’t switch anything.  My allegiance has always been to Lauphram and what best serves the clan.  I just had a change of heart about which of you better served that ideal.”


    “So Kaden kicked your ass and took your ring as an object lesson to his followers.”


    “That’s pretty much it.  I’m surprised he didn’t tear my finger off getting the ring.”


    Osamu returned with the first aid kit, setting it on the coffee table.  He took out the aqua-blue crystal I’d sent him for. 


    I held out my palm.  “I’ll take it from here.  You can go back to whatever you were doing.”


    “Yes, Caine-sama.”  He bowed and left, as usual, totally unruffled by what he saw in my service.


    Holding the crystal sliver, I went over to Zero-T, smiling down on him with sadistic glee.  “Okay, this is going to really hurt.”


     

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    ELEVEN


    


    “Women are wonderful!


    Everybody should have a few.”


    


    —Caine Deathwalker


    


    


    I guess the switch on his neural receptors had gone from “no pain” to “pain” because Zero-T screamed like a little girl when I jammed the crystal shard into his arm, right above the break, sliding it under a layer of royal-blue scales. His robin-egg eyes rolled back in his head, nearly hiding the cross-shaped pupils. A shudder passed through him, then he was staring daggers at me.


    “Are you fuckin’ mental?” he yelled.


    “Oh, shut your vagina and take it like a demon.”


    I pushed the crystal all the way in and straightened out his arm, holding it a few seconds as I felt it settle in place. Jagged edges of bone fused as the crystal started doing its work.


    “Tell me you’re not just having fun,” Zero-T said.


    “The crystal will be pushed out of your arm when it fully heals you. That should only take an hour.”


    Zero-T fell quiet as I returned to my drink, guzzling it down swiftly. He watched me the whole time. I lifted an eyebrow at him. “What?” I said.


    “This isn’t going to play well for you. You should have left me outside your door. I would have come to, and eventually crawled off to lick my wounds.”


    “Why? You think I can’t handle Kaden? Or are you afraid he’ll run you out of the clan entirely if you start hanging with me?”


    “Banging bandersnatches, he just might.”


    “You’re not the sharpest knife in Caesar’s back, are you? It’s an old rule in our clan, what one demon discards, any other can claim. You’re now under the shadow of House Security and Intelligence. A threat against you is a threat against the clan. If he touches you again, I can call for him to stand judgment for treason. A lot of people around here have forgotten that I can do that on my own authority.”


    “Wait, that rule about claiming what’s discarded—that’s for weapons and loot.”


    “You’re a demon; what better weapon is there? Well, besides everything else in my armory. Still, I’d use you before trusting my life to a rusty butter knife.”


    “I’m underwhelmed.”


    “Just sit there, shut up, and heal. I have some things I need to do.”


    I went to the kitchenette where I knew there was a junk drawer. Inside, I found a few more crystals and some red chalk, purchased at a magic shop in Talon City, left here for emergencies. I used little demon magic apart from my Demon Wings tattoo, but the summoning circle was an exception. Some might think it witchcraft, but the witches just pirated the copyright from demons.


    No respect for intellectual property.


    I carried everything into the master bedroom, leaving the door open behind me. I drew a spell circle between the king-sized bed and the computer station. Inside the circle, touching it at six points, I drew a hexagon. A crystal went at each point, leaving one in hand, this one a flat knife. I poked a finger with the knife point, letting a single bead of blood fall inside the pattern.


    “What are you doing?” Zero-T asked from the door.


    “Getting some help.”


    “Psychiatrists make house calls?”


    “You know, I don’t think Kaden beat you enough.”


    I grabbed my phone and called Izumi.


    She didn’t take long to answer. “Caine, you bastard, you owe me a booty-call.”


    “I need you, baby, can you bring your sweet ass right over?”


    “Next door?” Izumi sounded happy at the invitation, as expected, as planned.


    “No, the clan house near Avalon City, my personal suite. You should pack a few things. I’ll want you to stay a while.”


    “I’ve never been there. Portalling over will be hard.”


    “I just finished a spell circle using my blood, so the barrier here shouldn’t be a problem. You ought to be able to home in on me pretty easily.”


    “Ah, found you. Be there in a second.”


    I put away my phone.


    “Got a lady coming over?” Zero-T said. “Does she have a cute girlfriend?”


    A shimmer of icy light danced in the center of the circle about five feet off the dove-gray carpet. Snow swirled out of the light, big fluffy flakes drifting languidly. The carpet under the light turned white with frost. After a few seconds, the light stretched down, becoming a female silhouette. The light died and Izumi stood in the center of the pattern. The snow fell out of the air, melting to nothing.


    Izumi wore tight, ice-blue jeans and a form-fitting, long-sleeve shirt in bone-white. Her hair was piled high, a dark mass held by jeweled pins. Her face looked Asian—at first—until the House magic reached in and suppressed her fey glamour. Slanted eyes went round and western, black irises going ice-blue. She glanced at herself in my full-length mirror, noticing the changes as her dark hair went snow-white.


    “Beautiful either way,” I said.


    She walked out of the circle, into my arms. With her low body temperature, kissing her was like kissing a vamp or a corpse that was still fresh. Izumi pressed her breasts against me, snuggling in. I let my hands roam freely.


    Izumi pulled her lips from mine and murmured in my ear. “Who’s the demon in the doorway, and what happened to my glamour?”


    “Yeah, clan reunion, House magic cancels out spells hiding anything. Mind control is neutralized, along with most teleporting skills. Unluckily, female demons still get their periods.”


    Izumi put on a stern expression, glaring at me like sun on ice. “You know what I want. We don’t need an audience for that.”


    “Zero-T, get out and close the door. I’ll introduce you later.”


    “Much later,” Izumi said.


    Zero-T grinned. Backing out, he shut the door.


    


    It was the next day. Hours had passed. Some of them, we’d even used for sleeping. The bed had iced over a few times. The headboard was cracked. Moisture slicked the ceiling, walls, and French doors, thawed ice from my use of Dragon Fire. I’d scorched the sheets—literally—wearing flame as armor to keep Izumi’s passion from turning me into a sexsicle. Exhausted from my recent efforts, she sprawled on the bed, white breath clouding the air, tits heaving. Her eyelids still fluttered from the last series of orgasms. I had deep scratches across my back. My lungs were seared from breathing sub-zero air. A full human would have died from exertion, heart exploding in his chest.


    Matters of grave urgency were going to be pressing in soon. Ready or not, it was time for pillow talk. “Izumi, I need a big favor.”


    Her eyelids stilled. Her breathing quieted a little. Fey were tough too and she said, “No anal!!”


    “Not that, I need you to take my place for a while.”


    “My glamour doesn’t work here.”


    “I can fix that. I think. It will just take a while.”


    “I’m not sure how convincing I can be.”


    I rolled on my side and stared at the white globes of her breasts and their little blue nipples.


    One nipple had a bite mark around it. “Good acting isn’t required. Just be an alcoholic sociopath ready to hump anything with a pulse, and you’ll be fine.”


    “Basically, a total ass.”


    “Yeah, no one will know the difference.”


    “What are you going to be doing while I’m playing you?” Izumi asked.


    “The Old Man wants to sideline me, but whoever these invaders are, they’re after him. The top threat is an Atlantean connection, and it is personal with them. I need to get out there in the streets and run amok. This is too important to leave to Kaden.”


    “When Lauphram finds out, he’ll broil you with lightning and thunderclap you into next week. I wouldn’t want to be you then.”


    “My problem. I’ll handle him when the time comes.”


    She sat up and grabbed her knees. “So how are you going to get around the House magic?”


    Before I could answer, Zero-T was pounding on the bedroom door. “Hey, Caine, a messenger’s here.”


    “Be there in a minute,” I called. I rolled off the bed and hunted up my scattered clothing. Everything was cold and damp. I dressed and activated my Dragon Flame tattoo—on a low setting—to dry what I’d put on. As my body steamed, I looked over at Izumi. “We’ll have to pick this up later. Don’t go anywhere.” I headed for the door.


    “Bring me back some ice cream. Something chocolate and cherry.”


    “I’ll see what I can do.”


    I went through the door to the living room. Zero-T fell back as I emerged. He stopped, bumping the flat back of a loveseat. I turned from him, angling toward the hallway door. As he followed, I spoke over my shoulder. “Can you make me some of those living masks: a copy of my face, and something like the face of that storm fey I killed, but masculine?”


    “Sure, once I get outside the house where my earth magic will work. Why do you need them?”


    “If I tell you, you’ll be an accomplice, instead of a misguided dupe. How deep in my plotting do you want to get?”


    “I’m wearing your ring—or I will when you give me one—so I’ll back your play, but you know I can’t choose you over Lauphram.”


    “Misguided dupe it is.”


    “I’ll have the masks ready for you as soon as possible.”


    “Thanks.” I opened the door, “What?”


    A river demon stood there, hands clasped in front of her, her head bowed, gaze cast to the floor. Her shoulders and belly were exposed by her minimal dress. Her blue-green scales were kept damp on land by natural secretions. Her hair looked like dried kelp. There were slashes in her neck, gills that would only open underwater. Her whispery, fluty voice slipped past pointy shark teeth. “Master Lauphram summons you and Zero-T to the Chamber of War.”


    “We’re on our way.”


    The water demon bowed and scurried away. I smelled fear, but didn’t think it was because I scared her. Word must have gone out that those who got too close to me might get the same treatment as Zero-T. The First Sword was trying to strip away any support available to me.


    I’ve really got to do something about that guy soon.


    With Zero-T on my heels, I retraced my way to the Great Hall. It was filling up as returning demons met those about to go out, briefing their relief on the target sites to be watched. I thought changing the guard here was rather stupid. It left a gap. The enemy could strike multiple sites without interference. The First Sword’s reluctance to deploy troops and weaken the clan house was showing.


    Zero-T and I passed through the Great Hall, and entered the War Room. This time, there were no guards to keep me out. The holographic Council of Lords was gone. Old Man, Kaden, and a few others faced the plasma screens, keeping in touch with events. I moved up behind them, Zero-T lagging, clearly trying to steer clear of Kaden.


    I addressed Lauphram, “What do you want, Old Man?”


    “Enemy activity at the old L.A. Cemetery. The ghouls are screaming for help. Take Zero-T and deal with it.”


    “I’m on it,” I said. “But it will cost you a gallon of Cherry Moose Track Ice Cream.”


    He turned with a smile. “Oh, Izumi’s here?”


    Kaden glared at me. “You’ve brought one of your whores inside our defenses? How stupid can you be?”


    “Not stupid enough to rip off our own people by overcharging on their dues. Fifty-percent? Really?”


    Old Man’s face clouded with anger. His eyes shimmered with a soft portent of lightning as he swung toward Kaden. “My confidence in you is slipping. Perhaps I’ve elevated you to too high a station.”


    Kaden stammered, “N-no, my Lord, that is to say—”


    The Old Man interrupted him. “Izumi is also a personal friend of mine. I take exception to the word ‘whore.’”


    Kaden paled. “I meant no disrespect, my Lord.”


    “Yes, you did. You just didn’t realize the spray of your venom would reach me as well as my son. Caine is my heir. Get over it. If that doesn’t sit well with you, I have some advice: challenge me for the leadership of the clan—and pray I kill you quickly.” The Old Man turned back to the screens.


    Kaden glared at me, choking on his rage, but his voice was smooth silk as he answered


    Lauphram. “Yes, my Lord.”


    


    


    

  


  
     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


    TWELVE


     


    “It’s better to give than to receive; 


    that’s why I carry so much ammo.”


     


                                          —Caine Deathwalker


     


     


    I love old cemeteries.  L.A. has quite a few.  The Angelus-Rosemont Cemetery was nice, designed for the living as much as the dead.  There were civic and Hollywood figures, as well as Civil War soldiers buried here.  Two pyramid crypts were a popular attraction.  Shrubs and trees made a garden of the place.  The scent of cut grass lingered in the air, and a wide variety of flowers added their own perfume.   At night, ghosts will come out and talk to you, or simply stare from a distance, envious of your life.  Once, I’d even played fetch with a black ghost hound.  I hadn’t asked him where he’d dug up the leg bone.  Too bad I was here on business. 


    Strolling past the double row of palm trees, I reached a perfectly circular traffic ring.  Within this circle, there was a second road, a smaller perfect circle.  Those who’d built the roads probably never knew the reservoir effect of such a pattern in a cemetery.  This northern section of the cemetery had occult energies to burn.  I figured that was why the area had been targeted.  Someone wanted to seal off that power, capping the well. 


    I was still waiting on a report from Zero-T with the details of the attack.  He’d wandered off, but I had a clue where he might be: somewhere ahead, magic was throwing out a tingly vibe.  I let the sensation guide me.  The tombstones and memorials I passed grew larger and more elaborate.  There were carved angels with inflexible robes and frozen wings, nice to look at.  Sometimes, it seemed like their eyes followed me.  The graves were uncluttered.  I thought humans had lost something important when they stopped decorating the dead.  The look of the area changed as I came to a small cluster of obelisks.  Scary.  Humans make those things with no idea how powerful that shape can be.


    The nearness of active magic in the air made me stop by a modest crypt.  To the left lay a patch of grass with one large, flat tombstone in the center.  I knew this place, a ghoul rendezvous point.  Occasionally, it happens that I become encumbered with bodies I don’t want traced back to me.   The ghouls are always happy to have lunch delivered, the gamier the better.  They come up from their subterranean warrens and take corpses away, never again to see the light of day.  We all feed on death, the ghouls just do it a bit more directly.


    Zero-T came out from the behind the crypt.  The main cemetery building squatted off in the near distance behind him, making him a moving shadow edged with light.  He stopped a few feet away.  “Ready?”


    “For what exactly?” I asked.


    He grinned. “Urine-fest. Arcane Janitorial Services are doing a sacrifice over by that pyramid-looking crypt to get the cemetery back in order.  I’ve been helping with the desecration.  Invading bastards actually dragged some priests in here and made them consecrate the property, cutting the ghouls off from their food supply.  That’s why they’ve been bitchin’ up a storm.”


    “If I’d known all that, I’d have filled up on beer.”


    We tramp toward the center of the cemetery where the witches and wizards chanted. Zero-T stopped every couple of graves to whip out his trouser snake and piss freely.  I helped out a time or two then stopped.  Being a demon, his piss was better for defilement than mine and his bladder could generate it on demand.  On the last grave, he wrote his name.


    We finished up in sight of the magic users, the same group that had cleaned up outside


    Gloria’s place.  I recognized their leader, Josie.  She wore out-on-a-job black pants and a semi-loose blouse, short jacket, and a wizard’s pointed hat adorned with silver stars.  She carried a peeled willow wand, directing the others. 


    I felt a stirring of curiosity from the dark clouds of my soul.  A slithering sound, coils brushing, hung in the back of my mind as my dragon side roused enough to become a meddling bastard.  It felt like cold steel punching through my body, ripping a lung, and punching out my chest as my Dragon Sight and Dragon Vision tattoos kicked in.


    I growled at my other self.  Leave my tats alone.


    But I want to see what’s going on.


    See, we did.  Cords of magic appeared like lines of magnetic force.  Color-coded energies fogged the clean-up crew, reflecting their orientations of magic.  Most were soft pastels, but one had trafficked with old-school demons.  The new girl wore a tattered haze: the dark brown of old, dried blood turning black and cracking edges. There was a duffle bag behind her, big enough for a man if her were scrunched in tight. As I watched, something inside the bag struggled against the fabric, moaning softly.  There was a weak aura around the bag, a sour, pissy color.


    What the hell is in there? 


    “Zero-T, let’s go closer.” I grabbed him by the back of his coat and pulled.


    He hoped a step and dug in his heels.  “Wait, let me zip up, damn it.  I’m getting it all over my pants.”  Zzzzzzziit.  “That’s better.”


    The team saw us coming, but stayed focused.  A lapse of attention using magic can shatter an entire spell, and one built by a group has enough stored energy to make crispy-critters out of a lot of people.  Zero-T and I stayed out of their way, keeping silent.  Five of them formed a circle.  Counting the two surrounding roads, that made three rings in all.   The new black witch in the center scattered pungent herbs.  The wind caught some of it, irritating my nose.  I fought off the urge to sneeze.  At the black witch’s feet was a cage with a pair of black-feathered chickens inside.


    I felt my inner dragon eyeing the chickens.  He said, I want those.


    I shook my head; No, they’re for sacrifice.


    Hungry.


    I knew that.  I was hungry too.  We’ll stop on the way back and get you some chicken nuggets.


    What’s a chicken nugget?


    God only knows.


    The energies raised by the circled group flowed into an angel monument as they anchored the spell.  Josie’s team relaxed, shoulders slumping, hands falling lax at their sides.  Their part done, they abandoned the ring, putting distance between them and the black witch.  She still had work to do.  Josie came over.  I nodded toward the black witch.  “Who’s that and who is she sacrificing to?”


    Josie said, “Thank you for coming, Caine.  With all the attacks, I’m glad to have a pair of blood-thirsty demons at my side.”


    Zero-T grinned at the compliment.


    I didn’t, nor did I correct her mistaken impression on what I was.  It was natural for people to think the heir of a demon clan was also a demon.  If she ever turned on me, and tried a summoning circle to contain me, well, let’s just say she’d have a surprise coming.  Thinking of that, I did smile.


    Josie turned so she too could watch the black witch work.  She looked to be in her late twenties, but with a witch, who the hell knows?  She could have been three hundred, and have a dick.


    Josie said, “That’s Sunny—ironic, right?  She’s sacrificing to Darwin the God of Evolution.”


    “Makes as much sense as any other religion,” I said.


    Sunny wore a ceremonial dagger—silver with garnets like blood tears on the handle—in the black sash that cinched her sunflower-yellow robe.  The robe didn’t quite cover the blue-jean pants legs that poked out of the bottom.  She took off her pointy hat and set it aside.  It was jet black with a red fish design on it.  The fish had feet.  Sunny shook out her blonde hair, and looked out to see what was going on in the area. 


    Her big, blue eyes caught on me, widening.  She mouthed the words: “Oh, shit.”  Her pale skin paled even more.   Reflexively, her hand slid over to touch the dagger.


    “It’s okay, Sunny. Caine’s here to protect us in the unlikely event the enemy doubles back.”


    “I’ll protect you, too,” Zero-T called out.  “Feel free to run into my arms at any time.”


    I looked at him.  “Dude, really?  You want to date a black witch?”


    Her face reddened at the comment.  Hastily, she knelt by the caged chickens, fumbling with the latch.


    Josie said, “Caine, she’s not as bad as most black witches.  If her family hadn’t raised her in their version of the magic arts, she’d probably have opened a bakery.”


    Yeah, I could see her in an apron, holding a tray of pumpkin-shaped Halloween cookies with sugar sprinkles.  Of course, I’d make her choke down one of her own cookies before I’d try one.  She was all too adept at extracting that rather clueless chicken, holding it by the neck, and locking the cage back up so the other bird didn’t escape.  She stood, drawing the knife with her free hand.


    All embarrassment was gone.  Her face had been wiped clean of emotions, as if another personality had taken over.  She lifted her face to the sky, murmuring words that sounded like they should hurt her throat. Black witches use the life and blood of victims to pay for their magic.  White witches use their own lifeforce, or that of another freely given.  The end result is that black magic tends to be stronger.  It’s why so many white witches go over to the darkside.


    My heightened smell finally pierced the cloying herbs Sunny used, dragging my attention away.  The dragon in me stirred as we smelled a person we both claimed as ours.  I moved without hesitation, pulling away from the group.  Having an extra piece on the board is not always a good thing when planning a protection detail.


    “Where are you going?” Zero-T asked.


    “You handle this,” I said.  “I’ve got to check something out.”


    I crossed a long swath of graves to a small crypt that, despite its age, looked well kept.  On general principle, I pulled a gun since the ones I now smelled clearly were not supposed to be here, in this city, or on this world.  The door to the crypt was open.  A small figure moved within its shadows.  I was attacked in a furious rush as a small body leaped and pounced on me, thin white arms wrapping around my neck, choking me like a doomed chicken.


    A shrill voice screamed, “Onii-san!”


    I managed not to fire my gun accidentally, coughing out a question.  “Julia, what the fuck are you doing here?”


    Red came out behind her at a more sedate pace.  He glared at me.  “Watch the language.  There’s a child present—besides you.”


    I held a finger up behind Julia’s back where she couldn’t see it, the middle finger of course, shifting to nonverbal communication. 


    Red laughed, stopping a few feet away.


    I eased Julia to the ground, put my gun away, and patted her head.  In one hand, she clutched the stuffed green dragon I’d given her last summer, hugging it to her ribs.  As I looked her over, my vision returned to normal—for me—my Dragon Sight lapsing.  I was no longer seeing magical tags and colors.  Instead, my eyes were seared by Julia’s outfit.  She wore a pink and purple leopard print tee shirt with a skull-and-crossbones on it except the skull had been replaced with the head of a white cat wearing sunglasses.  Her denim jeans were a cyan blue, her socks an icy pink, and she wore neon-lime sneakers with watermelon-pink laces.


    I decided not to razz Red about her clothes; chances were she’d dressed herself and would take any criticism personally.


    He captured my attention by pointing at the crypt wall, at a simple copper plaque with dragon-scale edges.  The name on the plaque was Eleanor Redcliff.  I didn’t need the hint to know what Julia was doing here.  Red had said they’d be closing up shop and making a trip here so Julia could visit her dead mother.  I hadn’t known they’d be coming to this particular graveyard.  That might not be good; being close to me, she might draw enemy attention.


    Julia looked up at me with half a smile, with signs of recent tears on her face.  This had to be hard on her, but it was good she was learning early that life’s a bitch and never fair.  Illusions can get in the way of survival.  I’d murdered mine decades ago. 


    Julia took a bucket from Red-Fang and went to the plaque.  She began to clean it with a fresh rag as Red stepped closer, lowing his voice, as if Julia didn’t have the same heightened hearing from her dragon blood that we did.  “This is my immediate family’s crypt.  No one needs to know that I’ve interred a human here.  Others—higher in my family line—might not understand.  They’ve been led to believe that I’ve upgraded, buying better accommodations elsewhere.  I may be head of my clan, but I still have to deal with the elders.”


    I glared at Red.  “Yeah, it’s such an awful thing to be part human.  So embarrassing.  Oh, the shame.  Why take the chance?”


    Red answered me as if I were serious.  “Julia is family.  We did this for her.”


    Julia finished and came back to us.  She set the bucket at Red’s feet and looked up at him.  She said, “When I die, I’ll be here with Momma?”


    Red hugged her.  “Yes, love.”


    She turned her face to me.  “You’ll be here, too, with me?”


    I shrugged.  “Unless Izumi has me stuffed and mounted so she can admire me always.”


    Julia turned her gaze back to Red.  “You won’t be here, with us?”


    His face reddened so that he lived up to his name.  He struggled to force his voice out.  “I-I’ll try.”  We all knew he was lying.  His clan would decide, and they were a hide-bound lot.


    I needed to get back.  “Listen, Red, keep a sharp eye out.  There’s been trouble here.”  I thought of the black witch.  “And there’s still things going on that could be dangerous.  Finish up here, and go home by the most direct route.  Understand?”


    “Really, Caine, I can sneeze fire and kill everyone in this cemetery.  I’m a freakin’ red dragon.”


    “Yeah, but Julia can’t even light a match yet.”


    She yelled at me, “Hey, I’m working on it.”


    “Work on it at home,” I said. 


    Red held up a hand.  “Hey, I’ve got that scroll you left with me and a translation—”


    “No time now.  Can you drop it off at the clan house before you head home?”


    “Sure.  Not too much out of the way.  But you should know the scrolls a death spell, probably what Lauphram once used to sink Atlantis.”


    “Fuck me blind!  Make sure you don’t lose that thing.”  The news had hit me like a punch to the gut, but I was on the job.


    Priorities. 


    I left them, moving back toward Josie and Zero-T.  As I reached the killing ground, I saw that the chickens had both been used.  Their blood was an iron tang in the air.  Sunny opened the duffle bag and pulled out a man in his mid-twenties. His tattoos and old wounds easily gave away his gang member status; a Crip by his colors.  His eyes were half-open and glazed.


    Drugged. 


    Josie and her team were loitering well away, as if this had nothing to do with them, though they were getting good money for this job.  Sunny had the man kneel in front of her.  Using her bloodstained knife, she cut runes into the air over his head. Drops of blood fell onto his forehead, as if her were being baptized.  Sunny paused her chanting and readjusted her grip on the knife, looking into the man’s deer-in-the-headlights eyes. 


    A long time crept by.  She seemed stuck.  I wondered if she’d ever taken an actual human life before.  From the sickness spreading out on her face, I decided not.


    I took a step forward.


    It’s easy to kill in battle...


    Then another.


    In self-defense…


    Sunny noticed me coming, but did nothing.


    For a good reason.  Like money, or….


    Josie gave me room and handed me the blade.


    To protect someone.  A city…


    I grabbed the blade, and his long hair near the collar.  The nearness of Death widened his eyes, clearing his mind just a little.  He gulped air, the artery in his throat fluttering in panic.


    You just have to be a pragmatic bastard.


    I sliced straight across his throat.  The nicest sound gurgled out. 


    I scowled at Sunny.  “Finish the damn incantation or you’re next.”


    The words tripped off her tongue.  As she ended.  I stabbed the man’s heart, I twisted the blade, and opened up the hole so the blood could spurt out properly.  I let go of the man’s hair.  He fell and gave his blood to the grass.


    Frozen in place, Sunny stared at me like I was Medusa. 


    I grinned at her.  “It gets easier with practice.”  I held the knife out hilt-first.


    Sunny snatched it with a trembling hand.   Her eyes called me a monster.  It shouldn’t have mattered.  She was halfway there herself, but something unnecessary in my human side hated that look. I savagely suppressed that wisp of conscious, and listened to the rhythmic beating of massive wings, getting closer, louder. 


    I drew both PPK’s, thumbing off the safeties.


    Hauling his head out of his ass, Zero-T got the message:  In coming!  His Magnum came out of his coat.  He held the gun near his shoulder, its butt in both hands and muzzle pointed at the sky. At the same time, the ground vibrated under our feet.


    Josie and her team scramble for cover behind headstones and monuments.


    Sunny stood there without a clue.


    I smiled.


    A shudder went through her.


    “Run,” I said.


    She did.


     


     

  


  
     


     


     


     


     


     


    THIRTEEN


     


    “Being dead’s overrated; I try to avoid it.”


     


                                          —Caine Deathwalker


     


     


    Zero-T crouched, weapon ready, his power shaking the earth as if the dead were turning over at high speed.  Lumps of rocks ripped up through dirt and grass, leaving gopher holes behind.  The stones floated in a loose circle around Zero-T, ready to be launched. 


    Piercing screams drilled down through the air, almost enough to make my ears bleed.  I pointed my PPKs up at the crash-diving harpies.  I pulled the trigger, rode the recoil to another target, and shot again, and again.  Losing voice, three of the bird-hags jerked with fresh holes in their head.  I had to dance nimbly aside to avoid one of the bodies dropping on top of me.  The other two smacked the ground, one of them breaking a marker in half.


    I saw green flashes of magic near Zero-T as he sent floating rocks careening into the sky, bouncing from harpy to harpy.  They stalled, back-winging from the rocks, ducking repeatedly as the rocks gave chase. 


    That bought me time to look around and see how the magic-users were doing.  Josie was hustling her people out of the area, keeping them low, ducking behind whatever cover they could use.  It looked like most of them were going to get away, having decided that they weren’t paid enough for wet-work.  A chaos wizard in a blue and green paisley robe wasn’t so lucky.  Using his power had bent the laws of probability and now he was paying the price, having drawn the attention of two harpies who were fighting over the pieces.  


    I took aim and shot the beak off one harpy. She spun away, crumpling, flapping weakly toward the earth.  A second shot silenced her gurgles.   The second harpy leaped into the air.  I was about to wing her when Zero-T’s Magnum thundered.  The near side of her head acquired a neat hole. The far side exploded into fragments.  She fell out of the air. 


    The rest of the harpies kept their distance, circling high, throwing random movements into their glide paths.  A quick glance assured me the hags weren’t moving off toward Red and Julia. 


    I fired, keeping a running count of my shots.  When the last rounds were used, I holstered one weapon, ejected the spent magazine of the other, and tucked it in a back pocket.  Another pocket provided fresh ammo.  Still undercover of Zero-T’s whirling rocks, I repeated the process with the second gun. 


    Zero-T went down on one knee and put a palm to the ground.


    “What are you doing?” I asked.


    “Vibrations like big fucking steps.  And…”


    “And…?”


    “The earth tells me we’ve got more trouble on the way.”


    With guns reloaded, I scanned the area.  The big steps explained themselves as I saw Red in full dragon form, a great mass of crimson coils, wings snapping out as he roared, a scream of defiance followed by gouts of flame.   Red wasn’t content with spewing fire into the air.  His dragon magic added a glow, edging the flames.  They reformed into whips, snapping, crackling, splitting harpies in half. 


    More rocks burst out of the ground as Zero-T added to the defensive barrage whirling above us.  While the stones kept the last of the harpies off us, he rapid-fired off to the side where the naga had appeared.  These were half-and-half, human from the waist up, snake below.  One of the fire-whips skimmed low and coiled around a naga.  The whip extinguished itself while slicing the naga male into a bloody disks. 


    Red was pissing me off.  I didn’t need the help.  I’d told him to get Julia out of here, but apparently, he couldn’t resist a good fight.  I only hoped the kid was safely stashed in a crypt, and would stay put until this was over.


    I put my PPK’s away, saving my last clips for a possible emergency on the way back to the island.  It was time for a “nuclear” option, so to speak.  I warmed up my Dragon Flame tattoo with a trickle of raw magic diverted from my lifeforce.  I started glowing as flames raced up my arms, sprouting from my torso, dancing along my legs.  I paid for this magic with the feeling that some Aztec priest was knifing open my chest, wrapping grubby fingers around my still-beating heart.  The sensation ghosted away.


    Zero-T paused to reload, his stare taking in my human-torch look.  “Holy crap!  I can feel the heat from here.  What kind of fire is that?”


    “The flames of my vengeance.” 


    The Harpies had retreated, only to return with naga in their clutches.  The hags bombed us with snake men, but the naga hit Zero-T’s asteroid field and were carried aside.  Battered and bruised, the snakes eventually wiggled through, plopping to the grass under the floating rocks. 


    I yelled at Zero-T, “Get to cover!  I’m cutting loose.” 


    A geyser of flame peeled off me, whooshing over to engulf one naga.  He screamed, blackening and crumbling as I swept the fire over to the naga, then the next.  And still more of them came on, rippling across the grass, winding around headstones and monuments.   Seeing what had happened to their buddies, the new naga didn’t close in.  They hung back, using cover, raising modern weapons.


    “They’re using guns now?” Zero-T said.


    He was answered with a hail of bullets from AR-15s.  He ducked behind a stone angel.  The rocks in the air streaked off into the naga, punching through headstones, arcing over crypts to reach those in hiding.  Another marble angel was shattered, and the female naga behind it was bludgeoned heavily.  The stones broke bones, crushed organs, and lobbed themselves skyward. 


    Falling, they continued the attack until she was just a bloody smear.


    I fanned a hand and formed a shield of dragon flame.  The roiling fire swallowed incoming gunshots, melting the slugs, steaming the liquid away just as fast.  Nothing got through to challenge my Kevlar vest.  The overhead protection was gone, but Red’s fire-whips cleared the last of them away.   From the booming sounds, it seemed Red was now stomping the naga flat, so I didn’t worry about him. 


    I saw motion from the corner of my eye.  A bunch of naga were trying to flank us, circling around to our blind side. 


    I pooled flames in a cupped hand, while the other hand kept the fire shield up.  The entrenched naga—what was left of them—were trying to splatter brains, going for head shots.  I compressed the fire I held in my palm, piling on the pressure.  Like a bullet, I launched what I held.  I hit a startled naga in the face.  The whole head exploded.  The decapitated body fell backwards, twitching as death claimed it. 


    Zero-T used his earth magic to bring several angels to life, animating them so they fell on lurking naga with reckless abandon.  Stone fists, feet, and knife-edged wings made quick work of the circling naga, giving us a break in the action.


    My dragon flame dying out, I jumped aside, snatching out a gun, as one of the smaller monuments fell back on hinges, revealing a shaft leading down into the ghoul warrens.  One of them stood in the shaft on the rungs of a ladder.  He had on a matte black, hooded cowl to shadow his pasty white skin.  Round sunshades covered his eyes as he surveyed the battlefield.  Several other markers fell back.  More of them waited in the mouths of shafts, working up nerve to dare the sunlight.


    “Just us preternaturals,” I called.  “Come on out.”  With my guns, I took out several nagas without aiming.  The back of their heads exploded, splattering on others of their kind.  I wasn’t trying to, but I gave the ghouls the cover they needed to collect the bodies.


    The ghouls crept out, easing into daylight like it might burn them.  They scurried about, spines curved like old men and women.  Their fingers were long, flat, and broad—clearly designed for shoveling through dirt.  Like ants to a picnic, they swarmed the freshly dead and made quick work of hauling them toward the shafts. 


    One ghoul paused near me as he passed.  He said, “Once these get nice and ripe, they’ll be damn tasty.” 


    I shrugged.  “Whatever.” 


    I stared across the graveyard to where I’d left Red and Julia.  She was still out of sight, but Red towered above the surrounding structures.  The harpies and naga were dead or fled, and Red was shedding mass in the process of returning to human form.  The red of his scales had gone pinkish and he’d bled off half his size, when something silvery whizzed in and exploded against his long neck.  He screamed.  Blown to the earth, trailing smoke, he flailed weakly, gouts of blood spurting from multiple wounds.


    The back of my mind analyzed what I’d seen, providing the most likely answer: FGM-148 Javelin, two-man fire-and-forget anti-tank missile.  Somewhere around here was a sonuvabitch with a fifty-pound, reusable launch tube.  As I ran, I kept an eye out for other silvery streaks riding on exhaust flames.  That no more missiles appeared wasn’t really surprising considering each javelin cost $78,000.  I knew that because I’d been trying to buy a few for myself on the black market.


    Whoever was behind this invasion had come with more than renegade mountain giants, nagas, and harpies.  Bringing an anti-tank weapon to a gun fight, they were not to be underestimated.  Which I’d done until now, but no more being a half-brained window-licker.


    I got half way to Red, when I heard Julia’s piercing scream.  Red was hurt, but he was a full-blood dragon and would heal rather quickly.  Julia shot straight to the top of my list of my priorities.  Ignoring Red’s screeches and rumbles, I veered for the crypt where she still should have been hiding.  I hurtled a headstone, weaved around a bigger monument, and kept moving, waiting for a target to offer itself. 


    Nagas slithered toward Red, as he lost definition, his bright red paling while he tried shifting back to human form.  Running, I pointed both guns to my left and shot as many naga as I could.  I stopped firing as a wall of rock went up around Red, giving him cover. 


    A monstrous shadow fell over me as something huge blocked the sun.  A friggin’ roc swooped down on me: big as a dragon, mostly black with red-feather trim, it had a curved, golden beak and talons that might have carried off an elephant.  I jumped clear, but lost control as the bird’s wind stream sent me rolling.  I stopped face up, emptying my PPK’s into the oversized eagle, as it climbed on wings so loud, I heard nothing else but thunder until it moved off. 


      Scrambling up, I raced on toward Julia, hoping I’d be in time.  If not…  Well, there was a terrible darkness inside me itching to slip its chain and go medieval on someone’s ass.  This just might be the day I went full dragon again.  Hearing the roc scream high above, I wished I had voluntary control of that change.  I’d give the roc some golden lightning to chew on.


    I reached the crypt and found its door ripped off the hinges—as well as the ugliest Mountain giant I’d ever seen.  This one was no runt.  Crouched over Julia, he showed me his hazel-colored ass, not a view I’d recommend.  The movement of Julia’s chest reassured me she wasn’t dead. She looked like she’d passed out and fallen to the grass.  Somehow, she still clutched her stuffed dragon.  His black-button eyes stared at me in reproach for letting this happen. 


    And lying next to her head was the white scroll with the Atlantean death spell on it.  The truth hit me like a brick between the eyes: that spell was what all this drama was about.  A spell of unspeakable power would always be an irresistible prize.  


    I need to get the mountain giant’s attention and draw him away from Julia and the scroll. 


    His stony hide would resist the regular rounds I was left with.  Better to go with dragon fire.  I warmed my Dragon Flame tattoo.  Again, the payment in pain slammed through me like a wrecking ball.  Though he hadn’t moved, I felt as if the mountain giant had slammed me between two massive paws.  The sensation faded, replaced by tongues of flame that licked my body, covering me in ember-colored light.  The grass I stood on flared up, incinerated almost instantly.


    I thrust out my arms and flung fire across the giant’s ass and back.  It took him a couple seconds to feel the heat through his stone skin, but he wheeled around to face me, protecting his eyes from my fire as he roared a challenge.  I backed away, taunting him.  “Hey, fugly, what are you doing here?  Shouldn’t you be raping a cactus, or sticking rocks up your ass?” 


    I went to throwing lesser amounts of fire, as if I were running out, backing up at high speed.  He followed, slow and relentless, but with a stride that still ate up the ground.  My dragon fire sloughed off him, but caused damage: bubbling, warping, and causing his skin to sag like creeping lava. 


    I backed toward a boxy marker.  It fell over, tripping me.  I slammed to ground under the hooded stare of a ghoul who’d surfaced to scrounge for vittles.  “My bad,” he said.


    Encouraged by this development, the twenty-foot mountain giant increased his pace, bearing down on me like an avalanche. 


    The ghoul saw the giant and ducked down the shaft.


    I threw out a wall of fire and rolled aside.   The giant’s foot came down where I’d just been.  The fallen monument exploded into flying fragments.  A hand-sized chunk creased my temple.  I felt stunned, off balance, my thoughts hovering just out of reach, a hit that hard would have killed a human.  I was glad to be alive, let alone awake.


    Swiveling, the giant pursued.  He roared, and showed me a purple-brown tongue as well as his tonsils.  He raised both fists like hammers, a heartbeat away from pulverizing me. On instinct alone, I drew my gun and shot him in the forehead.  The bullet bought me a split-second to reboot my brain, but the giant didn’t move in on me.  I watched him swaying, fighting to move.  His eyes flamed with rage.  Some intervening force had seized control of his stony limbs, his crystal-bead nerves, and muddy blood. 


    “I got him.”  Zero-T appeared at my side, his chest huffing a little from his mad dash across the cemetery.  He gave me a shove.  “Go on, I assume you’ve got things to do and people to kill.”


    Yeah, definitely.


    Aware that more enemies might be waiting to ambush me, I warmed my Demon Wings tattoo.  Ghost heat roasted my eyeballs and melted my tongue down my throat.  I gagged and choked a moment, until the sensations vanished, leaving no actual damage.  Cloaked by my You-Don’t-See-Me spell, I staggered into a run, heading back toward Julia.  I hadn’t far to go, but was slowed by a ground fog that had whipped itself up out of nowhere.


    Weather magic?  Shit! What’s next?


    I reached Red’s family crypt, going slow as I looked for Julia.  She wasn’t where I’d left her.  She might have just come to, and wandered away in the fog.  I didn’t want to yell.  A lurking magic-user might not immediately see through my demon spell, but if yelled, it could tip the scales toward self-betrayal. 


    A misshapen shadow appeared in the fog, flat, gray, and big for a human. 


    I took a step closer and the shape gained definition: humanoid, a guy in a protective suit that looked like he’d borrowed it off of a hazmat team, except this suit was deep blue and covered in pale blue runes along with various occult symbols, modern and ancient.  The white scroll was tucked in his suits black belt.


    He had Julia draped over one shoulder, and—conscious or not—she held on to her toy dragon like life itself.


    I drew my PPK, the one that was still loaded, and aimed at his tinted faceplate.


    He said, “You do realize I can see the void you’re making in the fog, right?”


     


     

  


  
     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


    FOURTEEN


     


    “It’s not my fault the apocalypse


    came early.  No one paid me to stop it.”


     


                                          —Caine Deathwalker


     


     


    He shifted so I couldn’t take a head shot without risking Julia—and her stuffed dragon.  I had a hunch gunfire wasn’t going to do much good anyway.  All those symbols covering him had to be good for something; he stood relaxed, with way too much confidence—like there were endless things he knew that I didn’t. 


    A step angled my body to make a smaller target in case he started to sling magic around.  My left hand filled with dragon fire.  I needed time to gather and compress the fire, to create a plasma jet.  And there were still questions about who was behind these attacks.  I’d start with this guy. 


    “You’re hired help?” 


    His voice came distorted through his visor, “It’s too early for you to know my secrets.”


    “One time offer; put the girl down and I’ll let you walk away,” I lied.


    He said, “She’s better off with me.  I’m far more deserving of such a cute little sister than you are.  By the way, I can see light fanning through the fog, if not your actual fire.  I’ve got tricks too.”


    The sky rumbled.  Daylight dimmed.  A storm-wet wind flattened the grass, and whipped at the fire I held.  The fog was beaten down by a drizzling rain.  Then the whole world went incandescent white, bleached to nothing.  Thunder boomed.  The world returned in stunned detail and I saw a monument that had been blasted into ruin by lightning. 


    Weather wizard?


    The possibility of getting deep-fried by lightning would have scared me once, before I’d discovered the dragon side of me could eat lightning and spit it out.  If electricity was his trump card, I was going to tear this guy a new one. 


    I laughed quietly, hoping to piss him off and mess with his judgment.  “That’s all you got?”


    He stiffened, then relaxed.  “Not even close.”


    With no betraying fog around, I gambled he hadn’t pierced my spell and still couldn’t see me.  A few steps diagonally forward gave me a good line of attack.  He might track the moving light of my fire, if not the fire itself, but if I was fast enough…


    I dropped to one knee, aiming low to minimize the chance I’d hit Julia if he moved.  A red-gold plasma jet spun off my hand and slashed the air between the Hazmat Man and me.  The bolt lifted him off his feet, slamming him back, but he kept hold of Julia, twisting cat-like in the air to get his feet under him once more.  He landed in a balanced stance.  Despite myself, I respected the time he’d obviously spent in training.


    His protective magic wasn’t shabby either.  The plasma stream should have left him with no reproductive organs, but his magic-reinforced suit had shunted aside the attack.  There wasn’t even smoke clinging to him.  That was almost as miraculous as the fact that—through all of this—Julia still hadn’t dropped the stuffed dragon I’d given her.   Kid had a grip of steel.


    A series of lightning flashed blinded me.  The air was burned as the jags exploded headstones, spraying rubble at me from several directions.  Strangely, the rocks veered aside as if they had better things to do than hit me. 


    Thunder engulfed me, the sound of God bitch-slapping the world.  Underfoot, the earth shuddered from the impact.  A scream separated out of the fading thunder: the shriek of the roc.  It was back, falling out of the storm clouds, coming right for me. 


    Fortunately, I was too manly to piss my pants, settling for an “Oh, fuck!” Instead. 


    Zero-T crowded in.  “Here you are, hogging all the fun again.  Really, you must learn to share.”


    “Not on your life, though I do admire your timing.”


    “I’d have been here sooner, but it took a little time to erode the mountain giant to basic components.  Eww, what a mess.”


    Zero-T raised palms like he was lifting an invisible weight.  The ground between us and the Hazmat Man thrust itself into the air like a wave.  It curved so I couldn’t see the cloudy sky—or the screaming roc.  Bird Brain hit the earth wall with a loud whump!  His talons broke through like clutching swords, but closed on empty air.  Deflected, he flew over us, shredding the barrier in passing.


    I threw myself forward through the rubble.  Beyond, I found—nothing!  Hazmat Man was gone.  And so was Julia.  I scanned the graveyard for movement.  Where the hell are they?


    “Uh, Caine?” Zero-T said.


    “Busy,” I said.


    He said, “Did it seem to you that that big bird had a saddle strapped on?”


    “What?  A saddle?”  I spun, staring at the overcast sky.  I saw the receding roc, and yes, it did have a saddle on it, with riders, one big, one small, and one very small.  The bastard was getting away with the Atlantean death spell, Julia, and the damned stuffed dragon.  They dwindled very quickly.


    “Damn,” Zero-T said, “I wanted a piece of him.”


    “I’ll bring you back his head in a bag so you can have a nice skull-fuck.” 


    “I don’t do guys,” Zero-T said, “and especially not when they’re dead.”


    I holstered my PPK, reached inside my Kevlar collar, and pulled up a leather cord.  A little bag was tugged into view, prepared for just such a moment.  I grabbed the bag, feeling a one-by-two inch vial through the black fabric.  I channeled raw magic into my hand.  Golden light beamed between my fingers as I invoked the magical elixir of flight.


    I was hoping to save this for something else but screw it.


    Its power radiated into me, sending tingling tendrils into my brain, supercharging the psi-center.   I focused on feeling feather light, on telekinetically lifting myself off my feet.  I rose, slow at first, then faster as the magic holding me finished settling in. 


    “Caine, you can fly!”


    “What was your first clue?”


    His answer was lost in the wind stream as I darted into the sky.  I’d had dreams like this, of flying against clouds, feeling the wind roar past, of the ground falling away to become a quilted cityscape, the patches divided by streets.  I matched the roc’s altitude.  Now I only had to catch up—before the elixir wore off.  I hoped that would be gradually.  I really didn’t want to lose this power all at once, streak to earth, and go splat, but gain requires risk at times.


    Inflamed by a desire to go pull its wings off, I watched the roc.  Murderous intent fueled my flight, slingshotting me even faster.  The roc looked humming bird size, then scaled up to the dimensions of a chicken, a turkey, a city bus, and then it was the size of a dragon.  A few more yards, and I could pluck a few tail feathers.


    Teased by the wind, the bag I wore bounced against my chest, as I cupped both hands. 


    Dragon fire pooled there, building, thrashing against my control.


    Not yet.  Wait for it.  Wait for it.


    As though sensing my magic, the Hazmat Man turned in the saddle, craning his neck to look back.


    Die!  I shoved the plasma bolts ahead of me.


    He kicked the bird.  It glanced back too, saw me, and blinked in confusion.  By the time the roc angled higher, it was too late.  My plasma streams closed the distance and drilled a huge hole through its right wing.  The roc screamed in pain, plunging earthward in a wobbly glide.


    I allowed gravity to get hold of me again, yanking me down to follow, and willed myself to plunge even faster.  I shot along one wing and drew abreast of the saddle.  The Hazmat Man gripped its horn in one fist, his other hand securely wedging Julia against him like a shield.  She flailed a hand without purpose, her eyes fluttering as she woke up.  Seeing the ground rushing so far below made her eyes go wide.  I thought it fear at first, but as she laughed, I knew she felt excitement. 


    Let Disneyland get a ride like this!


    I yelled my enemy, “Hiding behind a little girl?  I am so going to kill you!”


    Hazmat Man turned his visor toward me.  If he hadn’t been holding onto Julia and the saddle, I think he would have flipped me off.


    Still in a steep glide, the roc swung its head over.  His cruelly curved beak opened.  I saw a red tongue and a throat big enough to swallow me whole.  The head lunged.  The beak snapped shut.  I veered enough to stay clear, but was still way too close.  However, since I was close, I kicked his beak with a foot wrapped in dragon flame.  He flinched away as fire splashed near one of his eyes.


    The ground streaked closer.  The roc pulled up, leveling out to land.  The holes I’d made in his wings smoked.  The feathers around the wounds had caught flame and were burning.  The weather wizard didn’t seem to do anything, but a pounding squall kicked up.  Rain half-blinded me, stinging my face with bits of hail.  Jags of lighting zipped by, precision dropped from the raging clouds high above.  Close but not close enough.  Hazmat Man had to be care with that willful stuff and not hit his own ride.


    Julia was still laughing, clutching her dragon to her chest, either bracer than hell, or too much a dragon’s child to be afraid.  Or maybe she was showing off.


    A sign with golden arches reared up in our way.  I swerved lower to get under it.  The roc just smashed through, bleeding off speed, tilting the pole, scattering its plastic pieces.  The bird was skewed sideways, made a turn, and somehow returned to course, rushing over the roofs of several businesses.   I think he was looking to collapse in a place that was half-way soft, a park or something.  If so, he didn’t have much more time in the air to find it.


    At impact, I’d rush in and get Julia, pulling her out of danger when Hazmat Man had a lot more to worry about.  A bakery with a “for sale” sign was looming nicely.  Another few seconds…


    He rolled out of the saddle, yanking Julia along with him.  The roc blocked my view, but I figured Hazmat Man was dropping to earth.  I just had to hope he wasn’t using Julia to break his fall.  I willed myself to stop, and let the roc pass me.  I heard it hit a wall, scattering bricks and busting out windows.  Its last screech acquired an echo as it fell into an enclosed space.


    Visibility remained bad, as the rain dumped on the city and lightning strobed the world.  Thunder cracked and boomed, temporarily muting the car horns of congested traffic.  Risking death, I swooped lower, skimming traffic, dodging a traffic light, as I looked for my enemy and Julia.  To make matters worse, my flight acquired a shudder, losing smoothness.  I had the sneaking suspicion my flight elixir was wearing off.


    Hang in there, I told the magic vial, I only need a few minutes more.


    I warmed up my Dragon Sight tattoo, and a felt a crunch across my abdomen and lower spine, as if I’d become the rat in a sprung rattrap.  I grunted, distracted by the sensation for one second too long, barreling straight into the overhang of a big-rig.  I bounced back, fell onto the cab of the truck, and felt it break and slide under me.  I clawed at the cab but couldn’t get a grip.  My body flipped and somehow, I was dangling from a side mirror strut, looking into the cab through the passenger door’s window. 


    The truck skidded to a stop while the driver stared at me in incomprehension.  I hurt with bruises on top of bruises.   I suspected that a few bones were cracked.  I probably had concussed, internal organs as well.  If I didn’t have a high tolerance for pain, I’d have been limping toward the nearest hospital.  But there was no time for indulgence. 


    Julia.


    With the last erg of lightness I had, I climbed the side of the truck and went from the cab to the top of the trailer.  With the extra height, I scanned the area, not knowing if it was a good or bad that the storm was breaking up.  Just when I thought Hazmat Man had escaped me completely, I saw tendrils of dirty blue magic and Julia’s scarlet, almost pink, magic trail going south. 


    There was a chance I could supercharge the elixir with a massive concentration of raw magic and get one last burst of flight.  I drew energy through my body, sucking in my aura, tapping my lifeforce directly.  This would either work, or the flight elixir vial was going to go off like a hand grenade.  An idiot would think I took the risk out of sentiment. 


    No, damn it, that’s not it. 


    I’d crushed out such weakness in me decades ago.  I took this risk because what was mine had to stay mine.  I had a greedy compulsion about the things—uh, people—I surrounded myself with.


    The black bag that hung against my chest pulsed with yellow-white light, becoming hidden.  The flight spell was no longer painless.   It felt like an axe were embedded in my skull as I leaped off the trailer, heading for the mystic traces I’d found.  The betraying colors led around a corner, into an alley.  I slammed up through the air, arcing over the intervening building in a high-speed shortcut.


    Staring down, I saw hazmat Man dragging Julia out of the other end of the alley.  They crossed into the street and waved down a gray Civic.  Hazmat man dragged the driver out and sent him sprawling.  The driver cursed as his vehicle left without him.  I tried to veer and pursue, but the vial I wore exploded, turning me over, sending me into a diagonal slide from the sky.  I saw a two-story house rushing to meet me and knew I’d die if I couldn’t soften up the roof before hitting it.  My thinking was fuzzy, dull with exhaustion.  I’d been firing off spell after spell, and draining my lifeforce steadily for one thing after another.  I didn’t know that I had enough magic left to summon a blast of dragon fire—but it was all I knew to try. 


    I felt my inner dragon shoving my awareness out of the way so he could act.  He wanted to live as much as I did.  Darkness swelled out of my soul, a thin veil through which I felt my limbs burn.  I sensed that my skin was toughing up even more, that my bones were growing denser, as if I were changing into a dragon.  I crackled with electricity and smelled ozone.  Something exploded and then I fell through shingles, raining down with them until a floor kindly stop my fall, cracking a rib or two.


    Oh, god, why do I do this to myself?


    Vision returned as my inner dragon retreated, having done what he could.  I dragged my hands up before my face.  I expected to see scaled paws with black claws, but my hands were normal, just bit swollen.  My muscles had indulged in an orgy of growth, as had my bones, but my body was reverting to normal, a lot of the damage I’d taken getting lost in the partial change.


    Having burst out of my clothes at some point and losing my Kevlar vest, I lay naked on the floor with a middle aged man in satin boxers holding a shotgun to my ass.  A mid-twenties girl screamed from the nearby bed.  D-cups, I noticed.


    “Move and I shoot,” I man screamed.  “Carol, honey, shut up and grab my phone off the night stand.  Call nine-one-one.”


    I stayed on the floor, waiting for my bones to stop thrumming with the pain and magic, hoping I’d returned to normal, or something close to it anyway.  My gaze was caught by a green dildo that had fallen off the bed.   It gleamed wetly.


    “Don’t let me interrupt,” I muttered.


    Carol stopped screaming, but didn’t move.  The middle aged man took a step back.  He carefully circled me, keeping me covered all the while.  He moved toward his phone.  “Funny,” he said, “you looked a lot bigger when you fell through the roof.”


    “Yeah, that happens.” 


    He looked away from me for a split second to pick up his phone.  Big mistake.  I pushed myself up with one arm and used the other to grab his shotgun.  I ripped it away and used the weapon to climb to my feet.  Once I was standing, I broke the thing in half and handed back the pieces.


    The girl on the bed stared at my dangling manhood.  “He looks big enough to me.”


    I glared at the man, which is hard when suppressing a grin.  “Car keys.”


    The man dropped one of the pieces of the gun and snagged the keys next to his phone.  “Here.”


    I took the keys and shambled away at a pace just slightly faster than a walk.  I went through the house and found the garage.   A switch opened the door so I could drive away in a cobalt blue Lexus.  I weaved through traffic at high speed, but lost the trail of magical energy put out by Julia and the Hazmat man.  The vehicle skidded as the last of my adrenaline rush fizzled out.  I had a moment when I slipped into shallow sleep, snapping out as a horn blared at me.  I hit a light-pole.  The air bags went off and bounced me around because I didn’t have a seat belt on.  Growling, I kicked and clawed out of the vehicle, falling to the pavement.   It took me a moment to drag myself to my feet.


    I’ve been crashing like this way too much lately.  Better stop.


    A ball-licking hipster walked up to the wreck, recording the whole thing on his camera phone.  “Oh, man, someone should call nine-one-one.  Hey, man, you know you’re naked right?  Dude, you’re so not helping traffic driving like that.”  He aimed his phone at my face, then down my body.  “Just wait ’til I get this posted on YouTube.”


    I grabbed his phone and smashed his head on the roof of my wreck.  After a quick change of clothes, I snapping his neck and I stuffed him the driver’s seat.  Limping off, I dialed Zero-T.  I looked at the car while leaning against a wall.   The car’s hood was crumpled up.  Leaking gas was pooling under the vehicle.   I called on my inner dragon.  If you please?


    My hand swung up with a mind of its own.  A thread of golden lightning arced out.  The gas ignited.  The car went up, taking the obnoxious teen with it.


    Zero-T answered.  “Yeah?”


    I gave him the closest intersection for an address.  “Come get me.”


    “Do you need a cleanup crew?” he asked.


    “Not anymore.”


     

  


  
     


     


     


     


    FIFTEEN


     


    “Sorry, I’ve called dibs—on everything.”


     


                                        —Caine Deathwalker


     


     


    A day later, after several doses of healing magic, and a lot of tender loving care from Izumi, I felt well enough for bloody carnage once again; especially when a messenger came from the First Sword, actually ordering me to report to him for debriefing.  I shot the messenger.  I know that’s bad form, but it was only in the foot—my way of sending a message. 


    He’d no doubt heard from the Old Man that I’d allowed a dragon child to be taken by the enemy, and had lost a spell of unspeakable power.   Kaden wanted to drag me over the coals, and embarrass me publicly.  Lauphram had that right, and had declined not too.  No one else mattered.  But I figured if I messed with Kaden, I might as well give equal attention to Dimitris. 


    He ran the clan house, handling domestic operations, doing everything necessary to keep things around here running smooth.   He looked upon the house and property as his own little kingdom, answering only to Lauphram.  The time was past due for me to remind him of his limitations, and I had just the scheme. 


    I dressed in my best Italian suit: midnight blue, with dark red handkerchief and tie, and went out to lounge in the living room.  Osamu delivered my shoes freshly shined, and I filled him in on my plans.  “Have Zero-T fabricate a sign for me, and put it on the hallway door.  The sign is to read: IMPERIAL EMBASSY.  From now on, these suites are an extension of my fey kingdom.  I have appointed Izumi my official Ambassador.  You are responsible for embassy security.”


    “And the purpose of all this,” Caine-sama?”


    “Thumbing my nose at Kaden and Dimitris is a big part of it, but it’s also preemptive.  You are going to be coming and going through the house on various errands.  Kaden’s people are going to mess with you, because that’s how they can mess with me.  I want you to be able to chop off someone’s head and walk away without consequences because of diplomatic immunity.  Izumi and I will be joining the Old Man for breakfast.  She will present her credentials at the time.”


    Izumi swept into the room in a frost-pink, strapless sheath.  Her high heels were red, like her lipstick, and she wore white gloves that halfway covered her upper arms.  “I have credentials?”


    I looked at Osamu.  “Scrounge those up too.”


    “Yes, Caine-sama.  I will attend to it at once.”


    A half hour later, Zero-T breezed in.  “Hey, Caine, you know that overgrown chicken you tangled with yesterday?” 


    “I’m not likely to forget.”


    “We didn’t have to clean it up, just used a spell to cover the freakin’ huge hole in the building where it crashed.  I called several of the more carnivorous were-clans and told them to come get it and bring their appetites.  A good time was had by all, and you got a lot of good will out of it.”


    “Smart,” I said.  “If I were paying you anything, you’d deserve a raise.  Now get together with Osamu.  There’s skullduggery afoot.  You don’t want to miss out on a little payback, do you?”


    He grinned, revealing a Snap-on gold tooth.   “You know that’s right.”


    Zero-T and Osamu came up with a hastily typed and printed document for Izumi.  She and


    I left to meet up with the Old Man.  Entering the hall, I had to step around a pair of twin girls in black and white maid uniforms.  They were using a spray bottle to apply magic potion on a few spots of blood.  The blood would come up easily, leaving the hall lemony fresh.  They stared at me, trembling in fear as I passed.  Their emotion was an acid scent in the air.  The dragon part of me was good at sniffing terror, but not so good at other emotions yet.


    We really ought to practice more.


    Izumi smiled down at them.  “It’s all right, he doesn’t shoot children.”


    I muttered, “There’s always a first time.”


    “Be good to the help,” Izumi said.  “It pays off in the long-run.”


    True.  I pull out my wallet and let a few twenties flutter from my hand to the carpet.  “Oh, look,” I said, “someone accidently dropped some money.”


    They started to reach for the bills, then paused, probably suspecting a trick.


    “Go on,” I said.  “There’s a lot more, if you should hear things I might want to know.”


    The twenties were snatched up, vanishing into the girls’ clothing.  Izumi closed the suite door and we continued down the hall.  She slanted me a sideways gaze.  “You just couldn’t do a good deed with no strings attached, could you?”


    “I’m a demon lord, not a philanthropist.  Flat-out charity sets too dangerous a precedent.”


    We made our way to the Asian dining room, past the great hall.  Regular breakfast had already been served in several stages for the demon clan.  Workers were clearing away the mess from the last round of service.  In contrast, the head table on its raised dais was immaculately set with plates, utensils, glasses, cups, and cloth napkins.  There was a white-orchid, palm frond centerpiece to contrast with the black lacquer of the table which was surrounded by black silk cushions.  The soft sounds of harp and flute swept along in the background, someone’s idea of music to aid digestion.


    Izumi and I strolled to the table and seated ourselves.  This triggered a rush of workers to fill water glasses and offer coffee or juice.  If anyone here feared me, they suppressed their emotion well.  I smelled nothing. 


    Old Man came in through a side door and sauntered over.  His Mr. Olympic body strained a navy blue suit.  He wore a lightweight turtleneck.  Its paler blue was just a few shades deeper than his skin tone.  He smiled and nodded to Izumi, and gave me a bold, appraising stare.  “You guys are getting quite domestic, aren’t you?  Going to tie the knot soon?  I could use some grandchildren to train in the family business.”


    “If we went that way, and ever came up with rug-rats, Izumi would never turn them over to you.  She knows how I was raised.”


    He shrugged and sat down beside us.  “Better the cruelty of family than loving neglect that leaves a child unready for a savage universe.”


    I reached for my water glass.  “I agree.   Even when I was a child, I knew why you did all the things you did.  It’s the only reason I never killed you in your sleep.  That and the fact that you had a magic, spell-proof lock on your bedroom door.”   I took a sip and set the water aside, as the help brought coffee, ice coffee for Izumi, and grapefruit juice for the Old Man.  The servants retreated.  Soon, they’d be back with platters of various kinds of food for us to choose from.


    “About yesterday,” the Old Man said.  “I don’t blame you for anything.  And we’ll get Julia back.  Red’s has taken the theft of his ward as a direct insult to their honor.  They didn’t like a half-human in their clan, but she was theirs.  You know how dragons are about their possessions being taken.”


    I gave him my half-dragon stare.  “Why, no, how could I know such a thing?”


    Izumi jabbed me with an elbow.  “Behave.  No fighting at the breakfast table.”  She smiled.  “It sets too dangerous a precedent.”


    “Give him the paper,” I said.


    “Huh?  Oh, yes, here.”  She handed over a paper folded in half, reaching past my face.


    The Old Man took the letter and read it as the works carried platters of smoked sausage, bacon, ham, eggs, waffles, fresh fruit, and buttered toast.  I used a fork to indicate which of the items I wanted, letting them pile up on my plate.  Izumi went with waffles, strawberries, and whipped cream.   The head chef came out in a white uniform, wearing a puffy hat.  He personally served the Old Man his eggs Benedict and French toast dusted with powdered sugar, sprinkled with fresh blueberries. 


    By then, the Old Man finished the letter, tucking it away, a chuckle on his lips.  “Imaginative strategy.  You do me proud.  What’s next, embassy guards outside your suite doors?  Are you going to put a diplomatic license plate on Osamu’s limo so you can get out of parking tickets?”


    I considered.  “Would that work?”


    The workers scurried off like cockroaches when the lights come on.  Dimitris had entered the hall by the main doors and was bearing down on the head table.  The butt of his staff, thunked rhythmically as he came.  He wore a robe of hunter green, trimmed with gold.  The look didn’t quite match his steel-toed combat boots.  He gritted his teeth so hard, I expected to hear them break at any time.


    I picked up my coffee in case it became necessary to throw something in his face.  Then I thought better of easting the coffee.  I leaned sideways, into Izumi, and stared into her winter-blue eyes.  “You will save me from this threatening creature, won’t you?”


    She looked at the consignor, then back at me.  “Sure,” she squeezed my thigh under the table, “but it will cost you.”


    I widened my eyes in mock-shock as the monster in my pants hardened.  “You’d take advantage of me?”


    She nodded emphatically.  “Repeatedly.”


    Dimitris stopped at the edge of the dais, his smoldering glance raked me, then remembering his manners, he visibly calmed himself, bowing respectfully to the Old Man.


    The Old Man smiled while cutting his French toast with a fork.  The smile had no warmth, having a shark-like quality.  “It’s not my habit to listen to complaints while eating.  Bad for digestion.”


    Dimitris bowed again, deeper this time.  “I am sorry, my lord, I am overcome by indignity. 


    The outrage!  You cannot imagine.”


    The Old Man contemplated the piece of toast on his fork.  He sighed.  “All right, make it quick.”


    Dimitris pointed at my face.  “This creature—!”


    “My son.”  The Old Man took a bite and reached for his juice.


    “Is shooting demons in the hallway, getting blood everywhere.”


    “Actually, just one demon,” I said.


    Throwing a baleful glare at me, Dimitris continued.  And he’s damaged the door to his suite, hanging a ridiculous plaque.  Housekeeping was turned away when they could not provide a passport for this new ‘foreign territory.’”


    Good job, Zero-T.


    Dimitris threw his hands into the air.  “It is too much to be borne.”


    “No,” I said, “it definitely got born all right, hatched from my fertile imagination just this morning.  Sometimes, I even amaze myself.”


    Dimitris sputtered.


    The Old Man held up a hand, calling for silence.  “Are you not aware that my soon is a lord in Fairy with his own bonded kingdom?”


    Dimitris stared.  “That can’t be right.”


    Izumi lifted a knife she’d been using to saw through a sausage she’d stolen off my plate.  “I’m the ambassador for his fey domain, and I’ve already delivered my credentials.”  She paused a second.  “You aren’t trying to get rid of me are you?  I could cry ice cubes.”


    “That won’t be necessary.  Dimitris is withdrawing his objections,” the Old Man looked at his consignor.  “Aren’t you?”


    “I—uh, of course, my lord.  A simple misunderstanding, apparently.”


    “Apparently,” I echoed.  “I will speak to embassy security though.  There’s no reason we need to deny ourselves housekeeping services.”


    The Old Man smiled.  “There, all settled.”  He moved on to his eggs.


    Dimitris stood there.  Stood there some more.  Then turned tail and slunk off.


    Breakfast went on.  Messengers came and went with reports from the War Room.  The Old Man would glance at them, and set them aside.  Nothing seemed important enough for him to act, which meant the enemy was laying low so far today, or Kaden was able to keep the lid on the boiling pot.  Keeping busy, I hadn’t expected him to accompany Dimitris here, but I knew I’d get both barrels of his contempt when our paths crossed. 


    I pushed my plate away.  “So, Old Man, about that scroll…”


    “Useless,” he said.  “You have to be able to speak ancient Atlantean to invoke it.”


    “And that’s a dead language?” Izumi said.


    “A murdered language, actually,” the Old Man said.  “Someone is running a bluff.”


    I wasn’t so sure.  There was a tone in the Old Man’s voice that said he wasn’t completely convinced himself.  “Just who do you think is behind all this?”


    “Tell me a little more about that weather wizard you ran into,” he said.


    “A scholar, I think, a general, too.  He knows how to command troops, run an operation, and judging from the spells on that hazmat suit of his, he’s educated in a wide variety of magic systems.  He hit us with lightning, fog, wind, and heavy ordinance.”


    “A perfect rival for you,” Izumi said.


    “A dead rival when I see him again.”


    The Old Man cleared his throat.  “So, uh, you didn’t get a good look at his face?”


    I shook my head no.  “Uh, uh, but he’s big, almost as tall as you, though not as buff.  Still, he moved with power, obvious martial arts training—but not the bad kind where you’re always posing.   Thinking about it, maybe it’s a good thing the fight didn’t go hand-to-hand.  I think I’ll start carrying around some hand grenades.   They would have come in handy yesterday.”


    A blue-armored demon arrived.  Instead of hurrying up to the Old Man, he came to me.  His eyes were rusty-gold, matching his hair.  His skin was amber, his palms matte black.  He handed me an envelope.  “There’s a messenger waiting at the door for your response.” 


    I opened the envelope and read note.  It simply said: We need to talk.  In place of a signature, there was a metallic seal.  I smelled the paper.  Ink mixed with real gold.  The seal was a family crest I didn’t know, a dragon clan.


    The Old Man plucked the paper from my hand.  He studied the seal and smiled.  “I knew they’d come around one day.”


    “Who the hell are they?”


    He looked at me. “Your mother’s family. When you see them, try to make a good impression.  We need allies in this war.”


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    SIXTEEN


    


    “I’ve never met a gun I didn’t like.”


    


    —Caine Deathwalker


    


    


    The War Room was quietly intense, voices low, a background buzz. Desk-jockeys coordinated with field teams. Fingers tapped keyboards, updating the plasma screens. Izumi hung in their awhile before getting bored and begging off due to the pressing weight of her “diplomatic responsibilities.”


    Old Man and I spent the day there. He kept me close, using me as a sounding board, a not so subtle method of forcing me to spew combat strategy. He wanted the War Room staff to be acquainted with the concept that I had an aptitude for more than drinking and sexual conquest. Hour by hour, we tracked enemy attacks across the city, and coordinated responses with the other preternatural communities.


    At one point, the room personnel went off duty as a new team took over. The First Sword hung in there, long past when his edge started to slip. After he took too long to make a simple decision, the Old Man ordered him to go get some rest. That dropped the tension in the room noticeably. I was glad no longer to be feeling his stares knifing into my back. By evening, I was well into fatigue, not quite fully recovered from the cemetery battle.


    The Old Man’s shadow hand materialized at the nape of my neck, an unobtrusive touch of power. Usually, the shadow hand smacked the back of my head in response to some smart-ass comment I made. This time, it came without provocation, putting a tingle on my skin, pouring arcane strength into me. Renewed vigor flushed my cells. It was like chemical high that didn’t mess with one’s sense of reality.


    I kept my voice low. “What was that for?”


    “You’re of no use to me asleep on your feet, and I don’t want to send you off to sleep.” His stare remained locked onto the plasma screens. He nodded at the display. “The tempo of the attacks is increasing. It’s going to be a long night.”


    Izumi will just have to endure the loneliness of an empty bed.


    The Old Man stiffened. “There’s a developing pattern hidden among the targets: one of them a government warehouse of mystic relics confiscated over the years, and the other a museum—fortunately not the right one.”


    I felt excitement burning deep. “You know what they’re after?”


    “I think so. I want you to go to the Unnatural History Museum and retrieve the Cup of Poseidon from the Greek section. Zero-T will cover you, leading two six-demon teams.” That the Old Man would single Zero-T out to have my back meant that he knew about the First Sword’s antics, and was keeping track of my allies.


    In the Great Hall—the hub of the clan house—we found a knot of demon warriors waiting to be deployed should need arise. They were throwing dice behind Lauphram’s throne. Money was changing hands.


    Zero-T went over and pointed, making his choices. “You guys are with me. Do a good job and I’ll put in a good word with Lauphram when we get back.”


    A leaf-clothed demon with vines growing out of his flesh scrunched his eyebrows and scratched his ass absently. “Who are you again?”


    Zero-T walked off instead of answering. Twelve demons followed us out, none of them happy to see I was also going along for the ride. We left the mansion and crossed a side courtyard to a massive garage where we requisitioned armored vehicles with tinted windows. Outside the clan house, various types of demon cloaking magic reactivated. Vine guy became just another bruiser in a green business suit. The fire demons no longer had flames for hair. Zero-T’s earth magic mask adhered to his face, gaining the flexibility of human features. The vehicles were charmed as well so as to deflect attention. No one was going to give us a ticket for speeding, or to try and steal one of our cars while we were on a job.


    Zero-T was the only one who took his own vehicle. I rode up front with him, a pair of fire demons in the back seat.


    We’d crossed the city and parked near the massive sprawl of stairs leading to the Los Angeles County Natural History Museum. The roof’s overhang had a row of lights beaming down on us, illuminating three sets of double doors. Bracketing the doors, the “Dino Lab” banner and the one for the “Pavilion of Wings” added slick advertising to what would otherwise be dull, off-white brick. This massive structure possessed divergent architectural styles, seen as while circling the property. This was the ugliest of its sides. Elsewhere lay a rotunda with graceful scrollwork. Another side featured an ultra-modern boxlike affair made of glass-and-steel.


    Because the enemy could get here anytime, or be here already, we’d divided our force to cover all of the entrances. We’d all go in at the same time, and sweep the complex on the way to the section housing the Greek History exhibit. This building was both our destination, and not. An extra-spatial dimension permeated the structure, allowing two museums to share the same space without atomic annihilation resulting that would have left a radioactive crater.


    Though that would be fun in its own way.


    I held my long weapon case in hand. Looming behind me, Kona wore red-painted Kevlar, arm- and shin-guards, and a horned helmet with cheek-guards. Imari was jet black, wreathed in a second, translucent skin of pale orange flame. She wore nothing else. I tried not to stare; she had a reputation for causing oglers to spontaneously combust, but how a naked demon-girl can blame others for looking when she’s flaunting everything, I didn’t understand.


    The demons were supposed to be my backup against the enemy—if they showed—but their real purpose was to act as bodyguards. While I wasn’t popular with the troops, they couldn’t just let me get killed without Lauphram ripping out their hearts and lungs and making them eat their own eyeballs.


    Discipline’s important.


    I pulled raw magic from my core, not activating a spell, but energizing my aura, shifting it into the visible light spectrum. In the golden glow, the concrete underfoot developed an acid green sheen. The slick expanded, becoming a magic circle with interlocking geometries and arcane runes. Instead of being static, the pattern shifted like the meshed gears of an old-fashioned pocket watch. There were two outer rings that raced in opposite directions. The pattern blurred as its harsh light vortexed around us.


    I closed my eyes until the light died. Opening them, I saw the letters on the building had changed. We’d been phased by the transition point to the altered space holding the Unnatural History Museum. The outside was much the same, but the inside would have entirely different displays based on the history of the preternatural communities worldwide.


    Imari passed me, going toward the doors. She was about to step out of the circle, when I noticed the trap. “Wait,” I called. “Look at the ground between you and the doors.”


    She stood one-footed, then pulled back her raised foot, putting it down inside the transition point. Kona joined her, staring down at the concrete. “I don’t see anything,” he said.


    “Me either,” Imari said.


    Hmmmm. Must be something about my half-dragon heritage. I definitely see wispy blue on the ground.


    Surrendering an excellent view of Imari’s flanks, I reluctantly advanced, stopping between the two fire demons. I warmed up my Dragon Fire tattoo. The cost of the magic twisted my spleen like a well-chewed wad of gum—at least that’s what it felt like. As the agony faded, my hand burst into fire. I pointed my palm at the concrete and dropped a couple fireballs outside the transition point.


    The fire splattered on a shell of light just above the ground as another spell circle faded into view, this one with wiggly lines like symbolic water, flowing over to the three sets of doors like an electrical connection. The pattern’s cold glow was dark violet. Forced into complete visibility, the trap burned the air with the thick stink of infernal spirits. I didn’t have to know exactly what the trap would do, but the result was bound to be grisly, ghastly, and god-awful. The writing inside the trap wasn’t anything I recognized. I could try to overpower it, but that might take a lot of power I’d soon need.


    “You don’t want to step into that,” I said.


    Imari glared at the trap, then at back me. Despite her agitation, I thought I saw a glimmer of gratitude in her eyes, but I was probably mistaken.


    She said, “So now what?”


    I had an aversion to leave active traps on my line of retreat. Such things could bite you in the ass later. “The wavy lines,” I said. “It’s easier changing part of a pattern than removing the whole.”


    I thought of jump-starting a car, the act of crossing wires. I skirted the edge of the circle to stand near the wavy lines. My raw magic suffused my aura. I flushed that energy down to the soles of my feet, creating a pool that overlapped the wavy lines on the concrete. Closing my eyes, I saw the pattern in my mind. I reimagined the lines, twisting them into a winding braids so hey fell short of touching the doors.


    I opened my eyes and saw the braids I’d imagined. The sets of wavy lines had turned toward each other and become a tangle. There was enough of a gap to get in now, however… “I think they want us inside, but in the mortal realm, where the museum alarms and security can work against us. Maybe we should do just that, but change the game on them so they don’t get exactly what they want.” I returned to the transition circle, and poured out my desire as a haze of gold aura.


    The acid-green light-play flared once more. The circle dimmed.


    Imari turned back to face me, her gaze sliding to the building. “Won’t the security hamper them just as much?”


    “No, of course not.” I watched her perfect 32C-cups tits jiggle, averting my gaze before she noticed. The thrill of danger hardened the monster in my pants. “I think they want to force us into a complete reveal of the preternatural community.” I felt a brief flare of admiration. “Someone’s as twisted as I am. I bet the enemy magic will also stop any of us from teleporting in.”


    Kona crossed his massive arms across his barrel chest. “If this is here, the other entrances are probably sealed against us as well. That leaves a few questions.”


    I nodded. “Can we break the spell? And are the bad guys waiting inside, or about to ambush us out here?”


    The fire demons spun around, scanning the area for movement.


    Anticipating a worst-case scenario, I took out my phone and sent the Old Man a text: ENEMY IS HERE. BUILDING IS SPELL-WARDED. SEND REINFORCEMENTS. I hit send and put my phone away. If we all died here, Old Man had a shot of avenging us and regaining Poseidon’s Cup.


    I pressed a button on the collar of my Kevlar vest, activating the tactical throat-mic of my radio transmitter. “Team Three here,” I called. “Do not use transition points. Enter by normal means once I disable alarms, over.” I waited for a response.


    “Caine, what the hell!” Zero-T screamed the last two words, his voice filling my head from the ear-bud I wore. “Damn it, I just lost a man. He’s … splattered all over the place—”


    “Yeah, calm down. We’ll probably lose a few more before this is all done,” I said. “Team


    Two, status? Over.”


    “Team Two here. You got us just in time. Thanks. Over.”


    Zero-T was technically in command, but I figured everyone listening in needed the security of an authoritative voice. I said, “Once I give the all-clear, go in and watch your step. The enemy is here, somewhere. Don’t be careless. There will be other traps. Over and out.”


    “How are you going to disable the alarm?” Kona asked. “All you’re carrying is that rifle case.”


    “Watch and see,” I said. I needed special help so I snapped my fingers and waited.


    Imari tapped her clawed toes on the beige stone a couple times, but before another question had a chance to come my way, a teal green will-o-the-wisp materialized in front of me. This was my newly contracted pal from the forest cave. I had his use for a full year, unless I got him destroyed by accident.


    He said, “You called, master?”


    “Yes, Quig. I need you to float straight ahead, into that building, find the alarm in the center of the building and turn it off. Look near the dinosaur bones, there should be a control panel hidden in one of the walls.”


    Quig stayed in front of me. I wondered if he perceived the trap. “Quig? What’s the matter?”


    “Who’s Quig?”


    “That’s what I named you.”


    “I have a name.”


    “I like Quig better. Get a move on.”


    “Yes, master, thank you, master. I will treasure the new name until you die, which I hope is soon.”


    Quig shot to the double glass doors, and ghosted through like they weren’t there.


    “The trap didn’t activate,” Imari said.


    I grinned. “Yeah, I noticed. I wanted to confirm that we’re allowed to go in the natural museum, just not the unnatural one. They’ve chosen the battlefield. We’re at a disadvantage, but we shouldn’t keep them waiting.”


    Imari jumped on red-gold plumes of fire that lifted her twice her height, moving as if pure speed could save her if the trap wasn’t as dormant as I’d said. I admired her courage, and her backside. Had she died, I would have been sorry—briefly.


    We waited for about a minute. Quig returned, phasing through one of the door’s locking mechanism. Imari opened the now unlocked door. I followed her in, Kona moving close behind me. We were trampling pressure plates, but due to Quig’s work, no alarms sounded.


    “Quig,” I said, “scout ahead for ambushes.”


    I touched my mic control to send word to Team One and Two: “Way is clear. Alarms are off. We’ll rendezvous in the Greek section as planned. Over and out.”


    I stopped just inside the museum. “Listen,” I said, “I’m going to activate a magical kind of vision that will let me see traps, as well as any transition points installed by the enemy so they can’t pop in and surprise us. Along the way, if we find one of the museum’s own transition points, and it’s not booby-trapped, we’ll use it to cross over. I want to pop in over there and catch them with their pants down for a change.”


    “Long as I get to kill something soon,” Kona said.


    Imari growled low in her throat, seconding that emotion.


    I braced myself for the pain of activating my Dragon Sight tattoo, not that it ever helped. I fed energy into the ink of the dragon blood tattoo. It warmed. And Piranha filled my stomach, trying to eat their way out. Sweat dampened my brow. I suppressed the urge to hurl, and masked the pain I felt with iron control. The pain subsided.


    Imari peered at me intensely. Her voice came out a near whisper. “What the hell?”


    “What?” I said.


    She said, “I’m good at reading micro-muscular tremors. You just absorbed a truckload of pain from nowhere.”


    Explaining might win me some of her sympathy, an emotion I could use to manipulate her. I shrugged. “My brand of magic has every agony flesh can endure as its price. Don’t ask me why. Don’t know.”


    “Are you alright now? Can you make it?” Imari asked.


    I gave her the Japanese word for unendurable honor that is carried never-the-less: “Giri. I always do what I must.”


    Her gaze brightened with interest. “I think being strong enough to handle that much pain is kinda sexy.”


    I grew aware of Kona’s craggy face peering at me as well. His eyes slitted. “You are not the chicken-hearted fuck the First Sword paints you as.”


    I chose to ignore the statement, for now. “C’mon, we’ve got some ass to kick. This way.”


    I led them toward the elevator. “We need to cover the central space from the second floor balcony.” I hit the call button and as we waited, my demon guards kept an eye out. I used the time to squat down and open my weapon bag. I took out my sniper’s rifle with the scope already attached. The empty bag was folded over my belt so it hung at my side. I had extra rounds in a pouch on my opposite hip.


    The door opened. I peered in to make sure there weren’t any nasty surprises. Kona went in first. I followed. Imari brought up the rear, backing in as I fantasized about her rear. It was the easiest side of her to drool over without getting caught, and having her fry my balls. The elevator moved upward. I noticed a transition point on the back wall of the car. It had none of the enemy’s dark magic around it.


    “Perfect, here’s our way across to the pocket dimension. As soon as we reach the second floor, and the doors open, I’ll activate this. While I do, you guys should expect an attack.”


    Imari smiled at me with more warmth than I’d ever seen from her. “On it.”


    “Solid,” Kona grumbled.


    The doors opened. I poured the golden haze of my raw magic over the vertical pattern on the elevator wall. The transition point swelled to fill its wall, its acid green gears and runes moving within the two outer rings. Because my Dragon Sight was active, I noticed that my golden light was tagged as Imperial magic, very high level, while the dragon tattoos on my body were tagged as a separate type of dragon magic, a lower level type.


    A thought hovered in my head, a dazzling revelation not quite in focus—then the transition pattern spewed a green slur of light over me, chasing the thought from my head. I cursed, sensing I’d just lost something very important. The green light dimmed, and we were in an altered space. And there were enemy ifrits there, creatures of wind and flame and doom. Their wings gusted us with flame. Additional fire blasted off their hands, a furnace heat that tried to overwhelm us.


    A living shield, Kona took the brunt of the attack. Fire curled back off his red Kevlar and legs. Some of that fire was his own. As a creature of fire, he laughed at the attack. “Is that all you got?”


    Imari climbed his back, went over his shoulder, and showed no discomfort leaping out into the midst of the ifrits. Her nails lengthened into six-inch, flame-wreathed claws. Having to look past Kona, through a wall of flame, details were sketchy, but I got the impression of a flurry of slashing motions and I heard loud, masculine screaming.


    A moment later, Kona strode forward and stomped two ifrits that were writhing on the polished green floor.


    Kona spoke over his shoulder at me. “You coming or what?” The door tried closing on him. He lashed out with a forearm, slamming the door back into its recess. By then, I had my weapons bag open, extracting the H&K PSG-1 sniper rifle. It had a sleek, sci-fi look like a weapon of the future. I’d customized it by shortening the barrel to a mere foot, adding a suppressor. The front handgrip had a release for tripod legs. The best feature was a green laser sight paired with an ultraviolet digital scope, and a side-mounted digital mini-screen with target-lock display—magically enhanced—to tell where the bullet would hit. The digital scope also had an X-ray feature allowing me to sight on digital images through walls. With so much fire, I kept the ultra-violet function off.


    I had other weapons in the long bag, but what I held would be enough for now. The rifle felt perfect like a hot, wet slut ready for action. Ah, baby, it’s been too long…


    The door tried closing again. Kona hit it again.


    I tucked my rifle close to my body, ran out of the elevator, and stopped by the clear, polyurethane wall that kept people from falling off the balcony. I stared out across the open space, to the left of the hell-beast display. The Greek items were on both the first and second floor. It didn’t look like anyone was searching them yet—or the enemy had already taken the Poseidon’s Cup, and we were wasting our time. Either way, I had to act as though our mission were still achievable.


    I pointed at a section of the balcony wall. “Kona, kick that out. It’s in my way.”


    He lumbered over, squinted at the polyurethane panel, and gave it a stomp that webbed the surface with cracks. A small, follow-up punch sent the whole thing raining down to the first floor, creating the gap I needed so I could lie on the floor and use my weapon’s tripod.


    Kona grinned at me like a puppy seeking praise.


    “Good job.” I didn’t try to pet him; the demon might have bitten my hand. “Now make sure I’m not distracted by things trying to kill me.”


    “Gottcha,” he rumbled.


    Lying near the lip of the balcony, my bag against my side, I popped on a fifty-round drum full of spiral-etched, tungsten bullets. Drums of the experimental ammo were a thousand dollars each, but the rounds could bore clean through a tank and hit a guy on the other side.


    I extended the tripod legs and peered through scope and digital screen. The display changed as I swiveled the muzzle between first and second floor and tracked toward the intersection of the halls. The exhibits on this side of the transition points was different from those the general public saw. The dinosaur skeleton on the first floor seemed to have put on living flesh, growing curling demon horns. The hell-beast’s spiked tail wagged in irritation or interest. The cobalt fire of its eyes glowed with—hunger? He was looking around sniffing the air.


    I saw Zero-T slink past the chained beast, his team moving behind him in a close knot. They had to have found an inside transition point like I had, or I wouldn’t be seeing them. I scowled. Zero-T obviously wasn’t used to leading troops.


    No, you idiot, spread them out. You make too big a target bunched up like that.


    Someone must have agreed because a flight of harpies dropped from the third story skylight, dive-bombing them with cruel beaks open to rend, talons spread to grasp and tear.


    So where are the snakes? I wondered.


    “Uh, oh,” Imari said.


    I rolled on my side for a quick look down my balcony. And saw the pythons, coming straight on, slithering with blinding speed.


    


    


    

  


  
     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


    SEVENTEEN


     


    “I am never defeated, just


    temporarily pulverized.”


     


                                         —Caine Deathwalker


     


     


    One disaster at a time...


    I pressed my mic button.  “Zero-Brains, look up!”  That was all I could do for Zero-T.  I had problems of my own.  The rock pythons were close.  My fire demon bodyguards leaped to intercept them, throwing a curtain of fire at the incoming threat.  Natural snakes run from fire, but these were naga, able to turn half human, possessing human intelligence.  They might know pure speed could carry them through the flames without serious damage.


    I look up at the automatic sprinklers.  With all the fire, you’d expect them to be going off, but they were state-of-the-art, integrated with the alarm system we’d disabled.  Low-tech sprinklers would have worked better.


    Complexity isn’t always the answer.


    Appearing first as shadows in the flame, the singed naga thumped to the tiles, two of them breached the fire wall.  Kona and Imari would have to deal with them.  Ignoring the threat, rolled back to position.  I saw nothing in the scope or digital display, but green targeting brackets appeared as if there was something I ought to see.  Someone in magical stealth mode.  Trusting my magically enhanced tech more than my eyes, I tracked a target moving toward the Greek exhibit, held my breath, and squeezed off a round. 


    Splashing blood materialized midair.  My round went on to shatter a floor tile. A man popped into view, crumpling to the floor, most of his head gone.


    Searching, I swiveled and released a rapid-fire cluster of shots.  Three harpies dropped like meteors, trailing blown-loose feathers.  I rolled on my side to check on Imari and Kona.  More of the snakes were turned into crispy critters that crumbled.  Big chunks hit the tiles and broke into small cinders.  The fire-wall died down due to my guard’s distraction with their kills.


    Before more snakes arrived, I warmed my Demon Wings tattoo.  The sensation felt like a flash-bang grenade exploding in my shorts—intense, agonizing, but mercifully short-lived.  I grimaced and bit my tongue mid-curse: “Goat-humping moon-babies!”  The demon magic not only ensured I’d be overlooked, but extended the benefit to my rifle and the long bag against my side. 


    I returned attention to my digital screen as a half dozen snakes slithered among us.  Too many to ignore.  One wrapped Kona’s torso.  Another bound his legs.  A second pair went for Imari.  She clawed one along its side as it hurled by, and shoved a fire bolt down the maw of the other, incinerating it from the inside.   The slashed snake exploded from spontaneous combustion before it could circle about. 


    That left two snakes unengaged. Their heads swiveled, searching for me. 


    I swung my muzzle until the digital display had a snake’s head bracketed in green, a dot showing where my bullet would go. I held my breath and squeezed the trigger. An inexperienced shooter closes one eye, losing depth perception.   I didn’t make that mistake.  My rifle sank into my shoulder, but the muzzle didn’t ride up.  This made it easy to swing into my next target and turn a snake’s head into bloody fragments. 


    I swung toward Kona and his snakes, but held fire as Imari moved in and blocked my shots.  She gripped the python trying to crush Kona’s ribs, and was in the middle of peeling it away.  She might have thought success came from her demon strength, but the snake looked happy to give her its full, lethal attention.  It came free in a rush, swirling its lower body to take possession of her legs.  With a muffled curse, she toppled.  The snake’s upper body went squishy as putty, widening, absorbing its own scales.  In a moment, the snake had a man’s body from the waist up, his skin brown, muscles heavy, and chiseled.  His bald head gleamed as he grimaced, showing white teeth with fangs.  One of his new hands had Imari by the throat.  He drew back a fist to batter her lovely face. 


    I sent a round through his eye.  Dark blood splattered her.  She cursed a great deal more. The naga slumped in death, becoming fully snake.


    By then, Kona made a funeral pyre of himself, hanging onto the last snake as it thrashed in flames.  The dying creature swung its fangs toward his face.  He caught the snout in one hand, squeezed, and crumpled its nostrils, shattering its face with a loud, brittle pop.


    With things stable around me, I rolled onto my stomach and scanned the first floor with my weapon.   Zero-T had a demon down, and most of the harpies wiped out.  But one broke off from the fight—flapping straight toward me.  I shifted the muzzle on the tripod, leading her, and let her fly into a bullet.  It entered her gaping mouth and burst out of her tail feathers.  Her shriek cut off mid-warble.  Her body flipped tail-under-head, crashing to the first floor.


    Our two ground-floor teams met and merged, running flat-out now for the Greek exhibit.   I checked the broken skylight for more harpies.  There weren’t any more of them, but something half crab, half spider—the size of a Humvee—ran upside-down on the ceiling, heading for my balcony.  I yelled over my shoulder.  “Imari, on the ceiling—incoming!”


    She ran to a section of transparent wall that was still intact and gripped the top, looking up.  “What is it?” 


    Regretfully, I turned my eyes from her flouncing boobs, over to the creature.  “Who cares?  Can you handle it or not?”


    The thing leaped, flipped over, and crashed through a polyurethane section a dozen feet away.  Kona tackled it, scooting off the balcony, falling out into space.  “I got it.”  He fell to the first floor, using the spider-crab to break his fall.  His voice floated up. “I’m all right.”


    Through my scope, I saw Zero-T fumbling through display cases.  He paused, then snatched something up. 


    That better be it.


    I heard a massive blast that shook the whole building.  Down below, to my left, half-shifted nagas were flooding in, a good fifteen of them.  They were human female from the waist up, snake from the waist down, armed with flashing machetes.  A few naga seized gladiatorial tridents from the Roman exhibit. 


    I shot the clear wall-section to my left.  Imari jumped over my prone body, landed, and kicked out the punctured and cracked polyurethane so my future shots wouldn’t be impeded.  “Thanks,” I muttered.


    She grinned.  “No need.  I like breaking things.”


    I swiveled my muzzle down and began taking headshots.  Five naga went down before I had to break off fire to avoid killing my own guys.  They swirled in a lethal dance.  Jags of magic singed the air, spells flying back and forth.  I rolled on my side, sat up, and broke down my rifle for storage in the bag.  “We’re done,” I told Imari.  “We need to get the prize out of here before enemy reinforcements arrive.”


    “You’d run from a fight?” she demanded.


    “Hell, yes, if it means gaining a strategic advantage as well as treasure.”


    Zero-T called, his voice in my ear bud.  “Caine, get down here.  We’re bugging out.”


    I touched my mic button.  “On my way.  Over.”


    I pulled out my custom MP7A1 sub machinegun, sealed the weapon bag, and scrambled to my feet, turning toward the elevator.  Focused on the action, I hadn’t noticed the elevator going back to the first floor.  As it returned, I swung my weapon up to cover the double doors.  They opened.  Kona stood inside, his hands raised.  “Don’t shoot!  You’ll dirty up my Kevlar.”


    I swung my muzzle down and ran, joining him on the car.  Imari leaped in behind me.  Her body smelled of burnt snake blood.  That did nothing for me, but a dragon voice in the back of my soul rumbled hungry approval. 


    She’s an ally, not a snack, I reminded my other self.


    The doors closed.  Descending, we lost weight.  At the ground floor, full weight returned.  The doors opened, and I activated the transition point in the elevator wall.  The acid green light rolled out past us, engulfing my troops as they arrived in one massive cluster.  The light faded and we were all on the human side of the museum, invisible to those we’d just been engaging.  Now we just had to get the hell out of the building.


    As I left the elevator, Zero-T shoved something into my hands.  I looked down at a ram’s horn drinking cup inlaid with pearl and turquoise.  The thing vibrated with raw power.  I didn’t need to activate my Dragon Sight tattoo to know this for a relic of great power.  I clutched the cup, pinning it between forearm and abs, trying to read the nature of its power—hoping it would protect me as it protected itself.  “C’mon, around the corner, and out the front; move!”


    The area had grown quiet.  Our enemies were in the other version of the museum, looking for us.  The chained hell-beast was there too.  We were left looking at artfully posed dinosaur skeletons once more.   


    We’re going to get clean away.


    Humidity skyrocketed.  Salty winds whipped past as the air pressure changed.  I heard a distant rumble.  Lightning flashed from the short hall behind the huge skeletons.  Their shadows pounced at us.  Atlantean magic.  It felt stronger, more aggressive than the Old Man’s.  


    “Run,” I yelled, shoving past the surrounding demons, hauling ass for the entrance—hoping I made it.  Glad I’d taken the time to disarm the trap there earlier.


    I didn’t need to look behind me to know what was coming.  I’d seen the Old Man in action, pulling a typhoon and water spout out of thin air.  A roaring wall of sea water was about to smash the big skeletal dinosaur, engulfing it on the way to me.  Someone was determined to stop me from getting away with the cup. 


    I saw the doors ahead, angling for the right-most pair.  I can make it.  I can make it.


    The roar swelled.  I heard screams from those not quite as fast as me—screams choked off by mouthfuls of water.  Frothy white water scooped me up like a stone in the hand of a petulant child—a mean child—who sent me spinning into an ocean of pain.  I spun multiple directions at once, holding my breath desperately.


    And worse was coming.  Fast.  I had hoped to open the front doors.  That wasn’t going to happen now.  Fighting the water, I tucked in a ball and covered my head, finding this difficult despite my increase in strength from when my dragon-half DNA first kicked in. 


    I hit the doors along with the kinetic force of a bomb.  They broke.  It felt like my spine did as well.  Shattered wood and glass surrounded me like a thousand scalpels.  Bricks also tumbled with me as the wall around the doors came along for the ride.  I didn’t feel the full extent of the coming pain with adrenaline flooding my system, but it wouldn’t be long.  The water scraped me over the deactivated spell-trap outside the door.  The tidal wave bounced me off the concrete apron once more, then kicked me down the outside flight of stairs, that stretched on endlessly.  Their edges would leave bruises, making me a mottled corpse if I didn’t do something fast.


    Spinning, my body opened, arms and legs trailing loosely.  Massive chunks of masonry as well as a swarm of smaller bricks and wooden timbers danced with me as my lungs burned.  My air bubbled out.  I clamped my mouth shut to fight the desire to breathe the water.  In my head, the world became gray mist, dimming toward black. 


    I wept in the depths of my soul for all the women who would never get the chance to sleep with me.  That thought fuzzed-out as darkness rushed in.  The darkness should have brought release, but I felt renewed pain as the skin of my back tore.  My shoulder blades were melting.  My back muscles writhed like dying pythons.  Open wounds on my back burned with saltwater. 


    And then I wrenched myself up into the air, finding the crest of the killer wave and leaving it for the dark sky, gasping as I filled my lungs with fresh, blessed air. 


    I tore higher and higher, flipping backwards, the way I’d come.  Water thundered under me, finally thinning.  I was flying upside down, back toward the entrance.  My newly grown back muscles weren’t quite in control of my wings.  This much was a miracle; I couldn’t manage a full change yet when I wanted.  I rolled in the air so I wasn’t upside-down anymore, and tried to gain control of my motion.  Just because I had dragon wings didn’t mean I knew how to use them.


    I crashed to the concrete and skidded into fresh debris now clogging the vast hole where three sets of doors had been.  Part of the debris was a barricade made of dinosaur bones.  Several of them were broken; much like my right wing.  I swallowed the additional pain easily since it was an old friend, and just rode out the shock.  Still, getting functional remained iffy.


    Lying on my back, one wing folded under itself, a load of brick, bone, and shattered glass sloughed off the jam and half buried me: Insult to injury.  A few of my demons were revealed by the collapse.   Stunned, they stared into infinity.  One of them was Zero-T.  His mask was gone.  His X-shaped pupils were dilated with pain.  He’d used his earth magic to create a protective cocoon of debris around him and the closest demons.   Most of them had survived, but needed digging out.


    At the moment, that was beyond me.  I still gasped for breath, staring up at ominous clouds that thickened overhead, blotting out the stars.   Miraculously, I still clutched the Poseidon’s Cup in my right hand.  My fingers were claw-like, locked in place with a will of their own.  I couldn’t manage to relax my grip.  The avaricious dragon in me was not about to surrender a piece of treasure, not even on the threshold of death.  I admired that in myself.


    Blood crept down from a scalp wound.  I brushed it away before the blood obscured my left eye.  The effort exhausted me. 


    I’ll just lie here a few more minutes, gather my strength, and try not to puke.


    The transition circle flared to life with a vortex of acid green light that funneled a dozen feet up before thinning out.  The glare snapped out and a man was left in its place.  He took several steps and stopped beside me, staring down with mild interest.  He wore a black velvet long coat with no sleeves, revealing massively muscled blue arms.  They were heavy with sprawling scars and tattoos.  Most of them looked like the Old Man’s, but some were alien to me.  Long, aqua-blue bangs obscured his eyebrows, threatening the view of his eyes.  His hair draped his back, and spilled forward over his shoulders, hiding his lapels.  He wore no shirt, but had an indigo leather vest with brushed metal buttons.  The two massive guns—their butts protruding above his leather belt—had to be custom because I’d never seen a pair that big. 


    He bent over me.


    I studied his face.  The scars stopped at the base of his neck.  He was clean shaven, a young clone of the Old Man.  Even his eyes burned with the same blue fire. 


    The man reached down and lifted my hand, the one clutching Poseidon’s Cup.  He tried prying my fingers away.  He failed.  He dropped my hand to the concrete and stomped on my fingers.  Twice.  I wanted to summon dragon fire and fry his face, but that would hardly work against someone who could pull tidal waves from thin air.  Still, weak, vulnerable as hell, I laughed at him. 


    I can be very stupid sometimes.


    He knelt and pulled a helluva big knife from a boot sheath.  A wicked smile appeared on his face.  Light off his blue skin tinted his white teeth yellow. “I wonder how many fingers you’ll have to lose before I get the cup.”  He paused, as if seriously wanting an answer.


    I gritted my teeth in rage, no longer laughing.


    Fuck this!  I am not dying here.  I’m dying with my cock in a hot piece of ass, a drink in my hand, a lit cigar in the other, fucking on a pile of gold coins until my heart explodes from bliss. 


    Tapping my lifeforce, I used a trickle of raw magic to awaken my Dragon Voice tattoo. 


    The ink band around the base of my neck warmed.  Then came the pain that paid for my magic: it felt like someone took a chainsaw to my throat—a rusty chainsaw with gaps in the chain.  I clenched my jaws and endured the moment it took for the sensation to ghost away. 


    Pouring all my force of will into my voice, I could give him a command he’d have to follow.  But what command?  I could order him to die, but with his strength, that would probably fail.   No, I needed to give an order that wouldn’t kick his survival instincts to play.  I just needed him gone.


    I unleashed the spell, saying, “Hey, Blue Dildo, haul your ass back to the whore that aborted you.  No one wants you here.”


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     

  


  
     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


    EIGHTEEN


     


    “Pity the PlayStation Generation.


    The blood on their hands isn’t real.”


     


                                        —Caine Deathwalker


     


     


    Kneeling next to me, the Rambo-wanna-be clutched his over-sized Bowie knife.  His grin failed.  His body shook.  Muscles spasmed, trying to obey the magically reinforced command I’d given.   The electric glow of his eyes brightened while he clenched his teeth.  The pale-blue hand white-knuckled the knife hilt.  The blade trembled as he rose into a crouch.  


    That’s it, just turn around and haul ass, goat-fucker.


    His smile returned.  He laughed and straightened, all tension bleeding from his body.  “Gottcha,” he said.  “Like I told you before, I’ve done my research, and I’m more than ready for you.”


    Wait, I know that voice.  It’s the Hazmat Man!  The weather wizard from the cemetery.


    He pointed with his free hand at an ear.  “Industrial strength ear-plugs.  I’ve been reading your lips.  Now, back to business.”  He took a couple steps and stomped on the break in my dragon wing.


    Flames swirled in my brain, but I offered him only the blank mask of a face, all emotion wiped away.  


    He knelt once more, stabbing with the knife, hacking at the break and leathery membrane until the wing was severed.  I fluttered in and out of consciousness for a few moments.  The next reliable thing I saw was him peering down into my face, holding up the severed piece of wing so I could see the trophy.  His smile went impossibly wide.  “This will make a nice present for Mother.” 


    I felt myself falling into an inner darkness, but fought back.  If I passed out again, I didn’t think I’d return to consciousness still alive.


    He crouched and playfully slapped my cheek.  “Now, now, little brother, don’t leave the party just yet.  I’m not going to kill you, you know.  That wouldn’t be fun without Father watching.  No fun at all.  I will content myself with simply demonstrating how weak you are—taking what is yours.”


    He spoke the words of an Atlantean demon spell.  Like the Old Man’s incantations, this spell reverberated in the air—each word sounding three times—shrill enough to put metaphorical needles in my ears.   A navy-blue shimmer of dark stars appeared between us, thickening into a curled shape of dusky light.  My claw-shaped hand closed in a fist, empty.   Stolen, the Poseidon’s Cup materialized and floated.  He snatched it from the air and gave a bark of laughter.  “Like I said; mine!”


    A dragon’s roar of rage echoed in my soul.  I wanted a name for this walking dead man.  “Who the hell are you?” 


    “Lauramus.  Hasn’t our father mentioned me?  I’m disappointed.”  He sounded as if that were true.  He shrugged, turned, and walked away.


    A woman came and stood over me, staring like I was a museum exhibit.


    This is getting very annoying.


    Her face clouded with pity and a little disgust, someone else I needed to kill.  She wore pale blue robes that matched her skin.  Her eye-shadow was a royal blue.  She smelled of violets, except for her lipstick; that had the scent of ground beetles to it.  Her sapphire eyes were lined with black kohl.  I guess she thought she was Cleopatra.  A hood covered her head, but since she peered down, I saw inside, my gaze catching on a star sapphire embedded in her forehead. 


    “You poor, foolish, broken, thing,” she sighed.  “How could you ever dream of taking my son’s place?  Lauphram has one heir, and that is not you.”


    “Fuck you,” I said.


    Naturally, the bitch kicked me in the head. 


    And the looming darkness wrapped me in velvet wings that took me away...


     


    …Into the shallows of a dream.  A dream of endless gold.  Hills of it glinted in a cavernous gloom, rolling away into shadow.  I was surrounded by will-o-the-wisps burning in every color.  Crowding past their circle came a dragon head on a long sinuous neck.  The scales were gold as well, as were the dragon’s eyes.  By the logic of dreams, I knew this was the beast that lived in my soul, my other half. 


    With a sour curl of lip, he looked me over, scanning head to toe and back again.  Not much to look at, are you?


    I met his stare.  “You do know you’re insulting yourself, right?”


    He huffed at that, a blue smoke cloud escaping his lips.  The ring of fey light expanded.  More of the dragon came into focus.  He had one wing and the stub of another.  You took poor care of the wings I loaned you.  That’s no way to build credit.


    “I owe you nothing.  If you’d let me die, you would have died as well.”


    He yawned, flashing a boatload of sharp, white teeth.  True enough.  Just tell me you’re going to kill these Atlantean relics—painfully.


    “I will.”


    And suddenly, a dream image of the Old Man was there.  He was dressed as a clergyman, backward collar and all, and held an open bible.  His bass voice rolled out like thunder.  “Then by the power invested in me—by myself—I now pronounce you man and dragon.  You can kiss the…”


    The dragon glared at him: Hell, no!


    “Kiss my ass,” I added.


    Old Man slammed the book shut.  The dream rushed away, consumed by a burst of white light.


     


    I exploded back to awareness with every cell shrieking from the recent abuses I’d been put through.  What was left of my dragon wings had dried and curled, scattering like so much potpourri. 


    Note to self: get a pilot’s license.


    Dust clung to the damp air, thickening it.  I coughed, breathing deeper than was wise, causing the pain-drenched world to tremble.  Breathing shallowly, I wondered if my ribs were broken or merely webbed with cracks.  There’s just so much a Kevlar vest can do.  And there’s nothing like being pounded out a building, crashing to concrete, getting half-buried with debris, and having a major new enemy beat you down and laugh at you in front of your disrespectful minions. 


    Hurts more than a zombie hooker with memories of life.  Well, payback’s coming like a runaway train, goat-fucker!  Soon as I find you, get a few drinks, get these ribs taped up, and get a few more drinks…


    Sirens screamed in the night.  Police, fire trucks, and ambulances were on the way, so it looked like the secret of preternaturals among human kind was dangling by a frayed thread.  I managed to shift enough to slide assorted pieces of wreckage and glass shards off me.  Each muscle cursed me for an idiot, but I dragged myself clear.  Other clansmen were doing the same, tunneling to daylight or limping back finally from wherever the water had washed them. 


    A green-assed demon, with his ribbed wings tattered, screamed on the ground like a little girl.  “Oh, crap, my leg’s broken!”


    I glowered at him.  “What’s your point?”


    I found my phone in my pocket—in a great many shattered pieces.  And I liked that phone.  I was seeing double.  Concussion?  I closed my eyes.   “Someone call for a clean-up crew.  Make that two or three.”


    I sensed someone standing close by, and forced my eyes open.  It was Zero-T, looking like hell.  He seemed to sway, but that could just have been me.  He pointed an accusing finger at my head.  “See, that’s what you get—bad karma.  Teach you to shoot my car radio.”


    I drew a careful, shallow breath.  “That’s so funny.  Lean down here a moment … so I can hit you with a brick.”


    He didn’t oblige, tottering over to a chunk of concrete, sitting down.  Zero-T’s eyes scanned the wreckage.  “I feel like soggy crap served on a shingle.”


    We all did.  A lot of water had slammed through like Godzilla escaping detox.  I had no idea where the tsunami came from, or where it went.  It had smelled of brine and now we all did.  Damn Atlantean magic.  Quite the party trick.  I’ve only seen the Old Man use that much power.  This Lauramus is definitely his kid.  Well, it will be a first.  I’ve never killed a brother before.


    Zero-T rummaged through his clothing and eventually pulled out the Atlantean crystal I’d used on him earlier.  Sliver in hand, he staggered toward the most damaged of his men. 


    A squadron of witches on their brooms dropped out of the night sky.  These were old school, and old besides.  They reeked of the black magic that had added centuries to their lives.  I saw their eyes shining with lust over the fresh blood still seeping out of our troops, but they were professional enough, administering first-aid, setting up a magic barrier that would hide us and keep the curious away while we retreated.  Which we did.  Stabilized, our demons would be return to the clan house where we had our own medical personnel on call.


    One of the witches stopped beside me.  Her black eyes stared out of a beautiful face.  Her skin was flawless; her red lips an invitation to sin.  She smiled, her hand caressing my arm where the tattered sleeve allowed the dragon-blood tattoos to be seen.  She leaned in, acting as if she could smell the scent of my magic.


    “Nice,” she said.   “Who does your ink?”


    “Who’s asking?”


    “Esmeralda.”  She nodded toward the rest of the witches.  “These are my girls.”


    To use the term loosely.


    I asked, “Are you going to be able to fix this?”  I stared at the damaged museum.


    She followed my glance.  “Help is coming, but there’s a lot here to clean up.  Better, I think, to lay the blame on terrorists, and charm the damage so nothing magical is noticed.  We’ve got a hellhound canine unit coming in to find all the supernatural bodies.  Can’t leave those behind.”


    She was still stroking my arm.


    I looked at her hand.  “I charge for the privilege of touching.  By the minute.”


    She laughed and strolled away, giving her hips a little extra roll like she knew I’d be watching.  I was, but I didn’t intend to go there.  It’s not that I had anything against milfs.  I’d done my share of Mothers-I’d-Like-to-Fuck, but you sleep with a witch who’s gone to the darkside and you risk waking up without a soul or body parts, if you wake up at all. 


    I was feeling better.  My dragon blood was helping my human side to heal a good deal quicker.  I figured I’d give it a few more minutes, and see if I could limp to Zero-T’s convertible Volvo.   Meanwhile, I had a lot of mean built up.  Might as well use some of it.  I snapped my fingers, sending out a mental summons: Quig!


    A teal green ball of light came shooting in, pausing in front of me, wobbling slightly.  You called?


    I smiled the way a cobra might seeing a mouse scurry by.  “I seem to recall sending you off to scout for ambushes.  Funny thing about that, we got ambushed—jumped—several times, and no sign of you anywhere.”  I stopped smiling, letting death hang in my eyes.  “Why do you suppose that is?”


    I thought the plasmic ball of light might have reversed poles, inverting, but I wasn’t sure.  Quig said, I did exactly as you said.  You wanted the enemy scouted.  I did.


    He fell silent, waiting for me to send him away.


    I nodded.  He was right.  He’d done exactly what I’d asked.  It was my own fault for not specifying that he come back with the information.  Still, the little bastard knew what I’d wanted.  He’d have to deal with my displeasure, justified or not.


    I continued my silent stare.  Seconds passed, then a minute.  Time was stretching out like it did when you paid it attention.  I did nothing to break the tension in the air, imagining all manner of ways to injure a magical entity without letting it escape into dissolution.  Killing Quig wouldn’t just lose me his services, but that of the rest of his kind—a breach of contract. 


    Finally, he broke.  Uh, if there’s nothing else, I really ought to—


    I warmed the tattoo that let me summon my demon sword to hand.  The straight katana materialized, filling my grip.  A haze of demon-red light shimmered along its length.  The fierce hunger of the blade uncoiled in my mind.  I kept my eyes on Quig, and spoke in a mild, conversational tone.  “I want you to stay exactly where you are until I’m done with you.”


    What, what are you going to do?


    “With my sword?  I see you’ve noticed it.” 


    I noticed that the emergency sirens were growing fainter.   The vehicles had been magically diverted.  Esmeralda was on the job.  Zero-T’s troops, those mostly functional, were helping the rest to evacuate.  Josie and her team had arrived as well.  They were helping out, but none of them turned their backs on the black witches.


    I turned my attention back to Quig.  “My sword is salivating.   He hungers for souls—and magical energies—the way a coke whore needs a fix.  You’d make a very tasty morsel for him.”


    My demon blade thrust its thoughts into the conversation.  Yes, excellent idea.  Feed me!


    You won’t do that.  Edged with fear, Quig’s thought lacked certainty.  I’m a valuable resource.  And if you kill me, you lose the services of all of us.


    “Well, now, you have a point.  But I can feed quite a lot of you to my sword without actually killing you.  Think of it as slimming down to more obedient size.”


    Quig vibrated with horror. No! 


    My sword howled in triumph.  Yessss!


    Quig pulsed in distress.  I’ll be good, I promise.  You don’t have to do this.


    I sent the sword back to my armory, its snarl of rage fading from my mind.  “Fine, as long as you understand—next time, there will be no reprieve.”


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     

  


  
     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


    NINTEEN


     


    “Ice cream only buys twenty minutes of


    forgiveness from a hostile bitch—I’ve timed it.”


     


                                       —Caine Deathwalker


     


     


    I tried not to move my head too much.  I had the mother of all headaches and single images were trying to divide into two.  Feeling like century-old crap warmed up on a hot plate, I leaned against Zero-T’s Volvo and used a borrowed phone to call Izumi.  She picked up on the second ring.  “I’m hurt,” I admitted.  “Can you come to me?”


    “On my way.”  She hung up.


    I did the same.  I handed the phone back to Imari.  “Thanks.”


    She took it from my hand and muttered a mystic word.  The phone popped off to some private pocket dimension she used for makeup, credit cards, and whatnot.  She continued to stand right in front of me, hand on hips, waiting with a what-now expression on her face.   Kona had been found, a lump on his head from a chunk of wall that had knocked him out.  He stood off a ways, glaring around ferociously, hoping some enemy might return to mess with him. 


    I offered an explanation.  “I’m seriously injured.  All that’s holding me together is some magical first aid.   I need to return to full strength quickly if we’ve a hope of winning this war—especially with what we’re up against.  There’s only one way I can do that; I have to have Izumi take me over to Fairy, to the land I bonded with.  Tell the Old Man I’ll be back when I’m healed, and tell him we need to have a serious conversation.  His skeletons are out of the closet and dancing up an apocalypse.”


    Kona grunted from ten feet away, his demon hearing picking up every word.  “Been a while since I’ve been to one of those.”


    Imari’s eyes burned holes in the air.  “We’ll stay with you until the fey bitch comes.”


    There was no love lost between fey and demon kind, but it was going to get worse.  Fire types and ice types have a natural antipathy for one another.  Izumi and Imari were going to hate each other on sight.  I sighed.  “I don’t have the energy to referee, so behave.  Also, you should know one thing.”


    “What?” she asked.


    “I don’t have the strength to look away from your excellent tits, so if you don’t want me to stare, you should go join Kona.”


    She spoke heatedly, but didn’t move.  “You’re a bastard.”


    “Actually no.  I may not know my sperm donor, but I have one.  Somewhere.”


    She didn’t bother to cover her assets.  I continued to stare and didn’t spontaneously combust.  That’s when I knew my animal charisma was bending her to my will.  Note to self: buy a flame-proof bed for future recreational activities.


    I was done eyeing her breasts, my gaze sliding lower, when a magical portal opened up behind Imari, throwing her shadow all over me.  The oval of ice-blue light dropped the surrounding temperature thirty degrees.  Orange-gold flames ignited, clinging to Imari like a shroud.  She turned as Izumi stepped out of the portal.  They studied each other in silence.  Snowflakes swirled between them.  The flakes hissed into steam as they neared the fire demon.  Imari angled herself to see me and Izumi at once, backing out from between us so a triangle was created.


    Imari slanted me a glance from her new position.  “So that’s your type, huh?”


    “Actually,” I said, “variety is necessary for a healthy sex life.  Maybe we could have a threesome sometime.”


    “Ask Kona,” Imari said.  “I’ll be busy that night.”


    Staring at Izumi in her jeans and tight pink top, Kona actually looked hopeful.


    Izumi pointed her pert nose into the air, pointedly ignoring the fire demons as she marched over and grabbed my hand.  “C’mon, let’s go before your cock digs your grave.”


    “That’s not one of its special abilities,” I said.


    Izumi’s voice cut like hard frost, “Shut up.”  She jerked me toward the waiting portal. 


    The sudden motion caused my cracked ribs to burn.  I clamped down on a hiss of pain, not letting it escape my throat, hiding such weakness.  “Take me to my lands in Fairy.”


    She looked at me over her shoulder, but didn’t say a word.  The portal’s cold light blotted her out, swallowed my hand, arm, and then the rest of me.  Gravity fluttered.  I felt a moment of falling, then a snapping into place where gravity was once more strong in resolve.  The oval of silver-blue light we’d come through vanished a moment later.


    I looked around.  This was not my tree-top mansion in the heart of the golden grasslands.  Mountains loomed, all purple black with edges graced by a huge silver moon.  We were in a narrow valley.  And it was cold—not that Izumi noticed.  Yet this was my land.  I felt its attention, an eagerness to please. The rocks around me softened, losing sharp edges that might have accidentally cut me.  A trail of white gravel appeared.  The air warmed.  Several large boulders became encrusted with honeysuckle, sweetening the air.  White moths—the size of my hand— fluttered out of the starry sky as if moonlight had been given living shape, retaining its luminescence.   My fey kingdom was part of my harem, a lover who’d prepared herself to greet me.


    Izumi drew in a slow breath of wonder.  “This is so beautiful.”


    “Yeah, but why bring us here?  My mansion has a lot more creature comforts, and I’m not really up to a wilderness jaunt.”


    She said, “With you here, backing me up, the land will form what I want.  We’ve been needing an outpost where travelers skirting your lands can be received.”


    “What you mean is, you don’t want to spend days in the saddle, visiting me from your mother’s kingdom.  Your portals take you in and out of Fairy just fine, but are less reliable getting you through other people’s domains.”


    She shrugged.  “I just thought we could kill two birds with one brick.  C’mon.”  She took my hand and we walked along the white gravel.  “If you desire it, there will be a mountain lake around some bend, and a stone keep built into a mountain side.  Capping the central building, there will be a peaked roof with red-clay tiles, and chimneys with wood smoke winding up like lazy dragons.  Regularly spaced out, we passed more of the honeysuckle-wrapped boulders with glowing moths for lighting.” 


    Something about being here was making my aches a distant thing.  My breathing was growing easier, and fresh strength seeped into me with every step as if the mountains were sharing their endurance.


    I could smell smoke in the air, and the path did curve around an unexpected grove of wild shrubs that bore bruise-colored fruit.  The baby trees were gray barked with saw-toothed leaves resembling miniature spear points.  Seeing my interest, Izumi named the type of orchard, “Choke cherries.  Good for making jams and wine.  They do well in the mountain cold.”


    We rounded several more trees, where the gravel fused into a white road that stretched into a tunnel.  Heavy, crisscrossing portcullises were raised at both ends, the only way past a heavy wall of polished granite.  I looked up over the wall to see various buildings and their rooftops.  They were mostly as I’d envisioned.  An unexpected touch was pale blue glass in narrow windows.  Light beamed out through them.  I wondered at the source of the lighting inside.


    “Impressive,” I said.  “The land is just letting you put all this here?”


    “She knows this is all for you.  That makes her happy.”


    “As long as there is indoor plumbing, food, booze, and a king-sized bed, I’ll be happy too.”


    Izumi tugged me into the tunnel.  “I doubt you will be disappointed.”


    “I’d better not be.  That would set too dangerous a precedent.”


    There were torches inside the tunnel, and more lining an inner courtyard.  Off to the left were stables.  They were silent, dark, waiting to be used.  I walked toward the double doors of what I figured was the main hall.  The doors were fourteen feet, oak, and finished with black, silver hinges and latches.    The doors opened as Izumi and I arrived.


    “It is good to be king,” I said.


    What wasn’t so good was that my land was uninhabited: there were no peasants to work the fields, no soldiers ready to ravage my enemies and protect my property, no servants to cater to my every whim.  Our footsteps were distinct in the stillness of the hall, echoing back to us as if the sound didn’t want to venture too far. 


    The flagstones underfoot were blue-gray octagons with square emeralds filling the gaps.  The surrounding walls were striped with banners, those on the right showing the same gold dragon silhouette flying against a black field.  The banners on the left were midnight blue with a large silver-blue snowflake on each.  Between the hangings were silver-crafted stands made to resemble saplings.  A nocturnal vine used the branches for support.  The flowers were pale gold, spilling radiance in little pockets.   A fire pit in the center of the chamber provided warmth and an orange light, a ten foot copper hood suspended over it to catch smoke and pipe it up and away. 


    We skirted the pit and passed a dais with a pair of midnight blue thrones.  The taller one had a high back, its upper half carved into a flattened dragon with a topaz eye.  The smaller throne had no dragon on its back, but an oversized snowflake rendered in fine, crystalline detail.


    “Making yourself queen?” I said.


    “Someone’s gotta do it.  Besides, my mom may come here with an escort to visit.  It will give me leverage if I’m not just another of your whores.”


    We reached a back wall with an arch into a hub.  Straight on was a kitchen.  Left and right hallways led to other places I’d like to explore, once I’d rested.


    “Enough walking.  I want to lay down a while.”


    “There’s an indoor garden this way.”  Izumi led the way to the right.  “Or, there will be once we get there.  Lush, warm grass will cradle you where fountains murmur and flowers scent the air.”


    “Soothing.  Maybe too soothing.  Fair warning,” I said.  “If you intend to jump my bones, you’ll have to do all the work.”


    “Fine, but if you fall asleep on me, I’ll kill you.”


    I crossed my fingers behind my back.  “That’s only fair.”              


     


    I was recovering from being ridden to distraction, and from a severe tongue lashing—the kind a man gets off on.  Sated, Izumi nestled against me.  Her clothes were tossed over by a terraced bank of white roses where more of the glowing moths chased their own light in zigzag flight.  We were in a glass chamber with a vaulted glass ceiling, attached to the Great Hall. 


    I could feel the joy of the land seeping into me from the grass.  Closing my eyes, I pushed my awareness into the earth.  There were currents of magic in the land, and very deep, I felt a vibration—like a human heart beating—where part of me was tangled with my domain.  This was the tie of my ownership, my claim. 


    It felt like I’d been loosed from my body and had grown a web of nerves that extended like roots for miles.  Somewhere, my desire would find what I wanted.  Ah, there!  Come to me.  I felt the land respond, a small piece of it swimming through dirt and rock to answer me. 


    Up through the grass, a sliver of hardness pushed into my hand.  I pulled it near my eyes, opening them to see what I held.  It was a crystal tear, yellow, throbbing with the magic of the land and my own pattern of energies.  In a real sense, this was a small piece of me. 


    Izumi rolled against me.  Her hand brushed the spot over my heart.  Her cold breath brushed my face.  She asked, “What is that?”


    I handed it to her.  “Keep this on you and guard it with your life.  When we’re back in the clan house, you will be recognized by the house as me.  You will be able to use glamour and cover for me when I’m out.  This will color your own magic so the House shouldn’t interfere with your fey powers unless the Old Man directly intervenes.”


    “All that from a little stone?”


    “As King Arthur once said, ‘I am the land, and the land is me.’  Because so many of my clan members hate me, the Old Man made sure I could use all of my magic, all the time.  The demons are used to feeling my magic in me.  If you couldn’t put out the same vibe, they’d see through your glamour.”


    “You’re sure this will work?” Izumi looked at the crystal, then back at me.


    “Mostly.  Hey, nothing’s ever a sure thing.”


    I stared up at the ceiling, at the dark sky beyond.  “This is a nice place.”


    “Do we really have to go back?” Izumi asked.


    “Yes.  The city is mine, too.  I’m not going to let anyone take it away from me, especially not an older brother with delusions of godhood.”


    “Huh?”


    “Never mind.  I’ll fill you in later.”  I was feeling pretty good now.  Just as the land reshapes itself to meet my desires, it had refashioned me, restoring my strength and health.  Now I had killing to attend to.  I sat up and turned on one hip so I could push myself off the grass and stand.  Izumi sat up, closing her fist around the crystal.   My eyes feasted on her cold, pale flesh.  I held out a hand to help her up.  We stood, staring into each other’s eyes.


    Her eyes hardened.  A knife of ice formed in her free hand once I let it go. 


    “What are you going to do with that?” I asked the question, but didn’t need to.   The land was feeling distress, passing that emotion on to me in warning.  There were strangers on the land, in the mountain keep, and they were hiding in a very strong glamour or would never have gotten this close. 


    Izumi looked up at the glass ceiling.  I followed her gaze.  There were dark shapes, blocking stars and moonlight.  I thought of the storm fey woman that had attacked me at my Malibu home.  These were probably more of her people.  Assassins.  I growled in annoyance.  “I really don’t have time for this.”


    A section of glass roof shattered and rained down on us as uninvited guests dropped in.


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    TWENTY


    


    “There’s never a sword-babe in a


    chainmail bikini when you need


    one, or there are just too many.”


    


    —Caine Deathwalker


    


    


    I called across the ether between worlds for my demon blade to come. It materialized in my hand as I backed a step, sweeping aside many of the raining shards of glass from the ceiling. Moving kept the first fey from landing on me while I lopped off his head, sending it bouncing away into the koi pond for the fish to nibble on. Having drunk the assassin’s soul my sword shared a blaze of new strength with me. I heard the fey soul’s immaterial scream echoing in my head as well as the voice of my sword: More, more!


    Sure.


    I moved toward another attacker, watching Izumi from the corner of my eye.


    She held her dagger in her left hand, creating a winter storm with her right. She slicked her body with ice that grew into armor, plated with icicle spikes. Amid a flurry of snow, an ice-sword formed in her right hand, its guard growing knuckle-spikes so she could punch, slash, or stab.


    A fey warrior in gray leathers and a black, hooded cloak landed a step away from her. He held a serrated short sword, its tip discolored with poison.


    Izumi caught the sword with her dagger, angling it away. Her ice-sword stabbed. The warrior dodged. Izumi pursued. Coming past her, moving in on me, was a female assassin in white furs, tied on with indigo thongs. She slashed with a dagger in each hand. They had smoke-quartz pommels that flickered with shadows, cloying the air with dark magic: a scent like black liquorish, damp wood, and mushrooms.


    Spell-forged weapons, my blade warned, the voice in my head sounded wary.


    What are you worried about? I asked. You’re spell-forged, too. A damned Muramasa. Have some damn pride.


    I slid past the woman, ducking one knife, blocking the other with my blade. A thrumming song of rage shimmered in the air where blades crossed. The red glow along my steel deepened, coloring the air like blood. It was weird to hear my sword screaming at the woman’s spell-dagger: Is that all you got?


    The dagger tried to leap out of the woman’s hand. She hung onto it, but was wrenched bodily away from me.


    My sword sounded impressed with itself: The fey weapon’s scared of me.


    Why wouldn’t it be? I asked.


    Handling two men at once, Izumi backed toward me.


    I put my back to hers, turning as the female fey returned.


    I warmed one of my rarer tats, unleashing a special power. My legs locked and I fought for breath as pain appeared, payment for the spell. I felt phantom claws pierce my heart, giving it an hundred and eighty degree turn within my chest. The sensation faded and my brain received sensory data from my body, and from a point across the room where part of my mind had been displaced. The result was that I could watch the fey woman with the daggers, see myself from behind, and watch all the other fighters at the same time.


    I shifted in unexpected directions to dodge the thrusts of the circling fey, and never missed engaging the daggers, holding the woman at bay. She first spoke Elvin, but a dialect more slippery than Izumi’s, then shifted to English. “Why. Won’t. You. Die?”


    Izumi’s first opponent circled to her side, in no hurry to engage.


    The other fey assassin hacked with his short sword. The blade skidded off the ice-sword, shattering half of it, but as the fey pulled back for another chop, the ice-sword grew. Izumi slid the tip forward. The assassin stepped aside, but was caught at the corner of his jaw. A line of blood appeared, dripping down his neck. He grunted out an Elvin curse, and pressed in, beating down on Izumi’s sword so she’d only have time for defense.


    Instead of growing the length of her weapon, she caused the knuckle-spikes to jut out further. She punched those spikes into the fey warrior’s chest. He froze up, ice covering him as he became a standing corpse-cicle.


    That left two fighters, the better assassins.


    I gave the woman a sudden lunge that carried her back several steps, forcing her to catch my blade with both of her knives. The second fey assassin could no longer fight both Izumi and me. I think he knew that if he went for me, Izumi would be on him like a bear after a bag of marshmallows. He gave her his full attention.


    The fey held a silver rapier with mystic runes etched down the flat of the blade. Silver was a soft metal that—without magic reinforcement—could never hold up against human iron, but against Izumi’s ice, it more than held its own. She was retreating, using both ice-sword and her dagger to deflect attacks.


    “Izumi,” I called, “you should stop taking it easy on him.”


    The woman in front of me danced in and out, mouthing a chant that was ugly despite the beauty of the fey language. The shadows in her dagger pommels exploded in to the air, a kind of flame-shaped shadow. Her blades, her hands, her whole body washed out with a kind of smoky texture that kept trying to avert my gaze. Her spell was a fey version of my own Demon Wings spell, but not quite as strong.


    A visible copy of her appeared to my right, striking with a double stabbing motion toward my face. This left her midsection totally exposed. I was expected to believe the deception she’d made of glamour, engaging the illusion. That would open me up to getting blindsided—not that I had a blind side right now.


    I ignored the copy, letting its make-believe daggers sink into me and ghost away. I bore down on the real storm fey, my straight katana a mystic firebrand, howling with joy as I shoved toward her heart. I muscled the blade past her guard and watched her flinch back. Her body flipped over a rosebush that she should have known was there. She flailed midair, hit the ground, and rolled a short distance. With her concentration broken, the smoke-screen hiding her evaporated.


    I slashed; a low sweep that severed the base stems of the bush. It tumbled aside, giving me a clear approach.


    Of course my sword bitched. What am I? Gardening sheers?


    She kneeled, daggers in hand, pointing at me once more. Her face displayed die-hard determination, a confidence I wanted to rattle. I eased toward her, the red light of my blade coloring her skin. “See this sword?” I asked.


    She didn’t answer but her gaze flickered to my sword, then back to my face.


    I said, “It’s not simply steel, which fey are weak against. It’s a demon sword, a cursed blade filled with hundreds of souls. When it touches you, you will know what’s worse than death.”


    Her face paled. She swallowed. I saw the pulse in her neck going all trip-hammer as adrenaline flooded her system. I smelled the acrid tang of her fear.


    I smiled. “What’s wrong? Didn’t they warn you?” I paused, my face lighting up as the awareness I’d projected across the room watched Izumi drive her opponent back with a gut-level slash. He gurgled and folded to the grass. He reached for the wound. No! He drew a small whistle and blew. The high-pitched sound made me cross-eyed, spiking my brain. Reflectively, I threw my Muramasa. It went through his head, pinning it to the ground. I called the sword back to my hand. The throw spun my body. I landed, using the momentum to swing knee up against her knife hand as she lunged in. I’d blocked her, but she smiled. The kind of smile I often used. Not good.


    “We win!” she declared.


    Claws hit the overhead glass. Another rain of broken shards fell into the garden. I danced aside as two beasts fell between me and my opponent. My other point of awareness saw a third beast drop through an already broken section of ceiling, going for Izumi.


    Izumi grew a barrier of ice spikes to hold it off. “What the hell are these things?”


    “Hell-hounds, but bigger than any I’ve ever heard of,” I said.


    My sword was overjoyed. C’mere, doggy. Nice doggy. Come get eaten!


    The hounds dripped black blood from their coats. Their milky, red eyes were gold-ball sized. Bared fangs followed me as I weaved so the beasts blocked the woman from coming in. The hounds should have had more speed. They smelled off. Like spoiled meat. Their muscle control was too loose. One spasmed for no reason, ruining his gait. Their missing patches of hair confirmed what I suspected. “Necro-hounds.” Not as strong as they looked, but they lethal another way. “Poisonous.”


    My sword was scandalized. No souls? Outrageous.


    My newest tattoo, only three months old, lay under my belt buckle. Warming the Dragon Pressure tattoo sent waves of pain from my heart to my balls, almost making me lose my composure. Pulling one hand off my sword, I pushed down at my two hounds. Gravity under them increased and crushed them into foot-tall lumps of broken bone and ripped flesh. The fey woman jumped back to get clear, stumbling off her feet.


    By then, Izumi finished freezing her beast into a sold block of ice.


    I addressed the fey woman. “Hey, you should tell me who sent you so I know where to send all these bodies.”


    Screaming, she lunged off the ground, daring my sword to break through her guard. She crossed her daggers to block me and jumped so her head pointed down while her feet went high. The force of my resistance propelled her higher. She flipped over my head.


    I bent my knees, ducking.


    The kick she aimed at the back of my head missed.


    Izumi threw a mini blizzard in her face. Blinded, the assassin staggered aside, slashing air to keep Izumi away.


    These storm-fey hadn’t used any lightning against me so far. They must know what happened at my Malibu house with last storm-fey that did that. Of course, desperate people do desperate—and stupid— things.


    The assassin took on a shimmer of blue electricity, jags arcing between her fingers as she hurled lightning blindly.


    Izumi dove to the ground, rolled, and found a boulder to duck behind. I staggered a moment as my spell wore off, and I was suddenly only seeing from one perspective. A bed of assorted flowers exploded. A bench was holed. Fire danced in the aftermath. The storm-fey stepped into the koi pond. Her lightning flailed wildly, seeking escape.


    I yelled. “Izumi!”


    She poked her head up.


    I pointed at the pond. “Let’s go ice skating.”


    Understanding peaked her eyebrows. She thrust her sword out. Acting as a conduit of her power, the white blade frosted the air. A wave of cold iced the grass and the pond. The assassin tried to move, but her feet were embedded, defying her struggles. She cursed in that slippery dialect of hers. Realizing she was caught, she took a final gamble by throwing both daggers, one at me, one at Izumi.


    My demon sword flicked the dagger aside. It buried itself in a bronze-barked sapling. At the same time, I poured my will into the land. A little knoll of dirt and grass bucked up. An earthen arm formed, clotted with stones, like something ripped off a golem. The limb caught the dagger with an oversized paw, throwing the weapon back.


    If I’d been throwing the dagger, it would have stuck true. As it was, the assassin sat her butt on the frozen pond, grabbing at the dagger protruding from her shoulder.


    I stalked toward her. “Oooo, bad luck.”


    My sword vibrated with anticipation. Gimme, gimme, gimme.


    Questions first, I said. I knew the storm-fey were working with the L.A. invaders. I didn’t know why. Money? Or some important link among my enemies I might need to understand? I was also a little hazy on how I might track the storm-fey down, and who their allies were in Fairy. When this was all over, I wanted to know if I could terrorize the storm-fey with impunity, or if there would be prohibitive political consequences to sneak around.


    A boulder pushed out of the ground near the frozen pond. A soft cushion of green moss capped it. I sat down and leaned forward, my sword in front of me, its point buried in the ground of the garden, my hands laced on top of the hilt. Izumi came up behind me and draped her icy arms over my shoulders. Her head rested next to mine. Together, we studied our prisoner.


    Izumi said, “Caine, how did these assassins get so close to you without your land warning you of danger? Or did you know they were coming?”


    “No, not a hint ‘til they were on top of us and I felt them, not my Land. Even now the Land knows of them through my awareness. But I have an idea about that.”


    “You do? Want to share?” She nibbled delicately on my ear, for encouragement.


    “Shadow Court,” I guessed, thinking of those weird shadow-hilted daggers.


    The assassin had been pretending indifference to us, acting bored as hell. Her face snapped up at my comment, eyes widening.


    Ah, I guessed right.


    Hello, my sword said, starving here.


    I scowled. Starve a little longer.


    “That’s a myth,” Izumi said, “a tale to frighten children. Oh, there was such a court ages ago, that clan was wiped out in the last great war of our people.”


    Our prisoner smiled, happy with Izumi’s disbelief.


    I sighed. “Well, after I’ve tortured her a few months, I expect I’ll know all I need to.”


    Looking her pale-gray stare on me, the assassin spoke English, “Ask for ransom. In good condition, you’ll be given a lot for me. I’m the second daughter of the Storm Lord.”


    “Hmmm, not a hired killer after all.”


    “So, what does your clan have against me?”


    “You are an usurper, an outlander. Your defiled blood should not be able to claim land among us, let alone a kingdom. I can only imagine you have employed the darkest magic to steal a heritage among us.”


    “Is that the story going around?” I asked.


    She clamped her lips shut and didn’t answer.


    “You really are going to make me rip the answers out of you.” I gave her my coldest stare. “Don’t you know I enjoy that kind of thing?”


    Izumi folded her arms across my chest, still leaning into my back. She said, “What good will it do you to resist? Everyone breaks under enough pressure. Tell us what we want to know, and we’ll let you go.”


    “Go rot in your human hell,” the assassin said.


    “You first,” I said.


    “Very well.” All passion left her face. Her eyes went flat. She rubbed the side of her face absently, then reached under her collar. Her hand tugged a silver chain into view. On the chain was a smoke-quartz crystal the size of her thumb. She wrapped her fingers around it. Her knuckles went white. A flash of shadow dimmed the air around her fist. Her body went smoky, translucent, the same vanishing trick she’d pulled before. I didn’t see how that would help her since her boots were still trapped in ice.


    She wasn’t going anywhere.


    Her body stiffened, not as invisible to my perceptions as she hoped. The trick would have worked better in deeper shadow. Her hand fell away from the crystal necklace. She slumped and sprawled, only her knees still poking up. The smoky effect on her flesh bled away—along with the rest of her. Her empty clothing slumped to the ice. That was all that remained of her except for two boots still in the pond.


    My sword shrieked. Where’s my meal?


    I stared at the empty clothing. “Gone to shadow. They who sent her made sure they wouldn’t be betrayed.”


    “Ruthless,” Izumi said.


    “Makes the fight interesting,” I said.

  


  
     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


    



     


     


     


     


     


     


    TWENTY-ONE


     


    “Roses are red, my balls are blue.


    Come, sweet bitch, I have plans for you.”


     


                                          —Caine Deathwalker


     


     


    With evening setting in, Izumi dropped me off at my Malibu home, next to the bar so I could get a drink.  She knows me so well.  Her ice-blue portal dwindled away, as she continued on to the clan house.  I poured a glass of rum and coke from the magical obsidian bottle that the Red Lady once gave me.  The bottle never ran out, but it also didn’t like me sharing booze with other people; the bottle tended to explode when I did that.  I drank and had a second glass before heading to my bedroom.


    I found Vivian on my bed, sleeping, fully dressed in combat leathers left over from when she’d been a slayer.  Her grandfather no longer ran the local chapter of Vampire-Killers Я Us.  He’d retired and the new leader had kicked Vivian out because of being dhampyr: half human, half vampire.  It hadn’t mattered that she hated vampires more than anyone and that she was a better slayer than any full-human—politics had prevailed.  That was all right with me; it gave me first dibs on her services.


    Her boots were piled at the foot of the bed, on the floor.  She lay face down, where she’d fallen, offering me her profile.  Her skin was sun-bleached-bone white.  Her hair midnight black, braided into a scorpion’s tail.  Her full, luscious mouth was crimson with lipstick.   She had a long sword still strapped to her back, knives strapped to her thighs, and wore black leather gloves with spikes over the knuckles.   Those spikes were slightly fouled with someone else’s blood. 


    She’d been out having fun during the invasion of the city.


    I don’t know what it is about violent women that get me hard, but the fact that he was hotter than hell wasn’t helping.  I adjusted the crotch of my pants for comfort, still watching her face.  The one eye I could see opened to reveal an iris of black ice.  Even asleep, she’d sensed me, rousing enough to gauge the danger.


    “No,” her eye closed, “you can’t have a blow job.”


    “Like I was going to ask.”  I had been, actually.


    “What do you want, Caine?  I’m tired.”


    “That’s the thanks I get for hunting you down with a job offer.”


    Her eye opened again, though nothing else moved.  “Job?  How much?”


    Her mercenary greed was so attractive.  I said, “Really, you ought to be paying me for this privilege.”


    “How much?” she repeated.


    “Twenty-five thousand a hit.”


    She was silent as the cogs of her brain spun faster.  She sat up, turning to face me on the bed, tucking her feet under her.  From this position, I had an excellent view of cleavage, and the throwing stars attached to the front of her leathers, on the slopes of her breasts.  “How many and what are they?”


    “Vampires,” I said, “six of them, but you’ll have help fighting them from the woman who they’re targeting.”


    “I only ever count on me.  And if these were ordinary vamps, they wouldn’t be worth so much.”


    “They are a legendary group of warriors.  You might have heard of them; the Sparta Six.”


    Her eyes bugged out a moment as her jaw dropped.  “Bat shit!  No joking?”


    I smiled. “Quite a challenge, huh?  When the slayers hear you took out the vamp heavy-hitters, they’ll be sorry they turned on you.”  I figured rubbing a little salt in her wound, and offering a bit of revenge, might lock her into the deal.


    “Six of them at twenty-five thousand a head is a hundred and fifty thousand dollars.  I’ll want half up front.”


    “No way, you won’t be killing all of them, not with Gloria around.  I’ll give you the twenty-thousand for each one you actually kill, and if you die, I’ll throw in a free funeral.”  I’ll put your body in a row boat, set it adrift, and fire flaming arrows into it.  I’ve always wanted to conduct a Viking funeral.


    “Why is Gloria involved in killing her own kind?”


    “The leader of the Spartans want to force her into being his bitch.  She doesn’t want to spread her legs on command.  They’ll be going after her to force the issue.  Even Gloria can use some help against that bunch.”


    I could see the war in Vivian’s eyes.  Doing something to help a vamp had to rankle the ex-slayer’s soul.  But a paying job was a paying job.  Besides, Vivian’s mom had been the plaything of a vampire.  I didn’t think she could let another woman—even a vamp—suffer the same way.  Vivian growled low in resignation.  “Fine.  I’ll take the job, with fifty-thousand up front.”


    “Fine.  You know where to start your stake out right?”


    She smiled.  “’Stake out’ for vamps, that’s funny.  Yes, everyone in L.A. knows about the Velvet Door.  I’ll have some coffee and head right out.”


    “Thanks.”  I stood there, lingering, imagining her body peeled out of the cat suit.


    “Something else?”


    “About that blow job…”


    “Is sex all you think about?”


    “Pretty much.”


    Her smile turned nasty, cruel even.  “Whip it out, and I’ll cut it off.”


    I felt my cock twitch in horror.  “Never mind.  I need to go next door and check in with


    William.  I want to know what his wolves are doing to help out the city during this crisis.  Hear anything from Angie?”


    “I was about to ask you the same thing.  I’ve been calling her and only getting voice mail, and no texts back, she always texts me back.”


    I made a stop in my walk-in closet and traded out the ammo in my PPKs for magazines with hallow-point silver ammo.  William was not a big fan of mine though he lived in my territory under my suffrage.  There was no evidence he’d sold me out, but his silence was ominous.  I left the closet and found Vivian sitting on the edge of the bed, her head bent forward as she pulled her boots on.


    I walked past her, heading for the hallway.  She called out, stopping me at the door.  “Caine?”


    I looked back.  “Yeah?”


    “Be careful out there.  If you get yourself killed, I won’t forgive you.”


    I gave her a grin.  “It’ll piss me off, too.”


    I went down the hall, into the living room, and crossed to the front door.  I saw no sign of Leona anywhere.  She was either sulking about everyone going off without her, or out killing things, blaming it on the enemy.  Spirit leopards have a cruel streak they never mind indulging.  I liked them for that.


    I went out the door and crossed the lawn toward the next door property.   The house there wasn’t as nice as mine, but was big enough for a small pack of werewolves.  It still being early morning in this part of the time-space continuum, I expected to smell the presence of wolves more than men.  A low hanging moon was crescent.   That meant William’s pack had options.  On nights of the full moon, the moon decided in favor of four, not two feet.  


    Unlike other shifters, the wolves’ condition was the product of a lunar curse, bound to its cycles.  It was also the source of the lethal allergy they had to silver.  Only William had escaped that weakness due to a brush with dark magic.  If it ever came to it, I intended to put him down with dragon fire.


    I kicked the door so William could hear me from anywhere in the house, but I addressed myself to the pack lawyer, “Angie, we need to talk.”


    I waited and heard nothing, but I could smell her faintly through the door.  The smell was too faint.  Something was muffling my senses, trying to push me away.  Pack magic. 


    “I’m not going away until I talk to someone.”


    I waited a minute, arms crossed across my chest.


    Finally, William’s voice came through the closed door.  “What do you want, Caine?”


    I could hear anger in his tone and a hint of fear.  He might not be able to die—thanks to his granddaughter once having resurrected him with a dangerous necromantic spell—but he knew I had no problem killing his wolves to hurt him.  It was the only reason he’d answered.


    I kicked the door again.  “You know what the fuck I want.  Send her out.”


    “I don’t think so, Caine.  You’ll want to drag her off into your little war.  I need her here to help train the young wolves so they can keep control.  I have to think of my pack first.”


    I leaned in, almost touching the door knob.  An unseen wall stopped me short.   I pulled back, withdrawing my hand.   I understood.  An untrained wolf is a danger to his pack and to the public at large, but they couldn’t spare one warm body to help sniff out the enemy?  “You’re taking an awful lot on yourself,” I said.  “Let’s not forget you asked to stay here under my protection.  That means you stand with the city when problems come into town, hiding in here like a bunch of yellow bitches demeans wolves everywhere.”


    Angie’s voice came through the door, “That’s what I told him.”


    “Shut up,” William told her.  His voice was followed by the sound of a hand slapping a check.  I heard a body fall heavily.


    I heard Sarah’s voice next.  “Granddad, leave her alone.  That’s just mean.”


    “We’re in lockdown,” William bellowed, “freakin’ lockdown!  Doesn’t anybody know what that means?  No one moves a muscle until I say so.”


    The door swung open.  Sarah had pushed past William to open it.  She looked up at me with pleading eyes.  “Can’t you just come back later when we can sit down and talk about all this?”


    I stared past her, down a short foyer.  William stood over Angie.  She shuddered, trying to get up off the floor, but her muscles wouldn’t obey her. 


    William gave her an order as her Alpha.  She needed his permission to do anything more than breathe.


    William growled down at her.  “Mutt, you need to remember your place.  You may not like my methods, but I am protecting my people.  You are going to help me do that—and to keep Sarah safe.”


    “Sarah’s not pack,” I said.  “She just lives with you.  How about letting her make up her own mind if she wants to fight for her city, or not?”


    “No.”


    I let my voice get as cold as my stare.  “You’re in my territory, telling me what you will and won’t do.  You should have asked me to let you off the hook.  I can’t tolerate direct defiance.”


    William’s eyes swung toward me.  They were yellow coins of light.  His inner wolf was very close to bursting out of his skin and taking control.  His voice coarsened, “I will not her fight.  Her mother’s lost to me.  I won’t risk Sarah too.”


    William stepped up to the door and pulled Sarah back.  He smelled of growing rage.   His body tensed, but he didn’t cross the doorway where the pack magic held me off.  I could see in his face he wasn’t going to change his mind.  He said, “Angie is my wolf and will stay with the pack.  And Sarah will stay here until thing quiet down.  Then if she wants to leave, she can.  I’ll at least know I didn’t let you get her killed.”


    My phone was going off: text after text was causing it to vibrate in my pocket.  I’d already wasted too much time here.  William publicly turning his back on the city would make the courts angry.  Once it became known, I’d have to make an example of William so the city wouldn’t think the demons had gone soft.  


    I held William’s wolf stare.  “You’re not worthy of Angie.  Next time we meet, I’m taking her away from you, even if I have to do it over your dead body.”


    “You can try.”  He slammed the door in my face.


    I’ll do more than try.


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     

  


  
     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


    TWENTY-TWO


     


    Ultimately, it’s not the loudest wolf


    that rules the pack, but the quickest.


     


                                        —Caine Deathwalker


     


     


    After returning to my bedroom and using the magic mirror to reach my suite in the clan house, I found a suit of scaled plate had been delivered.  It was light weight, a type of ceramic that was ten times stronger than steel and much lighter.  The helmet was fashioned to resemble a dragon’s head.  My face would be seen within its gaping maw.  Twin rubies on the sides were the dragon’s eyes.  There was a sword belt and a straight katana—but it wasn’t a demon sword.


    Osamu stood off to the side as I inspected the gift.  “Where’d this come from?”


    “Your father brought this gift.  You are instructed to wear it to the Great Hall, Caine-sama.  He said you would know why.”


    “He gives me too much credit.”   Flames roiled in my guts.  I needed to confront Father.  We had a helluva lot to get straight between us.  The clan could no longer afford his secrets.  It was time for Lauphram to come clean about the enemy.  Still, it was a nice suit of armor.  I thought I might as well try it out.  Osamu helped me, hanging the sword at my side as a last touch.


    “Very becoming,” he said.  “Can you move easily?”


    I took a few steps, then experimentally tried a quick draw of the sword.  It flew into my hand, completed a series of passes, and slid smoothly back into its sheath.  “It will do.” 


    I left, soon reaching the Great Hall.  The Old Man was there, sitting on his throne for once. 


    Two hundred knights of the clan were in full armor, armed to the teeth, and standing in tight ranks—but leaving a center aisle.  Closer to the throne, Kaden and Dimitris stood at attention, receiving instructions. I marched down the center aisle, causing a stir of whispers among the demons as they registered my presence.  I pushed between the First Sword and the Consignor, and stopped at the edge of the dais.


    Kaden turned, leaning toward me like a dog on a leash.  “You allowed the enemy to steal a minor under your protection, destroyed city property, nearly exposed the existence of the preternatural community, and you lay helpless, beaten as our enemy took a spell scroll from you that may well be the greatest threat of all.  And now you dare show your face in public?”


    Dimitris cocked his head, studying me like a bug.  “Can we even be sure he’s not actually working for the enemy?  Can such damage as he’s caused truly be blamed on incompetence?”


    “Speaking of incompetence,” I stared at the First Sword, “Why was back-up never sent to the museum?”


    Kaden crossed his arms.  “I needed to know if you were worthy to lead us.  A lot of us have been wondering.  One who is worthy wouldn’t need others to save his ass.”


    “I think the truth is much simpler,” I said.  “You were bought off.”


    My words brought a deep silence.  I’d drawn a line and clearly stepped over it.  There was no turning back now.


    Instead of looking angry, Kaden smiled.  “There are two truths set before us here.  I formally challenge for the place of heir, and to clear my name of the accusation made against me.”


    I looked to the Old Man.  “I am the heir, and if this failed abortion wants to die, I’m more than happy to help.”


    The Old Man spread his hands, gesturing for space to be made.  His voice boomed, “Rite of Combat is invoked.  Let all acknowledge that strength is right, and skill is truth.  Any weapon can be used, but no magic.  The fight will continue until one warrior is dead, or can no longer stand.  The life of the loser is forfeit unless mercy be granted by the winner.”


    Kaden sneered.  “Not going to happen.”


    “I was going to say that.” 


    I circled left.  Kaden stayed opposite of me, matching step for step.  The watching demons shouted encouragement, very little of it for me.  I figured Kaden had one more taunt in him before he’d get serious.  I decided I’d explode into him with the next word out of his mouth. 


    He said, “I’m going to—”


    And then I was on him, never drawing my sword; that would just have slowed me down.  People see my lack of size.  They tend to underestimate me.  What I lack in mass, I make up for in sheer quality of muscle.  And the recent transformations brought on by my dragon side had done their part to change me on a molecular level.


    I leaped and stared him eye to eye while my movement had yet to register with him. 


    Belatedly, his gauntlets came up to grab me, but my armored fist slid inside his guard.  I used a single jutting knuckle—a Kung-Fu scorpion technique—to drill a nerve cluster between his eyes.  All my power went concentrated into that tiny point.  It was the same target point that once let a shepherd boy kill a mighty giant named Goliath. 


    Kaden backed a step, touching his head as intense pain hit his system.  I landed, dropping a knee to the floor, punching him in the balls as hard as possible.  Kaden bent over, only to meet another fist.  I felt his jaw crack as he reeled backwards.  He stopped himself from hitting the ground by stepping back with one foot to brace himself.  He pushed himself toward me with that explosive power ifrits have.  His sword ripped through its scabbard, slicing for my face. 


    I ducked, pulling out my own sword.  His blade whistled above my head.  I counter-slashed hard as I could, but Kaden jumped back and only tip of my sword scratched his gut.  He slide a few feet and stopped, staring back at me in surprised.


    “I call for judgment!” Kaden yelled.


    Everyone, including me, looked amazed.  The Old Man stood, his face twisted with annoyance.  He sounded pissed.  “On what grounds?  And it better be good.”


    “Caine is clearly using magic.  No human moves that fast.  This must be his infamous dragon magic.”


    “I’m only half-human, you cock-choking whore’s son, but I’m also half-dragon.  I don’t need magic to kill a traitor.  Besides, you forget I was trained by the Old Man.  Do you think he can be fooled?”


    More than a few people spewed comments. 


    The Old Man raised his hand.  “Resume!”


    I jumped forward with my sword relaxed in my hand, trailing behind me.  I closed the gap, swinging one-handedly, letting the sword race ahead.  It connected with his sword.  Kaden wasn’t able to push back.  He rolled his blade on mine, searching for a gap to attack through.  I relaxed the moment he shifted, and went with the flow.  My sword passed his.  I turned my hand, and brought my sword back to him before he could return to guard, forcing Kaden to jump back.


    I followed.  We traded blows at full force, making sparks as we connected weapons.  Kaden had centuries of battle experience under his belt.  It showed as he shifted his weight to his front leg, getting ready for a power strike to open up my guard.  I bent my knees and hoped this piece-of-shit sword would hold together.  Blocking his strike, I let it push me back. 


    Kaden smiled, as I relaxed my arm.  He rushed in full speed, practically gliding across the floor with his sword over his head, ready to deliver the finishing blow.


    I kept my gaze on the hilt of his sword until the last second, then let him the victory in my eyes.  I smiled. 


    Kaden flinched.  His body tensed as he tried to change his mind, but it was too late. 


    I raised my own sword and let the power of his rush drive my blade clean through his heart. 


    The impact skidded us a good five feet.  When we stopped, Kaden dropped his sword and grabbed my arm, preventing me from pulling it out.  I felt the heat of his insides trying to melt the blade.  This wasn’t cheating.  As an Ifrit, an elemental demon, his body just did what it was supposed to.  If I wait much long, the blade would melt and pour out of his wounds, allowing him to heal. 


    I let go of my sword.


    He released my arm and dropped to his knees, feeling the pain of the injury. 


    I smiled and picked his sword off the ground.  “You’re a special kind of stupid aren’t you?” I slashed. 


    His head rolled.


    The suddenness of it, the impossibility, against all expectations, stunned everyone in the hall.  To tell the truth, I’d kinda impressed myself as well.


    I spoke, shattering the silence.  “Who’s next?”


    The Consignor went and checked on his friend.  “He’s dead.  This cannot be.  It must be some trick.  Kaden was right.  Magic has been used.”


    “Rite of Combat has decided the matter,” I said.


    “You cheated somehow,” Dimitris yelled.  “You used magic.  It’s the only explanation.”


    No, I did charge my fist with chi, the flow of my lifeforce, but that’s not the same as magic, though they run in the same physical channels.  Any advanced martial artist could have done the same thing—not that I was going to defend myself.  Needing to do so would be a sign of weakness.


    Dimitris turned toward the throne, meeting the Old Man’s blue-lightning gaze.  “Lauphram, we cannot possibly accept Caine as your heir.  It is too much to bear.”


    The Old Man stood.  “Caine is my heir.  If you cannot obey me in this, you are free to leave the clan.” 


    The crowd found its collective voice.  Murmurs spread then died.  Backs were turned on Lauphram and me.  Twenty-five demons walked out of the hall.  The others closed ranks, bowing heads with fists over their hearts. 


    Lauphram came down off the dais and stood at my side.  He said, “Caine, this is just the beginning.  We’ll lose more the longer the war goes on.”


    I was tempted to feel a little bad about that, then remembers that all our current troubles were because of skeletons in the Old Man’s closet. 


    Much more of this, and we won’t have a clan to fight with.  


    I glared at my adopted father.  “We need to have words, Old Man.”


    He nodded past me at Kaden.  “Clean up your mess first.”


    “Let the next First Sword do it.” 


    Lauphram stared at me.  “And who do you see in that post?”


    “That’s my choice?”


    “Let the victor speak his truth.”


    “Imari,” I called.  “Are you here?”


    A new stirring rippled through the crowd.  My question surprised them. After a moment, she came through the ranks, wearing armor made of actual fire. She stopped near the Old Man, bowing formally to him.  “My Lord.”


    “You want the job?” he asked.


    “Are you sure there is no one more deserving?” she asked.


    Lauphram looked at me.  “It’s his call.”


    “Just don’t fuck up,” I said.  “It will make me look bad for recommending you.”


    She bowed to me.  “The heir’s word is law.”


    I can get used to this.


    I pointed at the body.  “Do something about that, will you?”


    She straightened.  “As you command.”


    “I’m not distracted,” I told the Old Man.  “I know who’s behind all this.  Why have you been keeping it a secret?  Do you know what you let me walk into, blind as hell?”


    “Caine, you aren’t ready for my, uh, other son.  Unlike me, he’s at the height of his powers.  Experience will be the only edge I’ve got in facing him.  You don’t have a chance.  I’ve been trying to keep you alive.”


    “That’s what almost got me killed.  Well, brother and I have met and we’ve got something between us to settle whether you like it or not.”


    “I applaud your spirit,” Lauphram said, “but no means no.”  He gestured to Kona who never seemed to get too far from Imari.  The massive fire demon came forward.  The next thing I knew, some kind of enchanted yoke was slapped around my neck.  Knights seized my arms and dragging me toward the outer corridor. 


    “What the fuck?” I yelled.


    I called on my tattoos, trying to warm them with a thought so I could fight back.  Nothing happened.  It was as if all my magic were in lock-down, kept just out of reach.  Screaming a few choice profanities, I was dragged out, and hauled to my suite.  They pitched me in.  I landed at Osamu’s feet.  He had a wrapped package under his arm, staring down with vague interest as I scrambled up, the stupid collar locked on my neck.


    One of my new guards—wearing yellow mummy bandages with gaps that showed gray, petrified skin and tribal tattoos—pointed a finger at me like I was an errant puppy.  “Stay, Caine!  You’re under house arrest until further notice.” 


    The door slammed shut.  I wheeled on Osamu, gripping the yoke.  “Get me out of his thing.”


    “How would I go about that, Caine-sama?”


    Good question.   “Is Zero-T here?”


    Izumi’s voice called from the bedroom door as she came out.  “No.  They took him out the same time they grabbed your mirror.”


    I held still, looking at her.  “I kind of thought the Old Man would pull crap like this.   Good thing I planned ahead.”


    Izumi strolled up and took a firm grip on the yoke.  At her touch, the wood became fragile with cold—much like my neck.  Fortunately, she snapped off the yoke without killing me.  She dropped the pieces to the floor.  “So we’re on?”


    “Soon as I change, Operation Doppelganger can begin.”  I went into the bedroom, shed the armor, and dressed in more nondescript clothing: pants, steel-toed boots, a black tee, Kevlar vest, and hoodie.  After stowing assorted weapons on my person, I returned to the living room.  Osamu had already swept up the broken yoke.  He stood by Izumi, holding out the bundle Zero-T had left for me.  The masks.  Anything I might need would be in the limo.


    Izumi shimmered.  Her pale skin darkened.  Her face grew stubble.  Her white hair went dark.  Her eyes went brown, holding an expression of contempt for the world at large.  She’d turned into me, and appeared to be wearing the same outfit I had own.  Even her scent had changed, acquiring elements of human and dragon.  If I wasn’t me, I wouldn’t know us apart. 


    She kissed me—which was hella weird—and opened a magic portal of silver-blue light.    She said, “Tell Gloria ‘hi’ for me.”


    “Sure.” I smiled at myself, and shifted my gaze to Osamu.  “They won’t stop you from leaving.  Drive the limo to Gloria’s place.  After I touch base with her, I have some dragons I need to look up.  They should be able to help me find Julia.”


    “Yes, Caine-sama.”


    Holding the package under an arm, I stepped into the shining disk and let it carry me away.


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     

  


  
     


     


     


     


     


     


    TWENTY-THREE


     


    “Spare the Taser, spoil the child.”


     


                                            —Caine Deathwalker


     


     


    I stepped out of Izumi’s portal, into Gloria’s bar.  The disk of silvery-blue light that brought me dwindled away.  A couple of the seated patrons shot me a quick glances, then turned their attention elsewhere.  Among preternaturals, too long a glace can be construed as a challenge.  I didn’t see Gloria anywhere, and figured she was handling business in her office.  Gray held down his usual stool, nursing a mug of beer. 


    There was a Goth shifter bartending.  She had raccoon eyes, ears, whiskers, and a fluffy tail, but was otherwise human.  A new girl.  Probably Sarah’s replacement.  I crossed the room, took a stool near her, and caught her eye.  “Dewar Highlander Honey,” I said.


    She looked at the many bottles on the shelves like they were the mysteries of the universe, and turned back to me.  “Are sure you don’t want a beer?  I know how to draw a beer.  There’re cold.”


    I wanted what I wanted: a flavored whisky filtered through oak chips. This particular brand had a sweet, intense aftertaste, honey with a hint of peaches.  I smiled at her.  “Would you like me to get it for myself?  You could restock the beer nuts.”


    “I could use a drink,” Gray said, “though I fancy myself more of a beer aficionado than a beer nut.”


    She moved off to get him the drink, collecting his mug, forgetting my order entirely.


    Somehow, I don’t think she’ll be working here long.


    The front door slammed open.  Gloria’s son Adrian stomped in, his red-eyed glare flashing the room for anyone stupid enough to meet his vampire eyes. 


    After the first curious glance, I faced forward again, ignoring him.  Vampires hate that, posers all.  Soon, I felt the pressure of his presence behind me.  “Caine,” he gritted out my name like he was chewing glass.  “What are you doing here?”


    “Waiting for a drink that I probably won’t get.”


    Silence.


    He said, “Where’s Gloria?”


    “I’m not your mother’s keeper.”  Unfortunately.  She’d look pretty, naked, in a gilded cage in my treasure room.  Not that it would ever happen.


    More silence.


    He said, “You two aren’t, uh…”


    “Bodysurfing?  Doing the dirty?  Hitting the boneyard?  Gazzercising?  Bushwhacking cougar country—?”


    “Stop, before I kill you.”


    Thank Zeus!  I was running low on metaphor.


    Gloria appeared in a white, lacy dress that rode low on her shoulders.  She wore a black lace choker with a purple garnet glinting mid-throat.  She moved inside the bar, and took Raccoon-girl by the arm.  “Desiree, go clear a few tables and don’t hurry.”


    “Yes, Mistress.”  Desiree’s voice trembled in lust or fear, maybe both.  Gloria’s vampire pheromones had that kind of effect.  I think she liked my company because I couldn’t be chemically bent to her will.  Something about being part dragon gave me immunity. 


    Gloria scolded her employee.  “Now, I’ve told you not to call me that—in public.”


    “Yes, ma’am.”  Desiree hurried off to obey.


    Gloria stopped across the bar from me.  Her crimson eyes stared past my shoulder, but not at her son.  Her focus was on a further point.  “Caine,” she smiled in a scary way, “why is your slayer whore swilling ginger ale in my bar?”


    “Slayer?”  The word exploded from Adrian.  “Where?


    I ignored the questions, hoping they’d go away.  “I’d like some Dewar Highlander Honey, if you’ve got it in stock.”


    “Honey,” Gloria leaned forward against the bar, peering deep into my eyes, “I’ve got everything in stock.”


    I stared at her bodice.  “Yeah, I can see that.  About my drink…”


    “Coming up, but answer my question first.”


    “Even a pure blood needs backup for some things.  I hope that’s what Adrian’s here for.  You can’t go up alone against the Spartan Six.”


    “Mother!”  Adrian sounded like a kid who just walked in on his mom and dad playing bondage games with melting candles and nipple clamps.


    “I was going to tell you about them,” she said.  “Eventually.”


    “What do they want with you?” he demanded.


    I saw Gloria was reluctant to discuss this with her son, so I decided to help out—out of the goodness of my heart.  And because I still hadn’t got my drink.  “Their leader, Titus, wants to make your mom his bitch.”


    Silence.


    More silence.


    Adrian said, “Really?”  The way he said it indicated that someone was going to die.  Soon.  He came up beside me, taking the stool next to me.  His stare bored into my profile.  “I can protect my mother.  We don’t need your half-vamp slut.”


    Impressed, I raised my eyebrows.  “You can tell she’s dhampyr from across the bar?”


    “Tell her to go,” Gloria said.  “She’s scaring some of the regulars, and that’s hard to do.”


    “She’s not a slayer anymore,” I said.  “She just likes to dress that way.  They kicked her out because her human half is tainted.  She’s doing this for me to earn money.”


    “Slayer or not,” Gloria said, “I don’t need help.”


    “I’ll make her go,” Adrian said.


    “She’s good.  She’ll kill you.  And if she doesn’t, her father will,” I promised. 


    “Do you want to explain that?” Gloria asked.


    “Can I get my damned drink?”


    “No,” they both said.


    I sighed.  “Her father’s a master vamp who gives all new meaning to being homicidally overprotective.”


    “Who is he?” Gloria asked.


    “Roman.”


    “That ankle-biting son of a bitch!” Gloria’s eyes flamed brighter in rage.


    “You know him?”  I wanted to hear about this.


    “I don’t want to talk about it.”  She forced a smile and went closer to Adrian.  She laid a hand over one of his.  “If you didn’t know about my, uh, problems, why are you here?  It’s been a while.”


    “My blood banks have been hit.  Most of my donors are dead.  This war is going to leave my investments in serious trouble.  I thought, if you have a few hundred grand you’d like to invest…”


    “Hitting your mom up for cash,” I piled on the mock-sympathy.  “That must be quite embarrassing.”


    He growled at me.  If this wasn’t a neutral territory where violence was forbidden, he’d have gone for my throat.  He said, “It’s not good to fight on low rations.  Vampires need a lot of control not to drain humans when the scarlet thirst awakens.”


    True.  Human bystanders were liable to have Slurpee straws stuck in their necks, getting drained dry.  And the distracted vampires would be a lot easier for the enemies to kill.  “Your people are still drinking that synth-crap?” He wanted to prove to that synthetic blood could work as an alternative.  With a way to feed that wouldn’t alienate humans, Adrian hoped vampires might one day come out of the shadows and be accepted openly.  I thought he still had a long way to go.


    “I have little faith in such a product,” Gloria said.  “Real blood is so much tastier.”


    “So, they hit your operations?” I asked.


    “Virtually wiped us out, along with numerous human and vampire test subjects.  Only half of the scientists survived at the main lab in Culver.  The smaller labs had no survivors, and there’s worse news,” Adrian said.


    “What’s worse than losing all your supply?” Gloria asked.


    “The cleanup crew got attacked and killed.  The second team called in didn’t get there in time to wipe every mind.  My people are tracking them down as we speak, but some are bound to get away and tell tales.  And if that’s not bad enough, the clean-up crews are asking for combat pay,” Adrian said.


    I jumped over the bar, landing on the other side.  “Terrible, what a man has to do to get a drink in this place.”  I grabbed a bottle and came back, standing close beside Gloria just to piss Adrian off.  I poured myself a shot, threw it back, and refilled my glass.  A thought came to mind.  “Adrian, do you know how much stock was lost?”


    “Most of it.”  His face was pale.  He’d calmed enough so his eyes lost their red glow, returning to ice blue. 


    “Gloria you have some blood put away right?” I said.


    “Yes.”


    “How much?”


    “About a year’s supply for one person, not counting the donations you’ve given me.  I keep those for private parties.”


    I studied at Gloria.  People pay in blood to use her place for backroom deals.  I hadn’t known she had put so much away.  “Give some to Adrian and his people before they drop dead, or goes on a feeding rampage.  If they wipe out the clean-up crews, we’ll be exposed, and in deep shit with human society.”


    Gloria reached over and grabbed Adrian’s face.  She peered at him closely.  He hid it well, but the cravings were tearing him up inside.  Gloria frowned, grabbed Adrian by the ear, and shook his head.  “You wait for it to get this bad before coming to your own mother?”  Still holding on to the ear, she led him along—the bar between them—until they reached the bar’s end and stopped.  Gloria pulled something out of a bin of ice.  A bag of blood.  “Here, drink!”


    Adrian bit through the plastic and slurped noisily.  Soon, color returned to his cheeks.  Once finished, he looked at me.  “This is your blood?  Damn, what a rush.”


    “Better,” Gloria asked.


    “Thanks, Mom.”


    I caught Gloria’s gaze.  “Let the Old Man know about this so he can arrange a regular supply for domus, and, uh, don’t mention you’ve seen me.”


    That caught her attention.  She came back to where I stood.  “Why not?”


    I shrugged.  “He’s spooked and doesn’t want me out taking chances, but I have important business coming up.”


    Gloria’s face went grave with concern.   “I heard about Julia.  I’ve put word out.  If I hear anything…”


    “Thanks,” I said.


    Adrian came up behind his mom, and turned her away from me.  If he could have dragged her from my proximity, he would have.  One thing I don’t understand,” he said.  “I know the locations of all the blood labs and only two of them are lures for humans looking to donate.  The rest of the sites are covert with armed guards.  How did these hit teams learn where to strike?”


    “Can’t rule out magic,” I said.


    He said, “I’m worried about something else.”


    Gloria sounded surprised.  “You’re saying we might have a leak?  A traitor?”


    “Not sure yet,” Adrian said, “but if there is, they’d have to be high in my organization, or a well-placed member in one of the courts coordinating the defense of the city.”


    I felt my phone vibrate in my pants pocket.  I pulled it out and read a text.  Osamu: WE NEED TO LEAVE FOR YOUR APPOINTMENT SOON, CAINE-SAMA.


    That’s right, the dragons.  My mother’s people.  Hopefully, they’re over trying to kill me with every stray assassin that comes along.  Hmmm.  The storm fey?  They might have been hired by my disapproving family.  There’s a cheery thought.


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     

  


  
     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


    TWENTY-FOUR


     


    “Family’s proof there is a devil; with


    as twisted a sense of humor as my own.”


     


                                            —Caine Deathwalker


     


     


    It was a helluva place to meet: the Watts Towers in South Los Angeles.  From a distance, the ninety-nine foot structures looked like sculpted trees, the cone-shaped kind.  Standing against a backdrop of night sky, they were all lattice-work, the largest pieces of folk art ever created by one person: colorful cement and steel sculptures ornamented with mosaics of bottles, seashells, cups, plates, pottery, and ceramic tiles.  They were finished in 1955 by Simon Rodia, an immigrant Italian tile-setter, took him thirty-three years working in his spare time. 


    The man seriously needed a life.


    It was 9:00 P.M.  The street was deserted except for my parked limo and Osamu behind the wheel.   I left the masks Zero-T had made for me inside the limo as I got out.  I stood on the sidewalk, outside a tall, white, metal fence that kept out the curious in-between tours.  There was no sign of my mother’s family.  I took a deep whiff, but the only dragon blood I smelled was my own, tainted by human some would say.


    A trap was likely.  It wouldn’t be the first time my family tried to kill me to purify the blood-line.  Yet I had a fragment of memory from Fairy—after taking down the Green Flame Assassin—a fleeting impression of family members being there, kneeling in homage at my rebirth as a golden dragon.  


    For their sake, this meeting had better be a move toward reconciliation. 


    If we didn’t need every ally, if the city wasn’t in the middle of a war with an enemy was several steps ahead…  They must have been planning this for a long time.  Maybe since the sinking of Atlantis.  There are demons that live a very long time.  Look at the Old Man.  Well, standing here isn’t going to fix anything. 


    I walked away from the limo.  Osamu had his instructions: wait for me.  If he saw me shoot up a fireball, he was to call Izumi, then come running, demon sword in hand.  If he saw no distress signal, and I wasn’t back in an hour, he was call Lauphram with the news that I was in enemy hands.


    Blending into the night, I wore black jeans, tee-shirt, Kevlar armor, and shin protectors along with my favorite pair of steel-toed boots.  I hid the armor under a baggy, black hoodie.  I had an Army field knife strapped to my right thigh, a Berretta Storm in the front pocket of my hoodie, and a machine pistol at my left side, casually hanging by a strap over my shoulder.  My tattoos were warmed and primed with raw magic, the equivalent of being on a hair-trigger for instant release. 


    I contemplated using my Demon Wings tattoo on my upper back to render me invisible to lurking dragons.  I didn’t bother because I knew they’d hear or smell me coming with senses sharper than my own.  I was a half-breed; they were the real thing, but I was dragon enough though to leap to the top of the steel fence and hop from there to the walkway on the other side.  I walked deeper into the Towers area, looking for the landmark they’d given me: a courtyard with a tricorner baptistery made of concrete, inset with green stones.


    The back of the lot was lit by numerous streetlights that cut through the Towers, casting weird shadows, making the place a surreal playland.  On closer inspection, the skeletal cones looked like a giant had started to build a cluster of spaceships, but had given up in the early stages.  I kept glancing upward as I went, knowing a dragon or two might be roosting among the beams and flying buttresses. 


    Eventually, I found the baptistery.  It was rather small, and filled with water.  The surface vibrated.  Rings expanded with no sign of what was troubling the water, except for a golden light that fanned up from the bottom of the pool.  I stopped at the edge, looking down.  The light came from the stone lining of the baptistery, not from artificial lighting. 


    I activated my Dragon Sight tattoo.  My mind staggered under the information that I was viewing liquid magic, a potent reservoir waiting to be tapped. 


    Yeah, this is definitely the place.


    A deep, age-worn voice spooled out of the shadows behind me.  “Caine, I’m glad you could make it.”


    With one hand in my front, hoodie pocket, gripping my Beretta automatic, I turned without rushing.  No one was throwing lead, or magic spells yet.  There was a chance I could keep it that way.  A chance for allies.  A chance to find out more about my mother from the only people that could tell me.  I sat on the lip of the baptistery, all that magic tingling the short hairs of my neck despite the thrown-back hood.


    The man with the old, deep voice was stocky, wearing a charcoal suit with white shirt and navy blue tie.  His arms and shoulders, as well as the top of his head, were hidden by a black silk cloak.  His lower face was seamed and clean-shaved.  His eyes were in shadow, but possessed a butter yellow glow.  My magically heightened sight didn’t pick up any magic weapons or relics on him.  He didn’t register as even having magic.


    Next to him was a much younger woman.  She was different; little tags appeared all around her, betraying the presence of powerful offensive charm, and defensive wards.  She’d come loaded with killing magic, all of it color-coded royal yellow—the strongest dragon magic I knew of.  She wore the same kind of cloak, the open front revealing a dress of black lace that grew dense enough in strategic places to preserve a weak illusion of modesty.  Flaxen hair spilled out of her hood.  Her shadowed eyes were antique gold, like the bracelets she wore on both wrists.  Her hands gripped the front edges of her cloak, crumpling the material as she glared at me.


    The man threw back his hood, and I saw close-cropped, steel-gray hair. The fire of his gaze didn’t dim.  He stood there like he’d claimed his piece of ground and didn’t intend to surrender it.  “I’m Drake.”  He shifted his face slightly to the side, toward the woman.  “That’s your cousin Kinsey.”


    “Don’t soil my name with your lips,” she said.  “I’m not here because I want to be.  If you’d only had the decency to die at birth, things would be ever so much better.”


    Under his cloak, Drake rolled his shoulders to relieve tension.  “That true but not very helpful now.”


    “You called for this meeting,” I reminded them.


    “So we did.”  He crossed his arms across his chest.  I caught a flash of yellow diamonds set in white-gold cufflinks.  “Can I be honest with you?”


    “It would be a novel experience,” I said.  “I’d especially like to know if the storm-fey trying to kill me are working for one of you.”


    Drake said, “The assassins are not ours.  We are dealing in good faith.”


    The young woman flipped back one side of her cloak so that a jewel-hilted rapier came into view.  It had a basket-style hand guard, looking Scottish in origin.  The sheath was black lacquer, hanging on gold chains from a thin leather belt with a silver and garnet buckle. She shot Drake a hard look.  “I’m against telling him anything.”


    “The family voted.”  Drake shot her a quelling glance.  “Your side lost.  The attacks against


    Caine will stop.”


    “Good to know,” I murmured.


    She looked at me like I was bat-shit scraped off her boots.  “It doesn’t mean we’re bringing you into the family.  It just means you’re dragon enough to be allowed to exist.”


    I feel so special.


    I continued absorbing every word, nuisance, and expression from them, and kept my voice bland, the sarcasm light rather than crushing. “Kind of you to decide my fate for me.  Do you care as much about this city?  War’s here.  You need to stand up for the community that shelters you, or all of us might be swept away.”


       “Not freakin’ likely,” Kinsey said.  “We will put down whatever threat comes.”


    I nodded.  “But will you seek it out?  Will you stand with L.A.’s Council of Lords?”


    “We do not need the support of the lesser races,” Drake said.  “We will fight when the battle is brought to us, or we will flee if that path preserves the greater portion of our power and wealth.”


    I sighed.  Well, I’d asked the questions the Old Man wanted explored.  I’d be taking squat back to him on a silver platter. 


    Kinsey offered me an evil grin. 


    I braced for attack, watching carefully.


    She said, “We do, however, have answers that will benefit you in the struggle ahead.  They have a price.”


    Of course, nothings free.  “What price?”


    Drake said, “We have the power to open a door for you to a place where you will be tested.  Death is possible, but if you’re strong, skilled, or have enough dumb luck, you’ll discover the secrets of your enemy.”


    “What do you get out of it?” I asked.


    “This trial will resolve the dispute in our clan once and for all,” he said.  “If you pass, you will accepted as a proper dragon.”


    Kinsey’s smile widened.  “If you fail, the opportunity to find acceptance will probably never be offered again.”


    “You expect me to fail, and maybe die?”


    They answered in unison: “Yes.”


    I laughed.  “There’s that honesty you were talking about.  What it really comes down to is: do I have faith in myself?”


    “A true golden dragon would not be bound by fear,” Kinsey said.


    “But you don’t have to be stupid either,” Drake said.


    “I’ll do it,” I said, “but I have one condition.”  I sent a thought out upon the ether, calling my demon sword to me.  It leaped through a fold of space, materializing in my hand.


    Kinsey frowned, eyes turning wary.  “What?”


    “When I come back, I’ll want the answers I’ve earned.  You’ll tell me all about my mother, everything you know.  I have a right to that much at least.”


    Drake and Kinsey shared a silent glance.  Drake’s gaze made a demand.  At last, Kinsey nodded agreement, showing no enthusiasm over the concession.  She turned her gaze to me.  “All right.  We agree.”


    “Swear by your family name,” I demanded.


    Drake spoke in sibilant hisses, and back-breaking consonants.  The words were slippery yet ponderous, a high form of the dragon tongue.  Red-Fang’s dragon speech was a lot easier to understand.  “You have your pledge of honor,” Drake said.  “I need to open the door we spoke of.   You have my word this is not an attack.”


    Kinsey muttered, “Unfortunately.”


    I looked at her.  “One of these days, Cousin, I’m going to teach you humility, and maybe pull that fireplace poker out of your ass.”


    She half-drew her sword, letting the metal scrap out a warning.  “Half-blood freak!”


    “Enough,” Drake said.  “Let’s get this done.”


    She shoved the sword back into its sheath.  “Fine.”


    Drake raised his face to the sky.  He spoke ancient Latin, his voice peeling forth like the crash of apocalyptic doom.  “Revertere ad me, deponere imperium, ad tempus et aperuerit ianuam!”


    I managed a rough translation: Return to me, power apart, and open the door—


    A shockwave caught me from behind.  I was lifted into the air.  On reflex, I brought the


    Beretta out of hiding, aiming at Drake, but not firing as a sphere of golden light from the baptistery rushed past me.  I felt no pain, no alteration to myself, except I was a ghost.  I could see right through my arms as if they were golden crystal.  The column of magic probably shot high enough into the night sky to obliterate an orbiting satellite.  All that power was Drake’s, returning to him.  I was part of a balance, a payment to undo an earlier displacement spell.  From the amount of power he’d used, I knew that wherever I was going wasn’t anywhere safe or sane. 


    I remembered Gray at Gloria’s bar.  What he’d said: “You’re going on a journey.”


    A long journey.  Damn, another prophecy that does me absolutely no good to know.


    I tilted backwards, like someone being baptized.  I could see the baptistery.  From my angle, it looked upside-down.  The golden glow of the water was dying, but the bottom of the pool had gone dark with an abysmal distance.  Filling my lungs with a last gulp of air, I fell headfirst into the pool.  Like a diver wearing a belt of weights, I dropped like a stone.  The gold light went out as I dropped, deeper, ever deeper. 


    My lungs burned for air.  I fought to hold my breath in knowing that if the bubbles got away from me, it would make swallowing water that much easier.  I felt lightheaded, but managed a mental litany of curses. 


    See if I trust a dragon’s word ever again.


    A current grabbed me and flung me sideways.  I should have hit the side of the tunnel I was in, but nothing stopped me.  Then light was back, a watery blue-turquoise blaze surrounding me as bubbles burst from my mouth.  I was picked up and thrust halfway into air, and slammed onto a white, sandy beach.  My machine pistol clattered at my side and, through it all, I still gripped my demon sword.  Seagulls were clacking.  A warm sun beat upon my back as the wave withdrew.  I didn’t know where I was: on the California coast, on the Mediterranean Sea, maybe some parallel dimension that only resembled Earth.  All I knew for sure was it had been a hell of a ride. 


    I gasped for air.  Another wave rolled in and gushed past me, only to leave again.  Hearing a voice undulating in song, I forced myself to my feet and staggered inland.  I still had the Beretta in my hoodie pocket.  It swung out and back against me with every step.  The weight was reassuring.  What was unsettling was the fact there was no tight weight around my torso.  My Kevlar vest had not made the journey with me.  Losing the protection pissed me off.  The Kevlar might not be something I could easily replace here; probably why it was taken, part of stacking the deck against me.


    I climbed a bank that bristled with a yellow-gray kind of grass.  From the top of the little dune, I looked down into a gully where a fishing boat lay turned onto its side.  A fisherman was there, mending holes in a piled up net.  There was a fire near him with several fish being grilled.  The fisherman looked up at me.  The song left his lips. 


    His skin was light blue.  He was no one I’d ever seen, but I knew his race: Atlantean demon.  I had a very unsettled feeling in the pit of my stomach.  The door that had been opened for me was a door through time.  I knew with cruel certainty that if I went deeper inland, I was going to find Atlantis herself, and more answers than I could probably live with.


    So, how long do I have before the island is destroyed?


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     

  


  
     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


    TWENTY-FIVE


     


    “Why am I always ground-zero


      as all hell breaks loose?”


     


                                           —Caine Deathwalker


     


     


    I walked over to the fire and looked down on the fisherman.  I knew the machine pistol wouldn’t be familiar, but he didn’t seem concerned by the sword in my hand either.  His nimble blue fingers danced, knotting in fresh pieces of twine to mend his net.  He was killing time, waiting for his parrot fish to cook.  He wore a floppy hat woven from the wild grass along the shore.  The hat kept the noonday glare out of his face.  Unlike the Old Man, this demon’s skin was almost bare; no burn-scar images or tattoos except for a leaping dolphin on his left arm.  He wore a white linen loincloth, sandals, and had netting cord around his neck, holding a centerpiece: a key-hole sand dollar with the white skeleton copper-brushed and tarnish green. 


    He touched the necklace and spoke ancient Greek, but there was a ripple in the air between us and the words became English: “The sea’s dealt kindly with you; you’re alive.  Sit, dry yourself, and join me for lunch.” 


    I smiled.  Great, a universal translator.  Everybody should have one. 


    Fresh from the sea with outlandish clothing on, he easily had me pegged as a stranger to these parts.  I was just glad the natives were friendly.   I stuck the demon sword point first into the sand, giving the blade a stern command to stay there and not wander off on me.  Using the strap, I hung my machine pistol from the hilt of the sword.  Mental note: get ahold of some cleaning supplies and fish oil so I can clean my weapons. 


    There were a couple two-foot rocks near the fire, seats for visitors.  I saw a broken piece of a boom lying nearby.  I brought it to the boulders and laid it across them to form a bench.  In moments, I stripped off my hoodie and tee-shirt, draping them on the bench to dry.  I set my steel-toed boots near the fire, and peeled off my wet socks.  The socks and my pants went on the bench as well.  That left me in soggy underwear. 


    I left them on out of respect for my host; I didn’t want to shame him by a comparison with whatever lay under his loincloth.  I might be small by human standards, but in this one area, Nature had blessed like a crack-whore with no common sense.  Or maybe it was a result of my dragon blood.


    I sat at the end of the bench closest to the fisherman.  Once I was settled, he touched his necklace again.  That brought another distortion to the air between us.  He said, “I am Evzen, a humble fisherman.”  He lifted an inquiring brow.


    Thinking of Conan the barbarian, I said, “I am Caine the Destroyer, mightiest warrior the world has ever known.” 


    “You are certainly colorful.  The markings on your body seem those a wizard might have.”


    “Okay, the mightiest wizard-warrior the world has ever known.”


    He nodded.  “But perhaps a little clumsy, falling off one of the trade ships that visits our port.”


    “I had help with the falling, but in time, I will settle matters.  So, this is Atlantis, right?”


    “This is the beach.  The city of Atlantis is half a mile down the coast.  I suggest you eat, sleep through the heat of day, and head out as Helius drives his chariot toward home.”


    Yeah, Greek god of the sun; lives beyond the sunset.  I get it; probably a lot of places along the Mediterranean and Aegean Sea that close down at midday, doing most of their business in the cool evening.


       The sun was fierce, already drying my skin.  The smell of the parrot fish stirred my hunger.  I watched them like a starving wolf.  Without looking away, I said, “So what’s the news around these parts?”


    He paused so long, I wasn’t sure he was going to answer at all, and then he did.  “Times are as they’ve always been.  Taxes are a curse, but a man can make a living.  The City Guard takes a hard look at strangers, but don’t seem to walk the night as confidently as they once did.  There are … disappearances recently.  Fear haunts the night shadows, or so I’ve heard.”


    “And the House of Lauphram?”


    “The young king tries too hard to be liked.  And that new queen of his…  Perhaps I go too far.  It is not my place to question where his heart, and head, take him.”


    Young king?  The Old Man?  I just can’t think of him as being young, with some chick leading him around by the cock. 


    “It’s harder for you humans than us demons,” he said.  “One of our blood holds the throne.  The king has given much freedom to those who came unbidden to our island, still, there are demons that remember when humans were held in chains as property of their betters.  Some whisper…”


    He fell silent.  I turned to watch him put aside his net.  He turned back to the fire, his stare lost in the leaping flames.


    “Whisper what?” I asked.


    He looked at me with a weak smile, shrugging apologetically.  “Some whisper that those times should come again.”   He reached out and pulled the fish off the fire, holding them by the end of their sticks.  He held one out to me.


    I took it.  “Thanks.”  I carefully nibbled, blowing on the cooked flesh, trying not to burn my mouth and fingers.  Evzen fell silent, working on his own meal.  He’d given me a lot to think about: I sensed a connection between the new queen, a whisper campaign against humans, and these disappearances.  After disposing of my fish and tossing the stick into the fire, I looked at


    Evzen.  “Tell me, these missing people, were they human or demon?”


    He didn’t look from the fire, not wanting to meet my eyes.  “Human.”


    Somehow I knew he was going to say that.


    Evzen had a nearby shack with fish oil lamps.  I played upon his kindness for what I needed to clean my guns while sitting in the shade of several palms.  The job took some time as my host retired to his bed.  A stranger in a strange land, I stayed awake.  I never like to sleep where anything can happen.  There are locked doors for a reason.  I checked my clothing several times, added a little wood to the fire on one trip, leaving my underwear to dry on a rock close to the fire.  As soon as everything dried out, I dressed and carried the guns and demon sword back to the shade of the palms. 


    I didn’t want to send the sword off.  I wasn’t sure it could get back to a treasure room in the future, or getting there, would come back to my hand if called.  Better not to test the situation. 


    Feed me! The sword demanded.  I need souls!


    “A lot of souls are going to be up for grab soon, more than you’ve ever had.”


    The waves of hunger rolling off the blade slacked off.  What do you mean?


    “This is the island of Atlantis.  I have a very bad feeling it’s going to sink soon.”


    Really?  The sword’s thought seemed especially happy.   I’ll look forward to that.  Meanwhile, can we at least kill the fisherman?  He’s snoring rather loudly.  Such thing should be punished.


    “If I left it to you, everyone in the world would be sentenced to death.”


    So what’s your point?


    “Shut up.  I’m trying to think.”


    Well, excuse me.


    I watched the shadows around me lengthen.  The heat of the day slacked off.  Eventually, the sun slid toward the water, changing from gold to red.  The sky turned bluer.  A wind kicked up.  I stood, arming myself as Evzen emerged from his hut. 


    “Leaving?” he asked.


    “Yeah, got places to go, things to do.”  I found a clip in my pants pocket.  It was loaded with silver bullets in case a rogue werewolf turned up while I was about my business.  I removed two bullets from the clip and held them out toward Evzen.


    He came over and took them from my hand, staring at them curiously.  “Silver?”


    “Yeah.”  I pointed at the end where the gunpowder was stored and explained that he’d need to remove the charge before melting the silver down or letting someone else do it.


    He looked at me with questions in his eyes.  “These pieces of silver are some kind of weapon?” 


    “Part of this weapon.”  I held up my Beretta, sighted along the barrel, and shot a date off a nearby fruit tree.  The date disintegrated.  “Dates everywhere fear me,” I said. 


    He looked at the tree and answered in a monotone, “I can see that.”


    “Anyway, keep the silver.  You’ve helped me out.”  I had no fear this would cause a change in the time stream.  Even in my time, the remains of Atlantis were still being searched for.


    He closed his fingers around the silver.  His other hand came up, a closed fist.  That fist opened and a saw a second necklace that matched the one he wore.  “Here, you’ll need this.  Not everyone you meet will have one of these so you had best carry your own.”


    “Thanks.”  I took the sand dollar necklace and dropped its cord over my head.  It was no red pearl, but would still come in handy.  “I’ll be leaving now.”


    “Fortune favor you.”


    “Let’s hope so.  One last thing, I’m leaving my sword stuck in the ground here.  It’s a cursed blade only I can safely use.  Anyone else touches it and they’ll die an ugly, hard death.”


    “Are you sure you want to leave such a fine sword behind?”


    “Yeah, it will save me from having to carry the damned thing, but knowing me, I’ll get into trouble soon enough and call it to my hand.  Don’t be surprised if it just vanishes into thin air.”


    “Wizards and their toys,” he grumbled.  “I shall stay well away from your sword and pray it leaves quietly by morning.” 


    I headed down the beach.  The shifting sand gave my calves a good workout.  Before the city came into view, I was glad it was only a half mile away.  There were stone walls, bleached white by years of sunlight.  Above them, a jumble of white stucco buildings reared.  The rest of the city flowed up a hill to where a palace stood triumphant, green glass domes on towers around a central mass that sported ornate columns.  In the other direction, the city ended where stone piers blocked the sea.  Wooden peninsulas jutted out across the water, making a home for numerous ships, large and small. 


    Between me and the piers was a large open gate in the wall.  Two guards in armor with spears were stationed there.  They studied me as I walked up to them, my hoodie thrown back from my head, my machine pistol hanging at my side—more of a threat than they knew.


    “Hold,” one of them said.  “Who are you and what is your business?”


    “I am Caine, a soldier that fell off a Poseidon-cursed ship.  I was washed ashore not far from here.  A fisherman pointed me this way.”


    The other guard said, “Well, your luck’s not all bad.  What is that thing you are carrying?”  He pointed at the machine pistol. 


    “A gift from Hephaestus,” I lied.  Hephaestus was god of fire and the forge, the weapon-maker of the gods.  I was trying to suggest that I had a powerful patron in the local pantheon.  “One night, I dragged him away from his forge for a few drinks, and I got him laid.  He was very grateful.”


    “Doesn’t look much like a weapon,” the first guard said, “though I guess you can always beat someone over the head with it.”  He waved me on by.  “Go on in.  Just be aware that there is a curfew.  Humans and demons alike need to be off the street by the time the mid-night watch changes shift.”


    “I’ll bare that in mind.”  I went in past them where I could see architecture a lot better.  I half expected a wondrous city like Oz or something: crystal towers, an air of ancient magic, signs of lost technology.  This was any Greek city of the ancient world.  The streets were narrow, used more for foot traffic and small wagons than troops and chariots.  The only thing unusual was the open mix of demons and humans.  They moved freely past each other without much tension, though the demons were better dressed and were taller than the humans, many of whom were shorter than me.  For the most part, the demons acted like they couldn’t even see the humans scurrying out of their way.


    I was supposed to be a visiting human.  I made a mental note not to act as if demons were common place.  Continuing through the warehouse district, I made a point of gawking—as the residents might expect—and watched out for pickpockets.  Eventually, I came to an Inn with a squid-shaped sign over the door.  A blue squid.  Probably the name of the place.  A light crowd sat inside at tables and at the bar.  Tin cups were in evidence.  A few of the patrons were attacking tin plates heaped with what smelled like lamb stew.


    I took a table and wondered what I was going to do about money.  If I kept giving my silver bullets away, I’d be out in no time.  My weird clothing kept drawing stares from the crowd.  After a few minute of waiting for a waitress to come over, one of the demon patrons stood.  He strolled over and stared down at me.  His skin was a sun-darkened blue, bearing several magic symbols that had been burned in with a hot poker.  The toga he wore was fine linen, dyed a bright emerald.  His thinning hair was dark indigo, probably not dyed.


    I met his sapphire gaze.


    He frowned at my lack of fear, and pointed at my clothes with a whirling finger.  “And just what are you supposed to be?”


    I decided to give his fair warning, and at the same time announce a skill-set that might make me some hard cash.  “Combat wizard.  Why, need one?”


    “I have the best already in my employ.  I run these docks,” he said.


    I smiled a challenge at him.  “You can’t have the best.  I don’t work for you.”


    He grunted, then gave me an evil smile.  I knew trouble was coming before he turned and beckoned a companion over from their table.  The newcomer was over six feet, just like his boss, but his bare arms were thickly covered in burn marks and tattoos.  He had the stink of dark magic about him.  A demon sorcerer.


    I stood, not liking to be at a disadvantage should violence erupt.  I rolled my sleeves up so my own tattoos could be seen, proof of my claim.  The sorcerer grinned like I was a new toy, until he got a good look at my skin art.  His smile died.  “A magician perhaps, but not of any school I know.”


    The bar owner came by, a bar towel over one shoulder.  “Could you take your business outside?” he asked.  “I don’t need my customers chased off, or my furniture broken.”


    “Burned, not broken.”  I pointed at the dragon-lotus tattoo on my arm.  “If I use my dragon magic, nothing here will be left standing.”


    “Dragon magic!”  The harbor boss’s eyes lit up like Christmas.  “You’re dragon-born!  There’s a reward for your kind.  A very large reward.”


    Suddenly, half the bar was looking at me like a payday from the gods.  Several humans and demons climbed to their feet, drawing swords and daggers.  The light of avarice shimmered in their eyes.  As the crowd pressed in, the harbor boss hissed in displeasure.  “Hey, we saw him first!”


    Always nice to be wanted.  Hey, I wonder if I can turn myself in for the reward.


     


     


     

  


  
     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


    TWENTY-SIX


     


    “Guns don’t kill people, I do.”


     


                                           —Caine Deathwalker


     


     


    My right hand came up with the Berretta Storm.  My left hand settled on the machine pistols that hung at my left side.  I thumbed off both safeties and slid my trigger fingers into place.  A small amount of pressure swiveled the machine pistol’s muzzle up from the floor so I could casually shoot from the hip. 


    There were other magic-users around. The problem with magic though was that the practitioner usually needs a little time to invoke it.  I was betting bullets were faster.  I fired the machine pistol, moving it from forward to the left.  It spat fire, chattered, and spewed casings on the wooden floor.  At the same time, I fanned my Berretta from center to the right, taking headshots.


    The harbor boss went down, stitched with machinegun fire across the torso. 


    His pet sorcerer acquired a small hole in his forehead, and lost the back of his head which became a red frothy mist spraying back on those behind him. 


    Both men went down, and a lot of others as I kept firing.


    I felt stabbed through the spine, but wasn’t.  That was the cost of activating my Demon Wings tattoo.  My body didn’t go translucent or anything.  The magic just made it hard for people to recognize what they were seeing when looking at me. 


    Bodies kept falling.  No one here could be allowed to live and give my description to the


    City Guard.  Hey, I was doing these greedy—bounty-hunting—bastards a favor: dying at my hand had to be a lot better than the cataclysm in their future. 


    Really, they ought to thank me.


    A few of the patrons had short swords out and were slashing blindly, making this a lot harder for me.  It was too bad this wasn’t a sword-free zone.  That would make my killing so much easier. 


    Not wanting to betray my position with muzzle flashes and the crack of gunshots, I holstered my handgun and let the machine pistol swing back on its strap to my side.  I focused my will and sent out a mental shout.  My demon sword faded into my right hand, seeming to float mid-air for a second before my You-Don’t-See-Me magic made the blade as unnoticed as I was. 


    The Muramasa howled in my head for the souls it craved.  I used the sword to block one guy’s wild swing, slashing his stomach as I danced past, loping off a head, and kicking a table and its chairs out of my way.  One man crawled on his belly, trying to get around the bar to hide.  Smelling blood, my dragon-side woke up and roared approval inside my head.


    I yelled at them: Shut the fuck up!  I’m trying to kill here. 


    I jumped over one body and landed on the crawling guy’s head.  His face squished into the floorboards, painting them blood red.  I pulled his face up, cut his throat for good measure, and let him drop again. 


    My sword was singing to itself in orgasmic pleasure: Yes, oh, yes, oh, yes… 


    Okay, I thought, this is awkward.


    Some of my sword’s new vitality leaked into me, along with the terror-driven screams of the souls it had consumed.   It was a good thing I had lost my conscious years ago, or I might have felt bad about that.


    I slid over the bar and ran to the door.  I found the last would-be bounty-hunter on his knees, trying to work the door.  He’d taken three slugs, but was somehow hanging on—tough bastard—crying for his mother.  “We’ll both light a candle for you,” I said.  “Give my regards to Hades.”  I stabbed him through the ribs and knelt by the corpse. 


    The dead men wore stiffened leather armor with brass studs, and a kind of leather kilt.  The swords these guys liked were undersized and leaf-shaped.  The black leather scabbards were wider and shorter than I needed, but I had an idea.  The demon sword didn’t have to keep the exact shape it was forged into.  With some serious prompting, it could be made to alter itself.   Needing my hands free, I stuck my sword back in the body.  I stripped a sheath and belt off him and showed them to my sword.


    He got the idea at once, and didn’t like it: Oh, no, I like me the way I am.


    “Don’t give me a load of crap.  I need you to go in there.”


    Not going to happen, he said. 


    “You do know I could drop you in a volcano, right?”


    You wouldn’t dare!  You need me too badly.


    I smiled wickedly.  “Or I can tell the Red Lady you’ve being mean to me.  I bet she can stick you between seconds in some lightless hell-dimension where you’d never be found.  How about that?”


    Fine, I’ll do it.  But one day you will regret this. 


    “I guess we’ll see about that.”


    The sword shimmered with an ember-red light.  The blade compressed, becoming denser, thickening up, widening.  The glow faded. I pulled the short sword from the body.  The blade fit snuggly into the Atlantean sheath.  I strapped the weapon to my side, tying on the leather belt.  That chore finished, I went around and looted bags of coins to cover my expenses. Consolidating my haul, I pooled the coins into a large bag, dropping the empties.  The coins were roughly circular and silver, of varying sizes.  Many had human faces.  The reverse sides featured various animals or objects.  I saw a bee, a rose, and another featured a bull-headed man.  I closed up the bag and put it in my hoodie’s front pocket.


    About to leave, I gave the dead one last look.  I shook my head in mock-sorrow.  If only they’d have minded their own business, such tragic loss of life could have been avoided.


    I released my Demon Wings magic and activated my Dragon Flame tattoo.   The cost of the awakening magic made my lungs feel like they were breathing ammonia.  I wheezed and coughed, clenching my eyes shut as a sympathetic reaction made them tear up.  The phantom sensations went away, leaving me unharmed, my arm wreathed in a fire more stubborn than napalm.


    I waved, sloughing off dragon fire so that the whole room of corpses ignited.  I backed out the front door, firmly closing it behind me.  A sailor approached with every intention of going in.  “I wouldn’t,” I told him.  “There’s a bar fight going on and some idiot is actually throwing lanterns around.  You’d better go someplace else.”


    “Hmmm.  Thanks for the warning.”


    “No problem.  Say, you know this port?”


    He nodded. 


    I said, “Show me a better place and the first two drinks are on me.”


    He brightened considerably, and slapped me affectionately on the back.  “Come with me, then.  I know a place quite close.”


    “Great, lead the way.”


    As we went, my new drinking buddy studied my clothes.  “What is that you’re wearing?” 


    “It’s the latest thing.  I’m hoping it will catch on here and give me a new line of trade.”


    He looked rather doubtful.  “I somehow took you more for a soldier.  Something about the way you walk and stare into shadows.”


    “I’ve heard rumors of people going missing off the street.  Can’t be too careful.”


    “The Knives of the Dark Queen,” he said.  “If she weren’t involved, the City Guard would try harder to stop all that.  It doesn’t pay to be human in this city.  Damn, demon-spawn.  Once my ship leaves dock, you can be sure I’m not coming back.”


    “What happens to the victims?  Are their bodies ever found?”


    “Never, and the Knives seem to only be taking young women.”


    “Virgin sacrifice?”  Some kind of necromancy fueled by dead souls.  I wonder what purpose the final spell would have.  Then it hit me.  A very big spell involving a lot of lives, could make someone a god or goddess.  I knew I couldn’t save Atlantis.  History had already declared her fate.  But maybe I could see to it that only the Old Man and I benefitted from the inevitable.


    “Oh, crap!” my friend said.  “There they are.” 


    Their sandals slapped the bricks, a rhythmic cadence.  Blood-red sashes cinched their sleeveless and hooded robes.  Each of them wore at least two knives.  Their bare arms were blue, the blue of Atlantean demons, but I knew that from their towering height.  In comparison, the girl they dragged along looked like a willful child. 


    I pulled my new friend with me into the mouth of an alley.  We hugged the shadows, slinking through them as fast as possible.  I knew I’d have to deal with these guys soon, but I needed more intelligence first.  Tipping my hand early wouldn’t accomplish my mission, so the captive would just have to fend for herself.


     

  


  
     


     


     


     


     


    TWENTY-SEVEN


     


    “It’s a demon-eat-demon world.


    No one should plan on a long life.”


     


                                           —Caine Deathwalker


     


     


    We came out of the alley and moved a block inland toward the heart of the city.  The shops we passed were closed.  Most of them had protective sigils burned in over the doors and windows.  The brands might not stop a determined thief from getting in for a quick snatch, but they’d send up piercing shrills and strobes of light to draw the city guard.


    We approached a tavern with an oval sign hanging near the door.  The sign had four feet and a tail.  It was a boar with mean eyes.  The sign was painted a bright red, seen easily in the light of lanterns that smelled of fish oil.  


    “Welcome to the Crimson Boar.”  My new friend opened the door and led the way inside.  The room was packed.  Sailors and city folk mingled, but I saw no demons.  Waitresses traded drinks for coins, gathering up glints of silver.  There was a card game of some kind being played with round cards.  As we closed the door behind us, we were looked over.  Calculating eyes tried to determine if we were predators or prey. 


    We made our way to the bar.  My friend nodded to the barkeep.  He nodded back.  “Luca, the usual?”


    “Aye,” he nodded at me, “and a flagon for my friend as well.”


    Two tin cups were deposited on the bar in front of us.  I reached into my coin purse and pulled out a few coins.  I didn’t know the denominations, but figured the relative value on the basis of the sizes.  I tossed a few of the smaller coins on the bar.  I must have done it right because the barkeeper swept them up without complaint, and Luca showed no surprise.


    I tasted the brew I’d been given.  It had a spiced honey flavor with a tart apple aftertaste.  Some kind of hard cider.  “Not bad.”


    “House specialty,” Luca said.  “Come on, let’s see if we can find a table.”


    I’d already looked around and knew there wasn’t one, but I followed Luca over to a backroom.   We went to a red curtain where a serving wench was coming out with an empty tray.  She smiled.  “Luca, going to try your luck tonight?”


    “Maybe.  Depends on who’s fighting tonight.”


    Fighting?


    We went on into a large space with lanterns hanging from the ceiling on hooks and chains.  There wasn’t another way in or out.  Tables and chairs were pushed back to the walls, clearing the center of the room.  I expected to see oiled, bare-chested boxers, scarred men with hands wrapped in leather, with metal studs over the knuckles.  There was no one like that.  The people were dressed commonly for this time and place.  Several had coin purses in their hands.  Voices were raised.  Odds were being given, bets taken.


    Dead center in the room, two men knelt on a rug and faced each other, while guarding small cages.  The cages were made of twigs and cord, each big enough for a hamster maybe.   Not a battle of humans then.  Between the cages, the two-foot center of the rug was gold, in contrast to deep blue elsewhere.  The gold center probably defined the battleground.  In this kind of thing, the winning bug either flipped his opponent over, or forced him out of the ring.  A little noise maker was used to make the male beetles think a female was nearby.  With sex as a promised reward, males fight quite aggressively.


    I’ve a lot of barroom experience that bares it out.


    I remembered that ancient Chinese emperors once entertained themselves with battling crickets.  It also wasn’t unusual for spiders to be used in death matches.  And in some parts of Italy, stag beetles were once worn as magical talismans by humans. No, it doesn’t make me proud.


    “What are in the cages?” I asked.


    “Beetles,” Luca sounded excited.  “I know the owners.  Their fighters come from long line of champions.  This is going to be good!”


    I’d come for information, not to bet on bugs, but like they say: When in Atlantis…  I slid through the crowd and found a place behind one of the kneeling men, the one in blue-green robes with a turban on.  My heightened sense of smell told me he needed a both, and that he’d dined recently on onions and pork.  My keen hearing picked up scratching sounds from the cages despite the crowd’s agitation. 


    Luca crowded in next to me.  One of the betters slapped him on the back.   “Luca, you got here just in time.  We’re about to start.”


    Luca grinned, and answered, “Where are you putting your money?”


    “Here, on Alec.  His beetles on a winning streak.”


    I listened to the bets.  The odds were close to even.  Both fighters had popular support, but Alec’s bug did seem to be favored by a slight margin.  I picked out a few large, oval coins with owls stamped on them, and nudged Luca.  “What are these called?”


    He stared in envy, eyes shining with greed.  His voice contained reverential awe.  “Dekadrachm.  I don’t think you’re going to get anyone to match such a bet.”


    A voice called across the crowd.  “I will.”


    I looked to the opposite side of the rug and saw a plump man in fine silk robes.  The gold necklace he wore all but begged me take it back to my own time, to add it to my treasure vault in Malibu. 


    The man saw my focus.  He smiled.  “Like this little trinket?  Want it?  That bag of yours looks quite heavy.  How about I wager my necklace against what you have in there?  He pointed at the bug owner closest to him.  I’m this man’s patron.  I say our beetle will win.”


    If I lose, I can always steal more. 


    I nodded.  “Deal!”


    The crowd fell silent hearing the bet, but that passed almost at once.  Getting over their shock, the betting grew more frenzied.  The barkeeper approached.  Apparently, he popped in regularly to referee.  He stopped at the edge of the rug and called out.  “Last match of the evening.  Make your final bets.”


    The bets dwindled away.  The barkeeper called out, “Betting is closed.  Cages open!”


    Both owners opened their cages.  The referee worked something in his hand that made a clicking noise.  The occupants of each cage crawled out, sighting each other at once.  The miniature gladiators were three inches long with nut-like bodies, glossy brown at the sides, and green on back.  Their heads were brown with black eyes and oversized mandibles that looked like the horns of deer. 


    Stag beetles.


    Stalking on six spindly, black legs, each went at the other, locking horns, shoving with all their tiny might. 


    The crowd yelled encouragement.  Fists were shaken in the air.  The man wearing my gold necklace shouted at his bug.  “Get in there, Sarpedon.  You want to the wench, don’t you?  Fight!  Fight!”


    I laughed to myself.  If the bug knew there was no female beetle around, he’d say “fuck this!” and go home.


    Alec, the owner of the other insect, shouted as well.  “Take him down, Geryon.  Kill, kill, kill, and you’re get plenty more nectar.”


    Ah, sugar.  That explained his bug’s high energy, and winning streak.  The beetle was stoked for a win.  In fact, Geryon was steadily nudging Sarpedon back.  Another few inches and...


    Sarpedon saw the danger.  He lunged sideways, twisted his body, and came back in with an enormous effort.  Geryon was flipped onto his back, his thin legs clawing the sky.  Half the room yelled in triumph.  The other have moaned in despair.  I was one of them. 


    The referee called the fight.  “And Sarpedon is the winner!  Losers pay your debts.”


    “Wait a minute,” I yelled.  That bug is a ringer.  A cheat.”


    That got everybody’s attention.  There’s nothing like calling out a cheat after heavy wagering to pour gasoline on a fire.  The referee glared at me.  “Don’t be a sore loser.  Pay up, if you know what’s good for you.”


    He was trying to shut me down.  He’s in on it.


    Ignoring the barkeeper, I pointed at Sarpedon.  The bug should have been off hunting for true love, but he was biting the overturned beetle, ripping at him for every bit of sugar he’d consumed.  There was an unnatural glow to Sarpedon’s eyes.  They’d become rusty-gold orbs.  It wasn’t just a bug.  “It’s a demon bug!” I yelled.  “It’s eating the other one.”


    The man whose beetle was flipped reached out to reclaim his threatened property.  He jerked his hand back with a beetle bite that immediately turned the surrounding skin black.  Alec shrieked, grabbing his bit hand.  Foam sprayed from his mouth as me choked into silence and fell over dead. 


    Someone stepped onto the rug and stomped on Sarpedon.  There was a brittle cra-ack under the sandal.  The foot came away.  In the ruins of Sarpedon’s broken body, a third bug was seen.  It had worn Sarpedon like an overcoat, a secret contestant in the fight.  Enraged by the abuse, it reared up on four of its feet and chittered.  It was bright red with green streaks, and it hopped like a locust toward the man who’d stepped on it. 


    The man backed away hurriedly. 


    The crowd followed his example.  No one wanted to be the next Alec.  Shoving through the crowd, running for the door, the rich man had had enough.  I shoved after him in pursuit.  “Get back here with my necklace you son of a bitch.”


    The bartender got in my way, grabbing at my clothes.


    I kneed him in the groin, pushed him down, and stomped over him as I kept going.


    Someone behind me screamed a warning.  “Watch out, that damned bug’s flying.”


    I ducked reflexively and looked back.  The bug whizzed past me.  Its back plates had hinged open and four veined, glass green wings were pumping furiously to propel it after its master, the rich man. 


    It was a good thing I looked back when I did; my drinking buddy Luca had a knife out and was trying to carve up my back.  Without turning to face him, I pointed my toe to the ground and shoved my heel straight back into his nuts.  Tiger-Tail kick.  He doubled up and dropped onto his knees.  I kicked him in the head, putting him down and out.


    Damn traitor.  Yeah, that’s right, he and the bartender were friendly.  Obviously thieves of a feather.  I need to be picker where I drink.  Who am I kidding?  Like that’s going to happen.


    The door was jammed.  The rich man had escaped.  I could warm a tat, throwing my awareness after him.  That would let me know where to go to recover my gold.  But with all the commotion here, and the other tavern, so close by, probably crawling with the city guard—no, it was time to go to ground, to get back on mission.


    I looked back at Geryon.  He was still on his back.  He had the look of death about him.  He’d done his best for me, but it hadn’t been enough.  And he never even got laid.  What a terrible way to go.


    The door cleared.  I marched over, through the curtain, and the waitress hit me in the face with a serving tray.  She had a knife right behind, seeking my face.  I caught the arm holding the tray and used it to block her other arm.  A rising knee caught her knife hand in a pincher attack, making her drop the weapon.  It clattered to the floor.  I pulled her close. 


    “Interesting style of foreplay you have there,” I said, “but I don’t really have time to fuck you over.  Your loss.” 


    I slung her away from me.  She whirled and fell.  Her head hit a table.  She collapsed to the ground.  The demon bug flew off her neck, coming out of the shroud of her hair where it had been hiding, control the girl.


    The rich bastard had sent his infernal bug back to get me.  Fine.  Just wait until I get my hands on that demon-dealing piece of lung cheese.


    A chair crashed into my back.  I stood there, letting the broken pieces cascade around me.  I turned.  It was the barkeeper.  He had a grimace of rage on his face.  “Damn, your eyes,” he snarled.  “We had such a good racket going on, but you had to interfere.  I was going to make enough to leave this cursed island far behind.  How long do you think we’ll stay free with our stupid king so besotted with his devil bride?”


    “Your ineptitude is not my problem.”  I backed away toward the door, turned at the last moment, and stepped out into a flash of purple light and a deafening thunderclap.  An explosive force threw me into the night.  I landed on the brick street, my breath slammed away.  My hoodie was burned away across my chest.  If not for the Kevlar vest that was still smoked from the slagging in front, I’d have been seriously hurt.  I’d been hit by a high level spell and it hurt like hell, like the last time I’d flown straight into a truck.


    As I lay groaning, waiting for the strength to get up, a group of men in black, sleeveless robes surrounded me.  The Queen’s Knives.  No, I couldn’t have been captured by the City Guards.  I have to get taken by these jokers. 


    One of them held a severed demon head by the indigo hair.  The dead head belonged to the demon wizard I’d killed at the other tavern.  His once sapphire eyes should have been dim, clouded in death, instead, they swirled with a sour green fog, a kind of ghost light.  His spirit was haunting his head.  His mouth hung open, its tongue lolling like a beast’s.  The one holding the head swung it down to see me better.  


    The head bounced, nodding as it dangled.  The lax muscles of its face tightened.  It said, “Yeah, that’s the guy who killed us all.  Get me closer.  I want to bite him, hard, Tartarus take him!”


    Damn, and I thought I held a grudge.


    The Knives chanted and I felt power building up in the air, the dame kind that had just hit me.  They were going to do it again.  And again.  Until I was dead.  If only they didn’t kill me, I could take advantage of being their prisoner to learn all I needed.  But I was just some stranger to them.  No one of value.  Unless…


    I stared at the man holding the head who seemed in charge.  “You really want to kill me?  I thought dragons were important prisoners to you people.”


    “Shut up,” the head yelled.  “You weren’t supposed to tell them that.”


    The Knife-dude standing over me tossed away the head.  It bounced and rolled, cursing up a blue streak.  The leader squatted low and tugged my sleeve up my arm.  He studied the dragon lotus tattoo on my arm and smiled.  “The Queen will want to play with you.  You will wish we’d given you a clean death.”


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     

  


  
     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


    TWENTY-EIGHT


     


    “I cried when my school councilor told me


    being an ass-hole wasn’t a paying profession.”


     


                                           —Caine Deathwalker


     


     


    Slowly, I opened my eyes, trying to take inventory of the dungeon I was in.  There were no windows.  The only wall I could see was the one I was chained to.  A throbbing headache got in the way of my observations, but I deep-breathed, using a trick of meditation to slow the pounding.  It became a waning pulsation, then faded altogether.  The limestone against my back felt ice cold.  The floor was probably just as cold, but I couldn’t feel it since my feet didn’t quite touch.  The wall held me completely.   I’d been sleeping vertically against it.


    The door to my cage was open.  Someone had a lot of confidence that I wasn’t going to wander off on my own.  Beyond lay a hallway, then another row of bars, more cells with their depths swallow by darkness.  It was as if these two rows of cells and the hall between were all that occupied some lightless hell-dimension.


    Just outside my cell stood a dark-wood table holding my guns, and clothes, what was left of my damaged Kevlar vest, and my Muramasa—also wrapped in chains.  No cell phone though.  I grinned; someone had tried to draw the sword, to search the blade for mystic runes.  It was a sure bet they’d died instantly, their soul devoured.


    I shifted position and looked through the bars that separated my cell from the next one over.  The adjoining cell had a spell-circle on its floor, too, but with minor differences.  That cell had a woman chained to the same wall I was, but sitting on the ground.  Young, very hot, very naked, but not the one I’d seen captured earlier.  This one’s face was covered by a fall of dark red hair.  She hugged her knees, modestly hiding her places of interest from everyone’s eyes.  My chains were attached to wrists, ankles and waist, holding my torso pressed to the wall. Her chains had a lot more slack and were only on her thin wrists. 


    I gave my own bindings a closer look.  My wrist cuffs had spell circuits etched on them in patterns I’d never seen.  No, wait a minute, damn it.  I have seen something like this—on the yoke the Old Man slapped on me in the Great Hall.  I pulled up the memory of the broken pieces lying on the floor after Izumi freed me.  I should have paid more attention to the damn thing.  Father had been trying to forewarn and forearm me.  Why hadn’t I seen it?  Never mind.  Crying over spilt blood never helps.  What’s here that I can work with?


    I looked closer at the limestone floor.  It had the same kind of circuitry and writing as the cuffs, but in a more traditional spell-circle, except it had an odd depth, as if it were three-dimensional, and maybe four or five.  And some of the weird writing and symbols within the double-circle were moving.


    That’s some high grade shit.


    Some of the symbols I knew or could guess at.  I started putting the spell’s pieces together in my head.  Judging by placement, distance, size, and inter-locked positions, I can reverse engineering all this.  In time.  If I have enough time.  The multi-dimensional quality made it harder, but I hung in there, thinking, hypothesizing, and after what seemed like hours, I got the gist of it: the spell was designed to bind the powers of a dragon, and the dragon form itself, so only the human shape could manifest. 


    So complex … but what’s meant to hold a dragon might not function so well against a half-breed. My human blood and knowledge of demon magic can’t have been anticipated.


    I pulled at the chains full-force.  It did no good; my more-than-human strength was undiluted, but the metal was unnaturally strong.  I hit a wrist-cuff against a limestone wall, then on some chain.  The sound and weight told me I was dealing with a magic-forged alloy.  If I could have activated Dragon Sight, I’d have known more. 


    One thing I did figure out: It can’t stop natural biological abilities, only magical ones, but, yeah, that’s still a problem.


    I tried talking to my other side.  Hey, dragon?  Can you hear me?


    Nothing. 


    I tried again.  C’mon wake up.  You’re a damn Gold.  Doesn’t that mean anything to you?


    For all I knew, he was speaking to me, but the spell-circuits were keeping his thoughts from touching mine.


    I had one more test to try.  I pulled on my raw magic to warm my tattoos.   I use dragon magic in ways unlike any other dragon.  Maybe… 


    I felt burning pain pierce my guts like a red hot fireplace poker.  The tattoos on my ribs flickered with a weak glow that died out.  The pain stopped with no benefit.  None of my tattoos showed an interest in stirring to life. 


    Maybe the other prisoner had some answers for me.  She’d certainly been here longer.  I knew that from her air of hopeless dejection.  “Hey girl, what is this place?” 


    I didn’t even get a flinch out of her, but a blue Atlantean demon walked through my door.   Skinny, bug eyed, he smelled of blood.  His blue skin blended well with the blue silk padding poking out from under his black leather armor.  Blue silk ties held the pieces together as well.  His long, white hair looked strange on such a young face.  His teeth got my attention: sharp, long, stained red with blood.  His armor looked first-grade.  Attached to his chest plate, the shoulder plates winged out.  The half-skirt leather gapped in front.  The leather leg-guards and gauntlets were thinner.  Small details in the armor told me it was just for show.  The emblem over his heart was far too expensive to endanger in battle.


    He said, “It’s no use, dragon-born.  I broke her some time ago.  What’s more important are these things you carried.”


    “And who the hell are you,” I asked.


    “Pardon my rudeness, I am Audumor, Dungeon Master of Atlantis, and I am in a hurry.  Our dark queen has tasked me with ripping your secrets out of you, and patience is, alas, not one of her beautiful virtues.  Now, shall we start?”


    He stepped on a flagstone on the threshold of my door.  That stone lifted from the floor, floating up to his hand.  He touched it several times, like a couch potato with a remote, and a light beamed down from the ceiling, illuminating the table holding my gear.  He touched the control-stone again and the patch of wall behind me glowed.  I found that the light prevented me from moving anything but my head. 


    The section inside my bars moved forward, taking me along until I hung in a much smaller cell.  The dungeon master was a lot closer now.  I looked at the spell-circle on the floor.  It had adjusted to the new space, becoming smaller too, glowing with increased power.  I heard chains moving on the cell next to me, too low for most people to hear but it got my attention.


    She’s shaking, and stinks of fear.  And needs an immediate shower.  I think she peed herself.


    Audumor touched the control-stone again.  A set of flagstones near his feet, in the hallway,   glowed aqua-blue.  A wave of light pulsed up from those stones as they rose to the demon’s waist.   The floating tablet flipped over, but otherwise stayed put.  The new topside revealed a selection of tools and blades.  For an ancient civilization these guys had some nice implements of torture.


    “Tell me, dragon-born, is it truly necessary to use these?” Audumor waited for an answer.


    I gave nothing.


    He sighed rather heavily.  “Even if you are a rare one, what the Queen wishes for, she will have.  If it costs your life, or sanity, that is a price you must pay gladly.”  He paused theatrically.  “What are these tools, you wonder?”  He picked up a piece of wood with a web of rope attached.  Spikes were woven into the webbing.  He put the thing around my index finger and turned the wood.  The loop of web around my finger tightened.  The spikes pricked my skin.  He kept turning the wood, cutting my skin deeper. The pain felt negligible.  I wondered when this jerk-off would get serious. 


    I stopped smelling fear from the girl.  As a full-blood dragon, her sense of smell put mine to shame.  She had to smelling my blood.  I wonder if she’d think it was tainted, like my dragon relatives did.  


    I said nothing as Audumor turned the wood again.  The spikes hit bone.  I barely flinched. 


    Please, this pain can’t touch what I put myself through just activating my tattoos. 


    Audumor left the spikes in my finger and looked over his tools.  His hand hovered over the selection.  I smelled his excitement.  The girl could probably read the scent of his emotions even better.  She’d certainly had longer to practice.  The girl had been still.  Now, she started shaking again, drawing forth a slight chinking from her chains.


    Audumor picked up an obsidian blade by its silver wire hilt.  The tool’s cutting edge was half an inch long and incredibly thin.  “You must understand, young dragon-born, I have honed my skills on the girl in the cell next to you for many years.  Her suffering has graced me with great understanding for your kind’s weaknesses.  I know all the most painful areas of your bodies.  How to inflict endless agony and entice horrendous screams.”


    He smiled, bringing the glass blade to where I could see its perfect lines.  His demon eyes glowed a blue so pale, it approached white—a sign of great pleasure.  He was getting off talking about himself, the kind of villain that can’t help but monologue. 


    Audumor placed the tip of the blade against my naval.  Teasing, he lightly skimmed the knife’s edge to my hip.   And jammed it in, cutting to the bone.  Expertly, he enflamed nerve after nerve working lower.  Warm blood flowed down one leg.  I smelled its iron tang.  After four inches, he turned the blade and pulled it out.  The pain was bad, but nothing close to what


    I’d taken from hostile and armed bitches that I’d fucked into submission over the years. 


    He grabbed my dick and for a second I almost panicked, but he just moved it to grab my balls, the perv.


    “Hey, those are not for you,” I gave him a dead, cold stare. 


    He said, “It stops when you tell me what I want to know.”


    Slowly, he stuck the blade into my left nut.  I felt like throwing up for a second, but fought off the need, relaxing my body, riding the pain without fighting it as I’d been taught in martial arts.  Audumor didn’t stop till he’d driven the blade’s tip completely through.  He left it there like an ornament on a Christmas tree, and straightened to study my face with his near-white, glowing eyes.


    What he saw in my eyes made him flinch.  He hid his fear, but his face reddened with embarrassment.  His professional pride had taken a severe blow by his inability to shake me.  The muscles of his jaw writhed a moment as he rallied.  “You’re stronger than the others, but I’ll fix that.”  He returned to his floating tablet for a foot-long brass needles with spirals carved around them.  “You must be a unique type of dragon, young one.  I have dealt with the lesser breeds on battlefields, studying them dying.  In those days, I never dreamed I’d possess captive subjects for my research.  Fortune is kind—just not to you.”


    He bent and put his left hand on my left knee.  His thumb circled aimlessly, but really with dark purpose.  He wanted to drive me mad with anticipation.  Waiting for torture can be worse than enduring it.  And then his hand dropped lower.  He stuck the needle through the side of my knee.  The point came out the other side.


    I pulled on my chains, making a show of it.  If he knew how much more I could take, he’d start doing some serious damage.  That would make it harder to break free and kill him later.


    He visited the floating tablet for a handful of needles.  Coming back, he moved to the other knee.  He looked me in the eye, stared back at one of the new needles, then returned his focus to my face.  He pushed a needle in a little bit at a time, never taking his eyes of mine.  He finished and moved down to my feet, putting a needle through each toe from the bottom, popping toe nails as the tips emerged.  Each time a nail came off, I screamed but cut them off before he could really enjoy my response.


    As if I couldn’t take more, I used a strained voice to say, “Fine, I’ll tell you something.  See the small device there?”  My PPK.  “The L-shaped one, yeah, use that to ass-fuck your queen till she squirts up a rainbow.” I laughed with the enjoyment my torturer wished he was getting.  Sure, the sound was a little ragged and crazy sounding.  That might stop him from going too far, to the point where I might not have the sanity to give any answers.


    Nope.  The show was continuing.


    He moved over to my right side, put his hand on my bicep, poising the needle above a major nerve cluster by the bone, near the shoulder.  He dragged the tip of the needle over my skin, drawing a circle.  Then he stabbed slowly, getting close to the cluster, but stopping just short.


    Holding the needle there, he peered into my face.  “Are you quite sure you won’t be candid with me?”


    “Fuck you and your whore of a mother.  She can’t swallow all my dick anyway.”


    He stuck the needle through the cluster and hit the bone.  As he screwed the needle into the bone, I screamed.  Pain shot through my chest and down my whole body, like my skin was splitting open from the inside out. 


    Golden lightning jagged along my skin, jazzing my own nerves, one kind of pain replacing another.  The charge jerked my body.  I regained control of my fingers.  I could move my damaged toes.  The immobilization spell of the glowing wall had weakened.   Tremors shook my legs.  The obsidian blade in my nut cut a little more. 


    And I laughed once more.  “You poor pitiful inept piece of gutter filth.  Pain is more than my friend.  She’s been my companion since childhood.  I’m demon-raised.  You can’t touch the hell I was trained to swallow.  And just think, if you kill me and get nothing, your bitch queen will have you on this wall next.  Who, I wonder will enjoy your screams?” 


    I looked at Audumor and smiled.


    He didn’t.  He gritted his teeth, clenched the remaining needles in a tight fist, and huffed for breath like he’d just run up a marathon with Hermes, the wing-footed messenger of the gods.  With an incredible effort, Audumor calmed himself—a little.  There was still wildness to his eyes.  They’d lost the near-white blaze and were now robin-egg blue with pronounced red veins, like he’d had a mini stroke.


    He rasped, “The queen will just have to understand that you require much more time.  Much more time.”


    He touched left the needle in the bone of my arm, gripping it with steely fingers.  He pulled until I felt the pop of my shoulder coming out of socket. 


    I cursed through gritted teeth, a sound like a growl, “Fuck!”


       He needled nerve cluster after cluster, but if he thought prolonged pain would break me, he was sadly deluded.  My longest tattoo had been seven hours.  Setting the spell had meant that for all that time, I’d felt the same pain I’d pay using the tat in the future.  Now that’s torture.


    “You are so stubborn you almost made me forget; the deepest joy comes from a task well completed.”  He trembled from weariness whipping sweat from his brow.  “We shall resume tomorrow when you’ve had time to reflect on what may still be done to you.”


    He had one needle left.  He shoved it spitefully through the head of my dick. 


    I was back to showing no reaction, as if all the screams he’d gotten from me had been some game I was playing.  After the damage to my nerve centers, a stabbed dick only made me sad he’d hurt my little spelunker. 


    He flipped the floating tablet and it sank back to the floor.  The wall I hung on scraped


    Backwards to its original place.  After a wave and a forced smile, Audumor trudged off. 


    I closed my eyes and listened to his receding steps until a door opened and closed, and the sound was gone.  The silence wasn’t perfect. Out in the darkness, I heard breathing.  Someone shifted, jingling keys.  A guard.  Just one?  This can’t be part of a regular jail.  They’d have more prisoners, more personnel.  Well, whatever, it makes things easier for me—once I get off his wall.  And patch myself up.  The bastard would go and leave the needles in.


    I sighed.


    Since this whole mess started, I’ve been Karma’s chew toy.  Well, that stops now.


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     

  


  
     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


    TWENTY-NINE


     


    “I’ve had plans that worked better.”


     


                                           —Caine Deathwalker


     


     


    My torturer had used demon magic more than a few times while playing with his needles.  He’d damaged me trying to inflict pain at a level meant to soften me up.  He’d failed and that was his last chance, though he didn’t know it yet. 


    I took a deep breath and focused.  The spell circle on the floor had been designed to shut down the dragon-born, not demons.  I had one tattoo that wasn’t drawn in ink mixed with dragon blood.  This was leverage against the magic restraining my power.  The Dragon Wings tattoo had a second function besides the You-Don’t-See-Me spell.  It was a reservoir of shadow magic.  The Old Man had invested decades in teaching me this complex system of magic.  I needed decades still to achieve mastery, but I could do enough. 


    I dredged up the ragged flow of my lifeforce, spreading chi through damaged nerve clusters.  On my upper back, my Demon Wings tattoo warmed, feeling almost eager to be invoked.  That would have to wait.  Reacting from the flow of raw magic, the needle in my arm spun loose, unscrewing itself from bone.  The needle fell to the stone floor and bathed in my spilled blood.  Loud in the silence, the needle-fall echoed, provoking a startled gasp from the woman in the next cell.


    I expected to pay a price in fresh pain to give emptiness form, and life to shadow. 


    Something unexpected happened.  As I concentrated on emptiness, focusing my raw magic, my pain drained away—stolen by shadow magic as payment.  Shadow is emptiness.  Emptiness is hunger.  Hunger longs to be filled.  My shadow magic had found a new default, taking pain, not giving it.  I felt much better than a tortured man ought to.


    If only I’d known earlier.


    I yelled.  “Guard, guard!”  I waited but nothing.  “Guard, if you don’t stop the bleeding at my hip, I’ll bleed to death.  I think that bastard nicked my femoral artery.”  That wasn’t true, but the blood down my leg made the claim credible.  “Do you really want to tell Audumor you let me die?  You’ll be the next one on this wall.”


    I heard irritated murmuring and steps.  A big, pale-blue demon showed himself in front of the bars.  I couldn’t see hair poking out from under his helm.  His eye color hovered between azure and gray.  The guard stood in the open door of my cell. 


    Really, I know I’m chained to a wall, but the security here is lax as hell.  These demons are too arrogant for their own good.  Mistakes like this always cost you in the end.


    The guard looked me over, noting the needles, the cuts, and the blood pool on the flagstones.  He came closer, loosely gripping a short, throwing spear in his right hand.  His left hand rested on the hilt of a sheathed short sword.  He shook his head sadly.  “You are a mess.  Bet those ripped toenails hurt.”  He reached over to my right knee and gave one of the needles a wiggle. 


    I hissed.


    “You want this out?  But it looks so good on you.”  His hand came away with the needle.  The needle was slick with my blood.  He made a show of slowly licking it clean.  “How about I go get some red hot irons and just burn your wounds shut?”


    “How about I kill you instead?” I unfurled the power from my Demon Wings tattoo.  In a new way, felt the flat wall behind me where dark wings of shadow magic fanned. 


    The guard laughed at what he thought was a joke.  “Good one.”


    The fanned shadow wings peeled off the brick and spiraled forward into twin spikes, stabbing his eyes, driving deeper into his brain.  He staggered back, screamed, and covered his eyes, but it was much too late.  And then he slumped, collapsing onto the bloody floor.  Dead.


    “That’s for being a dumb fuck,” I said.


    The shadow force wilted back onto my body, spreading over me like a second skin.  My toenails were pulled back into place.  The rest of the needles popped out and rained to the floor.  The obsidian knife fell from my balls. 


    Oh Gawd, what a relief.


    The emptiness of my shadow power sank into the metal cuffs and chains, sipping some of the binding energy from the molecules.  The feeding damaged my restraints.  They fell away and clattered.  I dropped to my feet.  My bloody nuts were jarred.  I held in a scream, cupped my nuts, and shut down the Demon Wings tattoo.  The shadow force on my skin sank into my body, awaiting the next awakening. 


    I picked up two of the smaller needles, thinking there might be locked doors in my future I’d need to pick.


    Tottering forward, I stepped across the corpse and went to the table by my cell door. I checked over my gear.  Everything had been handled.  The Kevlar vest had been pried open so its guts could be examined.  The clothing and holster rig for my PPKs looked fine, except the hoodie was gone.  Someone must have thought the design cool and too good for a prisoner. 


    My muscles complained as I tore up my tee shirt and used strips to bandage various injuries.  The makeshift bandages wouldn’t hold for long, especially if I had to stay active, but I wasn’t healing as fast as I normally do, and had to buy time for regenerating.  I pulled on my pants, and sat to ease on my boots, glad not to be naked anymore. 


    I took a small break before standing and taking possession of my demon sword, strapping it on.  I checked the machine pistol.  The mechanism was damaged, useless, and the magazine was empty.  Some dick had figured out how to fire it and had used up the ammo.  I left the machine pistol where it was.


    I hope it was the guy with my hoodie, and I hope he shot himself in the foot.


    I tried to go into the hall and hit a barrier.  The circle on the floor was keeping me in.  I warmed up my Demon Wings tattoo.  My breath was crushed out by the sensation of being twisted in half.  The pain left, my magic paid for.  Invisible to the spell circle, I left the cell and went over to the next cell. 


    I know she heard me enter, but she kept her head down like I was a bad dream that needed to disappear.  Her super-long, arterial-red hair spilled around her as she sat hunched on the floor, still hugging her knees.  The tits pressed to her legs had to be D-cups.  Her arms had good muscular definition though still slender.  That showed she wasn’t quite as broken as everyone thought.  She’d probably been using some kind of dynamic tension exercise to strengthen herself in private moments.  Her legs blocked my view of what had to be six-pack abs.


    If only she didn’t smell of piss, she’d be quite fuckable.  In fact, if there’s a shower nearby…  No, damn it, first priority has to be escape.


    I went back to the dead guard and laboriously removing his armor so I could detach the blue silk and make a few alterations for fit.  It smelled of sweaty demon, but beggars can’t be choosers.  What I had would work as a shift until something better came along. Leaving her would have been simpler, but outside of her spell circle, her full dragon power would return, unless she was too traumatized to access a part of her long suppressed. 


    Besides, she was dragon-born, valuable.  Her people would owe me for saving her.  If I left her, intending to come back later, the guards could move her.  Better to take her with me, but would she cooperate?


    I drew my demon sword.  Don’t get any ideas.  You’re not getting to eat the girl.


    The sword said, You’re just no fun anymore.


    Yeah, whatever.


    I returned to the girl and stood waiting as my precious time bleed away.  Her mind and soul were fragile.  I couldn’t rush gaining her trust, or there’d be hell to pay later.  She lifted her head.  Her eyes matched her hair, shining red, but not because of magic.  They had texture and the imperfection that came with natural color, having a crystalline depth that pulled you into a crimson infinity. 


    Realization punched me in the gut.  I knew her, or rather, knew what time would make of her.  She was a young woman, looking fresh to the adult world, but the “her” I knew from the future walked in terrible power, with unbreakable confidence.  She’d age a handful of years over the next few ages, to become a power in the cosmos, but here and now, she didn’t know me.


    The Red Lady.


    I held out the blue silk shift. 


    Her eyes clung to mine, not even going to the sword I held.  She made no move to take the garment.


    “I want you dressed.”


    She held up her wrist cuffs to show the impossibility of that.


    “Move your feet apart and hold still,” I ordered.


    Her face remained scrubbed free of hope, but she did as I asked. 


    Anime aside, an ordinary katana doesn’t slice through a tank, but a demon sword is another story.  I moved in a blur. Her chains dropped away.  I draped the shift over her knees, eased myself lower, and used the two needles to pick open the wrist and ankle cuffs.   I could have just used them to free her, without a flash of power using the sword, but I wanted to show her she could trust my control.


    She stood six inches shorter than me.  Her body looked amazing.  She put on the shift and shook her hair out behind her.  The red cascade stopped at the back of her knees.  She ripped a little cloth off the hem and used the silk to tie her hair back from her face.


    “You can stay here, or come with me.”  I lied.  She was definitely coming.


    Her voice a timid whisper, she said, “I will come, Gold One.”


    “What’s your name, Red?  And how haven’t they raped you dead by now?”


    “I am Selene, and I am magic.”  She opened her mouth to show me even, white teeth, except for two fangs that were blood red.  The fangs indicated how much power a dragon held.  She said, “The demons kept me untouched so they wouldn’t taint the power their queen wants to steal.”  Her voice got rougher with each word.  I wondered how long it had been since she’d been fed and watered.  I didn’t even see a bucket for her to piss in.  That last omission was deliberate, using humiliation to grind down her spirit.


    I walked Selene to the edge of her the spell circle.  The open door—freedom—was a step away for her.  “Close your eyes,” I said.  She did.  I settled an arm over her shoulders, extending the power of my demon magic to her, pulling her into my spell.  I moved forward, dragging her along.  Outside the cell, I released her.


    She opened her eyes, staring around.  “I never believed this would happen.”


    “Yeah, sometimes I can’t even believe myself.”


    I walked off as if to leave her there.


    After a startled moment, she padded swiftly after me.  Catching up, she matched steps and clutched my arm.


    “So others can’t see you, you must keep hold me.  Otherwise, my magic can’t protect you.”


    Selene looked at her hands on my arm.  “I understand.  You are going to save me, then?” 


    I thought of Selene in the future, the Red Lady.  “Some would say I already have.”


    We came to a door.  I tried it.  Locked.  I picked the lock and opened the door, peering into a stairwell.  I heard no one using the stairs above.  “Come on.”  I pulled her in and we started up.  As the stairs went on and on, Selene struggler more and more.  Soon, I was half supporting her.  We reached the top landing and another door.  I tested the latched.  It was locked as well.  Once more the needles were put into service.   I put the needles away and eased the door open.  To my surprise I didn’t see any guards on the other side.  I was being careful because, while they couldn’t see me, they could certainly see a door open by itself.  We stepped out and closed the door behind us. 


    “Which way do we go?” she asked. 


    The hall floor was fine marble.  The walls were mosaics, abstract waves of white and purple mixed with a dozen shades of blue.  There weren’t many doors either way.  We had no guide, until I smelled roasted fish and fruit.  The scent wafting along the hall from the left.  I followed the smell.  “This way.”


    Selene pressed into my side, her hand skimming across my Demon Wings tattoo. Her breath warmed my shoulder.  Her other hand had settled on my abs.  Moving this was a little difficult, but I really didn’t mind her growing dependence on me.  Her tits squishing into me was just an added bonus.


    We followed the food smell until we came across two servant girls caring trays of food and wine.  We stayed close but not too close.  They passed several doors, having an obvious destination in mind.


    Footsteps caught up to us from behind.  I heard the clinking of armor as someone moved in bursts, stopping every few seconds.  I looked back and saw a guard come around a bend in the hall.  He stopped to stare at dark spots on the floor tiles. 


    Shit!  I’m leaving behind a trail of blood.


    The girls went into a door up ahead. 


    I opened a closer door while the guard was distracted.  Selene and I went in.  If I had to take out the guard, I didn’t want it too public.  We were in an empty bedroom that didn’t look to be in use.  No windows, plain white walls, a large wood-framed bed covered with a gold blanket.  Several backless chairs were by a desk in the corner.  I left the room’s wooden door open and made sure the blood trail led inside.  I put Selene on the bed, and quickly posed her like a sex kitten.  “Stay here while I handle this,” I said.


    As I let go, she lost the cloaking of my Demon Wings spell, and became visible.  Her eyes stayed on me as I went back to the door.  The blood splatter led over to her.  She was obviously vulnerable and possibly hurt; the perfect bait.


    No need to hide behind the door; the guard walked into the room, right past me, and never noticed.  He wore a chest and back plate, and curved plating protecting his shins.  A linen skirt went down to his knees, and dangling plates banded across his thighs.  His skin was the blue of all these Atlantean demons.


    He paused, staring at Selene.  I swung the door so it would shut as I leaped.  The door closed as I stabbed him in the side of the head with a hastily formed blade of shadow.  I grabbed the back of his armor and eased him to the ground.  Dragging the body to the bed, I rolled it underneath. 


    Straightening, I meet Selene’s eyes.  She’d crawled to the edge of the bed and was very close.  She was breathing faster, but I didn’t smell fear.  “I want them all to die,” she said.  “Every last one.”


    All but one, I thought of the Old Man and the devastation he’d unleash.  “This city is going to die, very soon.  Trust me.”


    “It’s a promise.”  She touched my hip where blood-soaked bandages weren’t quite hidden by my pants.  Her nostrils flared.  She inhaled the scent of my blood.  “So rich and vibrant.”


    I felt her hair, and left my palm against the side of her face.  “Red’s a good color on you, too.”  Even with a damaged cock, I wanted to take her in every way possible, to devour her. 


    Remember what she becomes.  Do you really want to fuck with that much fire?


     


     


     


     


     


     


     

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    THIRTY


    


    “Karma’s a bitch! Then you marry her.”


    


    —Caine Deathwalker


    


    


    She slipped fingertips into my waistband and tugged me a little closer to the edge of the bed. Her voice turned husky. “Take this off.”


    “I’m no good to you right now. Audumor did a good job on me. The little monster’s out of service for a while.”


    “Show me,” she said.


    “What’s the point?”


    “I’ll kiss it, make it better.”


    I unzipped my pants, popping the button. In that I was going commando, without boxers or briefs, my manhood was on immediate display. There was blood, obvious damage. She winced in sympathy. Carefully, she did kiss it. And it did feel better. Then she did other things that felt magnificent. Her tongue lacked experience, but her mouth was warm, welcoming, and very enthusiastic. She slathered my balls and scraping them with her baby-fangs, and I felt the pain evaporate with a tingle of soothing magic.


    I looked down as she gave my mushroom-headed cock a parting kiss and pulled back. The piercing had healed. I moved my cock to the side and studied the ball he’d stabbed. It was healed as well.


    “I didn’t know you could do that,” I said.


    “It’s why I’m not covered with scars after all of Audumor’s … attention. He’s done nearly everything to me possible except chop off a body part.” She frowned at me. “Are you going to make me a women or not.”


    My big head was still wary.


    My little head said, “Fuck, yeah!”


    I was still wearing my sword, if not my pants which had bunched down around my knees. I took off the sword, sheath, and belt, leaning them against the foot of the bed. Kicking off my boots, I stepped out of my pants.


    I pushed Selene back on the bed and crawled after her, ignoring the pain from tortured knees. She scooted back and pulled the blue silk shift over her head. It fell beside her. Her crystal-red eyes reminded me of blood pools, inviting me to dive on in. The soft edges of her face made were meant to be touched. As were her ample breasts with their bubble-gum pink nipples.


    For a moment, she shimmered with magic. The smell of piss went away, replaced by the scent of summer grass after a rain.


    My left hand joined my knees in supporting me as I continued toward the head of the bed. I let my other hand trail up her right leg, as I slid along that side of her body. When my hand reached her right hip, I circled back to where the leg joined her torso. The femoral artery was in this area, so was a major nerve center that could prime for my pump. My hand slid up her rounded stomach and over to her left breast.


    My lips lightly brushed her right nipple. Both her nipples hardened. I heard her heart beating faster as I stretched out beside her, and gripped her leg. I pulled her on top of me. Selene gasped, nervous and brave all at once. I’d seen that look many times before and I knew I had her. Her face hung a breath away from mine. Our lips almost touched. I waited and she kissed me first, a little clumsy. With my hand on her leg, I felt her shaking. That hand glided to her ass, as did the other one. I squeezed. She grounded herself against me, reveling in her power as my erection grew.


    She kissed me again. Her hands pressed into my shoulders.


    The arm that had been drilled by my torturer screamed a protest at the pressure. I stiffened. My breath caught.


    “What’s wrong?” she asked.


    I turned my head. “Arm.”

  


  
    She looked.  Her hand went to the bed.  Her lips settled into the shoulder she’d released.  Her kisses moved down to the wound.  Her mouth widened.  She bit around the puncture, teeth scarping skin.  A warm tingle sank to the bone, strengthening it.  Her dragon magic closed the wound, leaving unscarred flesh.  She kissed her way back up to my shoulder and around to my chest.  She moved to my right nipple, licking and nipping.


    “That doesn’t do anything to me; I’m not gay.”  I caught her chin with two fingers drew her lips back to mine.  Tilting her head up, I bit her neck.  She moaned as I licked the spot I just bit, but then pushed herself back with both hands on my chest.  Her legs straddled me as she sat up.


    “I…”  She looked down, intense as a hungry animal.


    Is that how I look to the girls?  Shit, no wonder they get scared sometimes.


    Finally Selene said, “I’m pure.” 


    I stared, considering what she meant.  She really is still a virgin, a dragon two, maybe three, hundred years old?   “Untouched, even before you fell into enemy hands?”


    “Never a man or woman has shared my bed.”  As the words left Selene’s mouth, her face reddened, embarrassed by the admission.  


    Inside my soul, I felt my dragon stir, opening his golden eyes wider than ever before.


    Pure.  Unspoiled.  Mine!


    My cock joined the discussion, offering a prophecy: I will make her mine and ruin her for all others.  I can never come second to another cock.  My flesh will be her drug, my existence her addiction.


    That settled it; I definitely qualified for therapy.


    My skin shimmered gold.  Scales surfaced on the right side of my face.  My stare went through her, literally.  I saw her inside and out, the crimson blaze of her power, her scarred soul, her yearning, a primal obsession, her hunger endless, dwarfing even that of my demon sword.  A hunger for me.


    Damn, I thought, I’ve created the Red Lady.


    My inner dragon answered: Then we have a goddess to serve.


    Some barrier inside my soul collapsed, blasted asunder.  For the first time there was only one being inside, one mind, an undivided soul.  I knew to be careful since my muscles were swelling, hardening.  A slip of focus, and I could hurt my … mate.


    Lovingly, Selene touched the scales on my face.  Her red eyes blazed, the pupils becoming vertical slits.  Hers were dragon eyes.


    I rolled her, coming up on top.  My claws dug into the bed to either side of her body.  My gaze drank her flawless body sweeping down to her unshaved pussy.  That wasn’t my preference, but I didn’t mind.  It was good to know that she was a natural red-head.  We were touching, but I had yet to enter her.  That was coming, but first, I rubbed her clit with my dick, feeling her moist warm.  Her moans grew louder.


    I kissed her lips, several times quickly, pulling away, making her give chase.  I closed in a moment when her lips were parted, and slid my tongue in against hers.  Her eyes widened in surprise, but she got over it quickly, rubbing her tongue against mine.  I broke the kiss.  Her mouth opened against mine and her tongue became the aggressor.  The next time we broke for air, I said, “It will hurt at first when I enter you.  I will try to be gentle, to give you time to adjust to something so new.


    “Hurt me,” she growled.  “I know pain well.  Yours, I will always forgive.”


    I was glad to hear that because dragon-greed flooded my soul.  I had to have her, and it had to be—“Now!” 


    I thrust inside, feeling a brief resistance, then a very tight channel that struggled to expand, to accept my girth and length. 


    She screamed; in pain, in need.  “Don’t—don’t stop!”


    Honestly, I couldn’t.  Each thrust of my hips came with more and more power.  I felt her dragon magic squeezing my cock, and knew she was healing herself from a very rough penetration.  Her claws, real claws, sliced into my back, drawing blood that trickled down my spine, and down along my ribs.  “Yes!”  She all but howled the word.


    I licked her earlobe with a tongue that had grown twice its length.


    What the hell? Ah, well. 


    I made use of it, licking down her neck to her collarbone.  The extra length let me lap at her tits without breaking the pumping of my hips. 


    I swear I heard music.  I even looked around while driving in vigorously, withdrawing, and driving in once more.  Was it all in my head?  I looked into Selene pounding heart, her fire-storm of a soul.  The power pulsated and danced.  She was the music, a symphony of ecstasy.  Small flames sparked in air around us, flashes of red light. 


    My tattoos were drawn in golden light now, alive though no spell was being worked.  I felt no pain.  I could feel the intense pressure of a looming explosion.


    Oh wait, that’s just my dick.


    I didn’t want to come before I’d taught her what satisfaction could be.  I pulled out.


    Her eyes sought mine.  “What…?  No!  Come back.”


    Moving lower, I kissed her abs, and ran my tongue’s tip on the rim of her bellybutton.  She tried to pull me up, but I stayed, looking up into her confused face.  I smiled, feeling my own fangs coming in.  I opened my mouth and licked the edge of teeth for her to see, and slid lower.  I softly bit just above her clit, not on it.  Her hair felt the softest ever.  Selene held a breath and gripped the bed covering as I licked her pussy so lightly, her folds didn’t even move.  She sucked in a hard breath, exhaled and shuddered as I went in hard.  Her voice became a melodic riff, fusing with the song of power already vibrating us both.  A song meant for the gods, and I devouring the best banquet while listening.


    She convulsed.  “Oh, oh, oh…” 


    I relented as the pleasure became pain for her.  Recovering from a burst of orgasms, she sat up enough to dig her nails in my shoulders.  She dragged me up with more than human strength.  Flickering orbs of red fire were in the air now, mixing with golden ones.  The fire floated all around the room.  I felt a separation, two points of awareness—but I hadn’t activated that particular tattoo.  I was on the bed, and floating above it, winding my golden coiled length around Selene’s red dragon which also swam above the bed. 


    WTF!!!!!!  Our astral dragons are loose—and fucking!


    Selene pulled in her knees and spread her legs, a blatant invitation that distracted me from the other strangeness.   In place once more, my cock poised to sink into her lubricated depths, our lips locked.  I think my cock had grown bigger because—wet as she was—I could barely get the head in. 


    Selene pushed grabbed my ass, her claws prickling my flesh.  She moaned in pleasure and pain.  I bit her bottom lip.  She closed her eyes tightly, tears leaking out.


    “I’m not going to lie to you,” I said.  “I know it hurts, but I’m not going to stop.”


    She forced out words, her voice thin, broken, and breathless.  “If you did … I’d … kill you.”


    I pushed in a little more, then a little more.  And that magical tingle of hers caressed my rabid length.  Selene’s jaw muscles went tight, knotting.  Tears flowed freely.  She held her breath and hugged my ribs so tight, a lesser man would have been snapped in half. 


    I smiled and went in all the way.  


    Her nails ripped horizontally across my back.  The fresh furrows bled.


    She said, “It hurts.  It really hurts.”


    “I’m in all the way,” 


    She bit down on my shoulder, smothering her own muffled cry as another string of orgasms took her.  Her head wrenched back.  She vented an inarticulate sound, both war cry and celebration. 


    With her being so tight, I was really hopping she’d not break my dick.  She did loosen up a little more.  I pulled back and returned in increasing speed, reassured by her delirious smile.  At times, my dick almost bent hitting bottom.  The scent of my own blood kept me shoved beyond restraint. 


    This is what it means to be fully dragon, I thought, all passion and power, forever assailing the universe.


    Selene reached up and grabbed the bed frame by the wall.  She arched her back, stretching.  Her large, bouncy tits mesmerized.  The curves of muscle on her stomach begged to be licked.  Red fire swirled just below her skin, making her a creature of fire.  She looked carved from a perfect gem, her long, blood-red hair fanning, twinning on its own into tangles.  No artist could sculpt a better masterpiece.


    The bed frame snapped under the power of her grip.  She fell back.


    I pulled out and flipped her on her stomach, my legs outside.  Hers almost closed, she felt even tighter, almost too tight, until she arched back, grabbing my ass.  She pulled me into her.  After a few thrusts, she let go, going limp to ride out the storm.  I seized her hands, pinning them above her head.  She squeezed my hands tightly.  Sweat slicked our bodies.  I lick between her shoulder blades, along her spine, to her neck, to her earlobe, and the edge of her jaw.  Fused with her, I drove as deep as I could, unrelenting.  We both grunted like tennis players returning volleys. 


    Selene threw her head back, and gave me a female roar as I bit between her neck and shoulder.  Her skin tasted hot on my tongue.  Salty.  And something I couldn’t describe, but really good.  I let go of one of her hands and reach under her and up to grab her by the neck and pull her into my bite.


    “Yes, yes,” Selene’s words grew soft, almost a moan.   I lifted her ass, getting her on her knees, spreading her legs.  Getting between them, I drove in deep.  She pushed back so we were actually meeting in the middle, slapping our bodies together, clapping for ourselves.  Eventually, not quite knowing how, I ended up on the bottom with Selene riding me.  Her claws were on my chest, mine holding her hips.  She moved, flawless, smoothly in a kind of rocking glide. 


    Her hands slid to my stomach as she straightened her back, muscles tight.  The tips of her claws pressed in, almost drawing blood.  Her eyes rolled back in her head.  She panted, on the verged of passing out.  The sight of her exhausted body slick with my blood and our sweat made me cum with her. 


    Selene dropped on top of me, her hair falling in my face.  We stayed that way a long time. 


    So pleasant.  So dangerous to stay here where anybody could come along and find us.


    “We need to go.” My breath was still ragged. “The blood in the hall … will draw more … attention.”


    “I’m not sure I can walk, ever again.  Where are we going?”


    “I have to talk to Lauphram.”


    “The king?”  She stared wide-eyed, excited.  “Are you going to kill him?”


    My breathing was slowing, my body recovering at last.  “He’s not part of the darkness that’s taken over the city.  He’s probably as much a prisoner as we were.”


    She glared at me in a really cute way.  “He’s a demon.  He needs to die.”


    “I can use him to kill all the other Atlantean demons.”


    She brightened.  “Oh, well that’s all right then.”


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     

  


  
     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


    THIRTY-ONE


     


    “A bigger hammer fixes everything.”


     


                                           —Caine Deathwalker


     


     


    Selene pressed in behind me as I peeked out the barely open door.  The hallway was clear, but I heard tramping of feet.  I closed the door to the thinnest crack that still let me see out.  A moment later, Audumor scurried across my line of sight, leading a dozen of the Queen’s Knives. After the last sleeveless, black-robe passed by, hiding in their hoods, I opened the door and stepped out, pulling Selene with me.  I activated my demons wings to keep us hidden in what would otherwise be plain sight, and to have a reservoir of shadow magic ready.  It felt like a guillotine dropped on my head, sheering off the back of my skull.  I staggered a step, but kept going, knowing the sensation as a ghost in my brain, just another payment for magic. 


    Selene hooked four fingers into the back of my waistband so I could tug her along.  Her endless depths of energy didn’t seem to kick in except during sex, then vixen have mercy!  We stayed behind the Knives, letting them clear all others from our path. 


    “Should we not gather the regular guards and search room to room for the escaped prisoners?”  I knew that voice, the one I’d last seen with a talking demon head.


    Audumor nodded, “My thought exactly, but the queen says strange forces are at work, and the portents command haste.  Besides, the dragon-born outlander is doubtless searching for the king, vainly, but he can’t be rescued if he isn’t here.”


    Ah, they’re moving the Old Man.  We’ll just follow along and wait for our chance.


    The Knives swept past several doorways until they came to one that was double-wide with a pair of armored demon keeping watching.  Audumor handed one of them a small scroll.  The guard read and handed it back.  He glanced at this companion, “We’re relieved.”


    “Fine with me.”  They tramped off. 


    Audumor used the scroll to point at two Knives.  “You two, go in and drag him out, and be quick about it.  The queen is waiting for us at the temple.”


    Now which temple would that be?


    Scuffling sounds came from inside the room.  A moment later, the two Knives returned, jostling a young man between them, controlling him with a yoke I knew all too well.  It was the same kind the Old Man had slapped on me back in my time.  This was how he knew of such a thing.  It had once been used on him.  Remembering this, he’d wanted me to be familiar with it.  In fact, he had to know that I’d go back in time to meet his younger self. 


    Cunning Old Bastard.


    Except he wasn’t Old, not here.  He looked like he’d just started shaving.  His chest was shallow.  His arms and legs were defined but lacked the massive muscles he’d develop in coming centuries. The tattoo and scar patterns visible were a lot fewer than those I remembered, and this younger self still had another foot and a half to grow.  In my time, he shaved his head.  Here, his hair was a wild shock of turquoise that contrasted well with his murky blue tunic and gold-rope sandals.  He had a definite surfer-dude vibe going on.  And looked like he could be a brother to Lauramus, his son from the future.


    “When I get out of this thing,” he promised, “you are all going to pay.  Buckets of blood.  Buckets!”


    A couple of the Knives laughed.  One said, “I’m shaking in my sandals.”


    They held the king in the first row, shoving him along behind Audumor. 


    Selene and I followed like church mice as the group took back passages, avoiding servants as much as possible.  Eventually, we came outside of a palace with wrap around, marble columns.  From the position of the sun, it looked to be just after noon.  A wagon waited with a pair of horses to pull it.  If Lauphram expected a fancy litter born by slaves, he was much disappointed.  One of the Knives pulled a black bag down over his head.  Several others picked him up bodily and tossed him onto the flatbed.  The Knives surrounded the wagon.  Audumor climbed up to keep the young king under control during the trip.


    While this was going on, I turned and grabbed Selene’s wrist and tugged her around the vehicle to where the horses waited patiently.  I petted one, then the other, softly murmuring sweet-nothings, getting animals used to an unseen presence.  One stamped a little, but quieted as Selene joined me in giving them quiet attention.  We went between them, and climbed up, which was difficult as hell since my Demon Wings tattoo only cloaked her as long as she stayed physically in touch with me.   Riding bareback was made a little better by gripping the harnesses, but we still had to be careful of the reins flicked at us, lying as low on the horses as could be managed. 


    The driver flicked the reins and they slapped my back.  I’d have been in trouble if Selene hadn’t licked the scratches closed before abandoning the bed.  She’d assured me I wouldn’t have any scars, but had sounded strangely disappointed that that was so.  I wondered how long it would take her to grow into her other self, this weak, dependent woman had her appeal, but I like strong and powerful a little better.  Now, if there was a way to mix the two…  My dragon and I looked at Selene, pondering. 


    We clutched the horses as they pulled us along the stone streets.  The driver didn’t call for haste since we were at the top of the city, moving down the highest hill.  If anything, he kept the horses reined in so the Knives didn’t fall behind.  We passed the estates of nobles, big walled villas with cypress threes stabbing the sky just inside.  We passed what looked like a city park.  There was a statue of some ancient long-bearded king on a horse there, wagging a short sword over his head.


    We passed a few building built on the same massive scale as the palace.  Temples.  I figured one of these for our destination.  Sure enough, we turned off the street onto temple grounds.  Oddly, the temple chosen was smaller than its neighbors, in more disrepair.  Tufts of grass had shoved up between flagstones.  A few roof tiles had fallen from a second building where novice priests might once have lived.  Many seasons of leaves had accumulated around the bases of saplings that looked like they’d gone wild.  There was a decided lack priests sweeping up, or chanting prayers.  It seemed that some god or goddess had fallen into disfavor, so the Queen had commandeered the abandoned temple for her dark purposes.


    The horses were reined in, so the wagon came to rest by a flight of marble stairs.  My arm ached from reaching across to Selene, and her arm couldn’t be much better, though she did have that healing magic of hers.  But if she could heal away the lactose acid in her muscles that caused tiredness, why was she clinging to me for support all the time?


    My inner dragon laughed at me.  Stupid as a human.


    What? I asked.


    She clings because she wants to.


    Oh.


    I slid off my mount, watching for tangling lines, kept my grip on her hand as I pulled her to me, easing her bare feet to the ground.  With my chest bare and her delicious body thinly covered by scraps of silk, she felt as good as naked against me.  Too bad I didn’t have time for high-flying wild monkey sex just then.  The Knives were kicking Lauphram off the flatbed, onto the courtyard stones. 


    He cursed them soundly until the leader of the Knives cuffed him across the face, saying, “We’ll let you know when we want your words, and then they had best come swiftly.  The queen is tired of waiting for you to come around.  She wants Poseidon’s Cup, or your still beating heart, freshly ripped from your chest.”


    I stood there, feeling the world spin, feeling the fickle finger of Fate as the rat-bastard prodded me toward my destiny.  Clearly, I was not only here to save Lauphram and jumpstart the Red Lady, but to keep the Poseidon’s Cup away from the dark queen.  I hate working for free.


    I pulled Selene out of the tangle of the harnesses and guided her to the steps.  We followed the Knives into the temple.  The drain from using Demon Wings so long was making my legs tremble.  Suddenly, exhaustion boring down on me.  I feared the spell might collapse any second.  Taking a precaution, I slipped behind an internal pillar of square-cut stone, keeping Selene close.  The place had a charnel house smell I found sinister.  Blood, lots of it, had been spilled here, and from the smell, most of it had been human.


    I let the Knives and Lauphram get to the front of the temple, before I dropped most of my spell.  I wasn’t sure if Selene realized others could see her if she was careless, so I warned her with a soft whisper in her ear.  “Spell’s gone.  They can see us.”  I still had access to the shadow magic reservoir, but it would be a while before I could bend people’s perceptions around me again.  That function of the tattoo needed to wait until I regenerated some of my depleted lifeforce.


    Selene nodded her understand, then threw both hands up a little, along with her eyebrows. 


    I took this to be a question: What now?


    I looked around my pillar.  The others were preoccupied with their own business.  I studied the layout of the building, particularly this row of pillars along the sidewall.  There was a lot of gloom with none of the hanging dishes of oil in the area lit.  If we stayed low, and used the pillars wherever possible, we could get a lot closer without giving ourselves away.  I explained as much with very light words, afraid of the acoustics snatching my words away and sending the further than I wanted.  I put a finger to my lips to indicate no more talking.  Selene’s nod was as emphatic as ever.  I think if I ordered her to lie down and spread her legs, there would be quick agreement as well—even if we were in full public display.  We seemed to be in that stage of our relationship where I could do no wrong, or my dick was just damn addictive.


    We moved carefully, in fits and starts, moving from pillar to pillar.  Before long, it was easy to make out Lauphram and a woman who I took to be his bitch-queen.  She stood proud and regal in front of him in a gown the color of a moonless sea.  A crown weighed her brow.  Her hair flowed down her back in a long cascade.  On her forehead, she wore a sapphire.  I knew her from my world.  This was the bitch from the museum.  A notable change in her appearance however was that this version was very, very pregnant.  She was carrying Lauphram’s son, his first heir, Lauramus, the Hazmat Man himself. 


    I felt seriously tempted to change the timeline, making sure my “brother’s” mom had a sudden miscarriage.  I had my PPK.  One precise squeeze of the trigger and…


    No, can’t risk it.  I’m only here because of the L.A. invasion.  If time doesn’t play out as I remember, Selene might not become the Red Lady.  The night of the Red Moon might not happen.  Too many important things might never happen.  Worse, I could make it so I couldn’t go back, because I’d have caused a diversion in the time stream.  Or I could return to a future where I’d have to kill another me to find a place to exist.


    Hmmmm.  That thought proved so intriguing, I almost jumped out and snapped off a shot. 


    Almost.  My inner dragon glared at me from inside my mind.  I will do nothing to lose my mate.  The feel of her coils around mine.  My dragon self shuddered in remembered bliss. 


    Please, you’re embarrassing yourself.


    Ignoring my dragon self’s immature ramblings, I listened to what was being said by my enemies. 


    The dark queen had Lauphram—still wearing the stupid yoke—slammed to the floor where he had to sit against an altar stained by recent sacrifices.  From the old blood on the altar, down its side, gumming up the surrounding floor, hundreds had perished relatively fast.  It was a crime the resident god couldn’t see.  His face had been hammered off, blinding him.  Behind the altar, on a five foot marble pedestal wide enough for an elephant was a marble statue, a merman balanced on his curled tail.  Fish from the waist down, man from the waist up, the figure wore a conch shell at his side that dangled from a rope.  He braced himself upright with a trident, and had seashells barnacled to his shoulders.  I knew who this had to be: the messenger of the sea, Triton, son of Poseidon and Amphitrite, god and goddess of the sea.  When blown like a trumpet, the conch shell could calm or raise the waves.


    I doubted that the sacrifices made here were to anything other than some demon-god from a nameless hell-dimension.  Being here, I felt the weight of Atlantis’ doom.  Her queen had disrespected Poseidon’s son.


    I’d best not be here when payment comes due.


    “Give me the Cup,” the dark queen demanded, and for your son’s sake, I will not kill you.


    “Surrender,” Lauphram said, “and for his sake, I will spare you as well, though you will occupy a cell in your own dungeon for the rest of your unnatural life.”


    Wow, Father sure knows how to close a deal, and he complains when I do that.


    She laughed at him. 


    I was embarrassed for the Old, uh, Young Man.  He was the one who’d taught me that threats are fun, but also a sign of weakness, proof that you are too powerless to act in the current moment.


    The dark queen turned her head toward Audumor.  “Bring in the last twenty.  We need to finish this.”


    I moved down to the next pillar, crouching halfway to the front of the temple now.  Selene knelt at my feet, a hand on my thigh.  She looked up into my face and mouthed the words:  “Last twenty what?”


    I tossed my head in the direction of the Knives as half of them hurried through a side door I hadn’t seen.  I heard screams of fear.  Female screams, and clanking chains as twenty females, some as young as twelve, were dragged from a side room, up to the altar.  A few of the captives were dragged on their knees, passively fighting the horror they knew was coming.  Who knows how long they’d huddled in misery, listening to the falling knives, the shrieks of death, smelling the accumulated blood, its sick stench tainting the stale air.


    Well, the humans had chosen to live in demon society.  You get the government you deserve.


    Audumor had the females freed of the common chain going from leg shackle to leg shackle.  The girls were left with wrist manacles.  The girl at the head of the line had lovely black hair and frightened eyes. 


    She struggled as they heaved her onto the altar and held her in place.  “No, nooooo!”


    “Don’t do this,” Lauphram begged.  “They’re innocent children.”


    “They’re leverage,” Audumor said.  “Give us the Cup, or they die.”


    Selene risked a whisper that I barely heard, even with my dragon hearing.  “Do we try to save them?”


    “No.”  I didn’t need to think about it.  Even from here, I could feel the dark energies of the queen’s sapphire.  Its blue was light from within by the souls of the slain.  She had more than enough power to crush me and my shadow-magic reservoir.  And then there was the muscle and magic of her Knives.   True, I had a high resistance to lightning, but this just wasn’t the moment; I need to wait until Lauphram broke and pulled the cup from whatever pocket dimension he was hiding it in.  Something told me that the queen couldn’t be beaten until I had that cup, and maybe an idea of how it worked. 


    Lauphram slumped in dejection.  “You’re going to kill them anyway to feed your power, keep your secrets, and bring your hell-god to Earth.  Giving into you won’t save them”


    “That’s true,” Audumor said, “but you can see that they find an easier death.  Death can come quick and clean, or agonizingly slow and needlessly cruel, which, as you know, is my specialty.”


    Lauphram glared at the leader of the Knives, at all of them, the fire of a king in his eyes.  “Why are serving her.  Your duty is to me.  Her dark-god will devour the souls of demons and humans alike before it’s sated.  Nothing will be left.  It’s madness!”


    The leader of the Knives grinned.  “Yes, but there will be a new pantheon in this world.  We will be demigods; the new princes of the creation.  The rest of the world will fall to us.  Enough blood, enough souls, and our god will reign supreme.  And he will need servants, or what’s the use of conquest?”


    Lauphram’s eyes narrowed.  His voice deepened.  “There are dead hell-dimensions with solitary demon-gods lost in endless silence, endless darkness, who eventually ran out of things to kill.  You don’t understand the hunger even a dark-god can feel.”


    “I am getting bored,” the queen said. 


    Hah, more like tired.  Being a pregnant cow takes its toll.


    The torturer stared down on the king.  “The Cup, now, or I rape her with this knife.”  He held an obsidian blade to her naked crotch.  The captive screamed with the full force of her lungs though not yet cut.


    Selene’s hand on my thigh tightened, nails digging in.  I looked down at her, my dragon DNA kicking in to give me a very clear image in the indoor gloom.  Her eyes were shining pools of blood, alight with magic.  Alight with anticipation.  I had to wonder if—in all the time he’d played with her—Audumor had taught Selene the joy of fresh blood.


    That’s not good. All of me agreed on that.


    I looked down into Selene’s eyes, “If it’s easy to kill, then where’s the fun in it?”


    Lauphram held grimly silent, his jaw clenched shut.  He’d picked the wrong woman, but he didn’t lack balls.


    The queen went to the far side of the altar, standing at the base of Triton’s statue.  The star in her forehead tinted the girl blue with its light so she looked like a demon child with blue skin.


    Audumor said, “Fine.”  He wrenched the knife through the girl, slicing her pussy to collarbone.  Blood spurted into the air, splattering freely.  Even I had to fight not to jump in and kill the bastard.  I had to fight even harder to relax my jaw.  Her screaming died with her.  He reached into her chest and cut out the heart.  He held it in front of Lauphram’s eyes.  “See what you made me do?”


    “I’m going to kill you,” Lauphram promised, “slowly.”


    And I’ll help you keep that promise, Old Man.


    The rest of the girls went quickly, desperate scream after scream, until they were all used up.  And after each death, the star sapphire glowed brighter, hazing the queen’s face so its details were lost. 


    The queen lifted an arm.  All eyes were on her, except for the corpses piled off to the side.


    I pulled Selene on with me past several more pillars until we hid behind the last one.


    The queen’s entire body glowed.  Coils of blue energy wreathed her raised arm.  Every strand of hair lifted with static, fanning over her head as she tilted her chin up, gazing into a universe only she could see.  Power flowed up from her a steady stream.  And anchored to that flow, I saw the ghostly images of murdered souls, rising into a new-born star that chased off the shadows, filling the temple with the promise of hell.


    A hole in space, edged with blue fire, opened like an eye.  And in that twenty-five foot gap, I saw a hideous, monstrous obscenity, something so awful that even my mind was repelled.  A dark-god howled its hunger.  Its claws gripped the edges of the hole, forcing it wider, wider.  Soon, the hell-gate would be large enough for the demon-god to come through.
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    “Half a god is better than all


    of one, though not by much.”


     


                                           —Caine Deathwalker


     


     


     


    The dark queen’s gem continued to pour out the energy, an umbilical cord composed of all the souls she’d murdered.  The rippling lash of blue fire kept the hell-gate anchored and open.  She shouted at Lauphram.  “The Great Corruptor is coming.  I am all that can control him, but I need the Cup to do so.  Give it to me, my husband, or Atlantis dies.  Is that what you want?  More needless death and suffering?”


    “Bitch,” he yelled.  “How could I have ever thought I loved you?”


    “The Cup!” she caressed her belly to draw his attention.  “If I die, so does your child, your innocent child.  Will you fail him, too?”


    From behind the pillar, I watched the demon-god release the edges of the hell-gate.  I think it was close to figuring out what the rip was.  Three hunter-green stalks shoved out into our space.  The stalks were pliant as tender plants breaking soil, and thorny.  The ends of the stalks held magenta balls that bobbed nodding approval of this new dimension.  The balls had black vertical lines on them.  The lines divided down the middle, separating so that the eyeballs under the lids could be seen.  The fields of the eyes were coral pink, the irises iris blue.  The pupils were vertical as well, umber-black edged with yellow-brown.  Misshapen roots of topaz spilled out of the hole and turned rubbery, barnacle-covered, with a mist around them that hardened into baby-blue armor plating. 


    I didn’t think any of what we saw was its true nature, just compromises it was shaping out of itself so it could adjust to the natural laws of our reality.  Those that had given it life in its altered space wouldn’t be anything comprehensible to physicists of coming generations.  If Einstein or Tesla were here, I think they’d join me in saying “What the fuck!”


    The queen’s Knives weren’t looking so sure of themselves anymore, backing away, hands on their weapons.  Only their leader stayed with the queen, and Audumor, his robes befouled with blood, more of it dotting his face like measles.


    “The Cup, damn you!  Give me the cup,” the queen railed at Lauphram, but he smiled, standing up, unheeding of the armored tentacles dangling lower, as if seeking out the blood on the altar, or the source of power drawing it to this world.


    The Young Man said, “Better Atlantis dies than such a monster be unleashed upon the world.”


    Yeah, that was the Old Man I knew: intolerably honorable, yet ruthless, always able to see the big picture.  I sometimes thought he’d have been better off getting born an ancient samurai or something.


    The tip of a tentacle swung past him, grazing the yoke.  The god-power of the tentacle drained the violet magic of the yoke’s printed runes. They turned black, smoking. The corruptor’s touch aged the wood, crackling and withering it with a blight of mold and rot.  Lauphram flexed his shoulders and arms, straining, and the yoke exploded in a powdery way that caused dust fragments to rain around the king’s feet.


    Audumor backed away and used the queen as his shield, ducking behind her swollen belly and skirts.


    The leader of the Knives lunged at Lauphram, drawing a knife for each hand.


    “C’mon,” I tugged Selene behind me, hoping that the heat of battle would pull out her other self, bringing on a transformation.  With a demon-god trying to crash reality, a red dragon was


    Going to come in handy.


    I hope.


    Lauphram and the head of the Knives were going at it, wailing the tar out of one another.  The rest of the Knives still dithered, until the queen pointed at me and Selene, screaming, “Get them!  I need their dragon-souls.  You want to rule the world or not?”


    Knives came out with knives in hand.  I headed for the altar, drawing my PPK, squeezing off shots into the eye stalks.  The eyes flinched, dipping, rising, swing wildly to evade my fire.  My gun ran empty.  I heard Selene’s bare feet pattering on stone, the sound converging on the Knives.  Near naked, just a woman like so many they’d killed, she must have looked like easy meat, unfortunately for them, they hadn’t considered her dragon’s heart, strength, endurance, or savage rage, or they might not have run so swiftly to engage her.


    Her human throat unleashed a petite “Roarrr!” 


    Absolutely adorable. 


    I holstered my gun and warmed my Dragon Fire tattoo.  Crushing pressure surrounded my torso.  The pain was so real I might have been caught in a big fucking…  I looked down as my feet came off the flagging.  One of the tentacles had me, having thinned itself down to get more reach.  The pain of my ribs breaking had hit the same moment as a similar ghost pain that paid off my debt to invoke magic. 


    Weird.  Weirder still, how come my body hasn’t been corrupted by the demon-god’s touch?  I haven’t been turned into decayed, putrid road-kill the way so many of my old girlfriends hope.


    I think the devil-god was wondering something along those lines as well as he dangled me in the air so two of the three eyes could get a look at me.


    I pointed a flaming palm at the closest eye and threw out a torrent of dragon flame, holding nothing back.  One doesn’t pull punches on demon-gods.  The eye caught fire and jerked away, bubbling, dripping a kind of waxy pink slag on the floor, with blue mixed in from the iris.  The coil loosened and I dropped to my feet but didn’t stay on them, falling, rolling to a stop. 


    By this time, Audumor had determined that the better part of valor was hauling ass, only he was trying to drag the queen with him and she wasn’t going.  She rounded on him suddenly, drawing a knife from his belt and plunging it into his heart.  Face a study of shock, he crumpled up and died without near enough suffering. I desperately wanted to run out and get a necromantic spell to raise him from the dead, just so I could kill him properly.


    Nursing my ribs, I gave myself a minute to recover a little, and used the time to see how things were going.  The head of the Knives had Lauphram by the hair, using the grip to bash his face into the blood caked altar.  A shift of perspective and I watched Selene, her clothing entirely ripped away now.  Her hands were dragon claws and had brought bloody ruin to many of the Knives.  Several were on the floor, lying in growing pools of their own blood.  Selene looked like—at one point—she’d tried to roll in all that blood, painting her skin.  She had a knife hilt in her back and seemed to be fighting on one lung instead of two.  Her breath was labored, wheezy, and she was spitting up blood.


    The dragon in me was proud, saying, The Red Lady indeed.


    The tear in the air had been pulled lower on the queen’s tether as she’d been half dragged off.  More tentacles spewed out, these with spiral cones at the tips.  The drill-bits spun, chewing into the temple floor, scattering shattered rock freely.  Reaching dirt, the drill section folded back, bearing toothy maws that bit at the ground, slinging soil, digging out a few feet.  That task accomplished, the tentacle-ends grew webs of roots that writhed down out of sight.  It had anchored itself, determined to come and take this world that was defying it so strongly.


    The battles in the temple had paused as combatants watched the spectacle.  The struggles restarted, as if on cue.  The head of the Knives picked Lauphram off his feet and body-slammed him onto the bloody altar.  That took a lot of the fight out of him.  I carefully got to my feet, about to lurch over and save the young king when waves of blackness ringed out from the burrowed roots.  The flagstones cracked and went to powder, crushed by some enormous pressure.  The damaged continued to expand.  Cracks ran up the pillars on both sides of the temple.   The Knives all died on their feet, rotting to putrid corpses, flesh and muscles dripping off, spoiled organs sloughing to the ground where their decay continued.


    Why I didn’t die was easy to understand: You can’t corrupt what has no virtue, well that and the fact that my shadow had an affinity for the darkness and had washed out of my Dragon Wings tattoo, covering me in shadow of my own.  Selene had a revved up gift for superfast healing.  She slumped in agony, but wasn’t dying from the corruption of The Corruptor.  The demon-god was being careful not to hurt the dark queen and sever its tie to this dimensional plane.  One of its coils had scooped her up with the utmost gentleness, holding her above the fray.  That just left Lauphram’s survival to ponder.  The only thing I could figure was that he had been slammed onto the altar, a thing consecrated to the demon-god.  Also, all that blood there might have acted as mystic insulation.  And his feet happened to be off the ground.


    Band after band of dark energy slithered out of the temple, many of them hundreds of feet wide.  The flat, black rings were heading into the surrounding city.  It occurred to me that a vast number of humans and demons were about to die—very badly.


    This is it, the beginning of the cataclysm that’s going to sink the island and wipe everyone out.  I’m so lucky to be here to see it.  Hey, what the hell is Lauphram doing?


    He stood on the altar, his nose broken, dripping more blood ‘cause we just didn’t have enough.  His hands were cupped in front of his heart.  His eyes were glowing electric blue.  I couldn’t hear him, but I saw his mouth moving.  Forming a spell?  An aqua-blue star appeared between his hands, its light feeble at first, but gathering strength.


    I walked toward him.  The Cup.  He’s summoning it to him.  Why the hell now?


    The queen shrieked like a mad woman in the tentacle of her demon-god, her eyes on her husband.  “Yes, yes, give it to me.  It’s mine.  Mine!”


    Lauphram said, “All I can do for my people now is to give them a clean death before the contagion sweeps consumes them.”  He looked up at his wife, unborn child, and the demon-god bulging out of the hole like industrial sludge.  “Let it all end now.” 


    The air around his eyes crackled with lightning.  Electrical fire spilled into the cup.  Clouds wrapped around him.  A hard wind whipped up and dragged the clouds into the cup as well.  A burst of thunder shook the building.  The blue glow of his lifeforce danced around the cup, sinking into it from his touch.  He up-ended the Cup and drank.  Another blast of thunder hit the temple.  Small stones fell from the ceiling.  More and more of his power went into the vessel.  And once more, he drank.  And now lightning was dancing around his limbs.  His glow was filling the space, his power increasing exponentially. 


    That’s when I got it.  The cup was an amplifier.  Whatever power went in was returned at ever increasing levels.  This wasn’t a Cup of the gods, but a cup to make you one. 


    “Noooo,” the dark queen screamed.  “That power should be mine.  It belongs to my child.”


    Lauphram raised a hand toward the hell-gate.  Massive jags of raw electricity peeled off his body, slamming the foul stuff pouring out, burning it to ash, slashing through many of the tentacles, but not the one holding his wife.  And now the entire island shook.  Great chunks of masonry dropped around us.  The sludge of the demon-god splattered, truckloads of glop connected to the rest of the demon-god and other clumps by writhing filaments.  They were bristling like nests of snakes, weaving through the air, searching.


    Lauphram ignored the danger, cycling his power to ever greater levels while spinning part of it off as an attack against the hell-gate.


    I leaped onto the altar, a sword of shadow hardening in my left hand.  I slashed at the filaments that undulated too close, keeping them off the man who would one day be my father.   With my right hand, I blazed across the proto-mater of the demon-god, not wanting to give it time restructure into something even harder to deal with.


    And then Selene was on the altar as well.  She clung to Lauphram instead of me, and reached out, putting a hand over his.  Her magic and the force of her life mingled into the cup.  I did what I could to drive back the ever-encroaching demon-god. 


    Lauphram drank the cup down, and the earthquake intensified.  Sheets of lighting bleached the world for endless moments, followed by explosions of sound.  Half the roof crashed down.  Acting reflexively, the Corruptor flailed out and sent the masonry tumbling away, inadvertently protecting his enemies, too.  The statue of triton broke into fragments, kicking up dust as they tumbled around the altar.  I used a floating hand of shadow to deflect a piece of barnacled shoulder that was heading for Lauphram.


    He looked at me then for the first time as more than just a piece of the general chaos.  “Thank you, but what in Hade’s realm was that magic you used?”


    “Shadow magic, the substance of emptiness.  You should pick it up.”


    “I just might, if I live through this.”   


    Seeing an opening, I leaped into the air, rebounding of an armored tentacle, then another, and stabbed both remaining eyes on their stalks.  My final leap brought me near the queen.  With a thought, I softened my shadow sword to the consistence of wet cloth, and bitch-slapped her face in passing.  This distracted her from the fact that I liberated her crown, tossing it off to the side where I could reclaim it later.  I like getting paid for my work.  My efforts had another effect; breaking her concentration to the point where the stream of energy from her sapphire turned ragged.


    Two tendrils stabbed me in midair, one through my left thigh, the other through my right side, just above a kidney.  My shadow sword collapsed.  For a split-second, separate parts of me fused.  I felt whole.  Massive swords appeared in each hand, an almost-black red with cracks of gold fire.  I sheered the tendrils off.  The swords faded as fast as they’d come, freeing my hands to yank out the strand tips that writhed like they wanted to bore straight through me.  I threw the pieces away. 


    I landed and the feeling of wholeness vanished, leaving a mental impression, two figures crowding close, a sensation of love and warmth.  My parents? 


    Never mind, figure it out later.  Focus on now.


    With any luck the gate would implode before the island tore itself apart.


    No such luck.  The air filled with spectral demons and humans, soul from across the city, circling the shuddering walls of the temple, flying rings up against the storm clouds that were now thick overhead.  I had to do something to stop the queen’s gem from feasting upon the souls drawn here by the energies unleashed.  If the star pulled in all these souls, the hell-gate would be wrenched open so wide the demon-god could rush through all at once.  We’d no longer have the advantage of fighting it through a bottle-neck. 


    The elements raged now with a life of their own, and Lauphram was getting ready to guzzle down yet another draught from Poseidon’s Cup.  I didn’t know how many times he could do that before all that power escaped control.  He wasn’t as adept at magic as he’d be in the future. 


    The loose souls were now circling in a sloppy vortex.  The blue flame of the queen’s sapphire was calling them, urging them closer, closer, like moths to a candle.  If the queen had her way, those souls would die a second time in service to her power.


    There was only one thing I could do, one weapon that could cut the umbilical to the hell-gate, but first, I turned my thoughts inward to my inner dragon. 


    I need your wings. 


    Nothing, not even a snide comment.  He was being sulky. 


    Look, second time’s the charm, right?  Okay, okay, I’m sorry I busted them up the last time, but, hey, you want to look good in front of your mate, right?


    My dragon had rushed to claim Selene.  Me?  I have a duty to womankind to spread myself around.  Not everyone is meant for monogamy.


    I drew my demon sword.  About fucking time, my sword said.


    Now you’re giving me attitude, too?


    The change came on in a heated frenzy, muscles writhing on my back, growing along with bone spikes from my shoulder blades.  And pain, of course.  Forever a price…


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     

  


  
     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


    THIRTY-THREE


     


    “Yeah, uh, sure.  I’ll call you.”


     


                                           —Caine Deathwalker


     


     


    I worked the golden dragon wings, getting their feel, adjusting to new sensory data from the nerves.  I’d flown on dragon wings before, sorta.  This time I needed a little more control. 


    Here, let me.  The wings went into a kind of auto-pilot as my dragon side took over.


    I got six-feet up when ropes of sludge spun out and coiled around my legs.  I slashed with my blade.  The strands severed.  My wings jerked me higher. 


    My sword bitched.  Eeeeeck!  That tastes nasty.


    The strands I’d cut withered, blackened, and rotted as they dropped.  Thereafter, the sludgy tendrils avoided me, going out of their way to pick other targets. 


    My targets were the souls whirling around the ruined temple, filling the sky overhead.  A mass of them were peeling off from the flight pattern, arcing in toward the blue star priestess.  I flew into the soul stream, my sword in both hands, and became a lightning rod of sorts.  The sword drank thirstily. The human souls lost their appearance, each becoming a silvery-blue nebula around a bright, white core.  The demon souls went through a similar change but their nebulas were red with a pink-white core that strobed, pulsing erratically.


    The nebulas dissipated as my sword sliced their cores.  The sword glowed purple as red and blue energies merged.  A bottomless well, the sword drained the souls steadily, too busy feasting for once to offer up scathing repartee. Unrelenting hunger from the demon sword backwashed into me, as soul after soul was consumed.  That hadn’t changed.  I wondered if the hunger could ever be dimmed, even with this many souls.  Power came, invigorating strength, as the sword shared what it had consumed.  


    Seeing what I was doing, the queen screamed profanities, almost foaming at the mouth.  I banked toward the umbilical, ready to slash the conduit that fed the hell-gate.  My sword fought me, refusing the souls held in thrall by the blue star priestess.  My swing went wild, missing as I swooped out of range.


    What’s your problem? I asked the blade.


    If she stops, all these souls will escape.  How will I eat them then?


    There will be other battles, other souls.  I knew the argument was weak when I made it.  A chicken in the coop isn’t equal to several on the barbeque.  I could try to force the blade to do what I wanted, but I’d run the risk of it turning in my grip and taking a piece of me.  My soul would be just as tasty as any other.  No, I needed my sword halfway cooperative.  That meant I had to let the gluttonous thing eat its fill.


    I wheeled, landing on the altar, just as Selene kicked Lauphram in the gut with enough dragon strength to lift him several feet in the air.  Gasping for breath, dropped on his knees back on the altar.  A smile of pleasure stretched her face.  She said, “thank you, demon scum.”  The cup was in her hands now, the open top beaming blue light with purple streaks into the air.  She lifted it to drink.


    “Selene, give me the cup.”


    She paused, the cup at her lips, staring at me over the brim.  The power of the cup would be a good kick-start for her on the road to ultimate power as the Red Lady.  If nothing else, it was going to be a hell of a rush.  This was godhood in a swallow, and maybe sudden death, too.  I was asking a lot.


    I smiled, holding out a hand.  “Please?”


    The cup lowered.  She smiled back.  And I knew she was insanely in love—with the emphasis on insane—when she handed me the cup like it was nothing.


    Storm magic and red dragon magic filled the Cup, nothing else.  I was changing that now, drawing forth my lifeforce which had just been flushed with power from the demon sword’s feeding.  I projected that energy into the Cup to amplify it.


    Lauphram pulled himself up, using me as a ladder.  He reached for the cup.  “Don’t.  Demon energies will tear a human apart.  You can’t drink that.”


    I did.


    The dragon blood tattoos all over my burned gold.  Then blue.  My head felt filled with thunder.  Wreaths of lightning circled my limbs, blasting Lauphram and Selene off the altar.  The altar itself cracked in half, taking the brunt from the energies boiling out of me.  As my wings lifted me, I dumped as much power as I could back into the demon sword.  Roaring inside my brain, my inner dragon ingested his share of the energy, taking more of the pressure off.  I no longer felt my body was about to splatter in all directions. 


    I stabbed the sky with my sword and bared my teeth at it.  All right, you soul-sucking vampire-wanna be, eat your feel.


    A flight of souls had spiraled in and was being devoured by the queen’s gemstone.  Her feed to the hell-gate instantly strengthened, blazing a brighter blue.  The gate doubled in size.  A purple-gray, horned head poked into our world.  The demon-god peered around curiously.  His yellow-green eyes glowed with a sour light that burned the air.  From all around the temple’s perimeter, a half dozen more soul-streams arced in.


    The point they converged toward was no longer the dark queen, but the sword I held.  Its red glow became a pyre, washing over me, as if to eat me, too.  The blade cackled with joy.  That’s it, come to me.  Come and fill me, all you tasty souls. 


    The soul-streams entered the red blaze and just kept coming, a dozen souls, two dozen, a hundred, hundreds more as the island shuddered and the sky roiled.  The sword went silent in my head, intent on consumption such a feast as it had never imagined.  The feedback of power from the sword shoved into me, turning my thoughts into an ecstatic wash.  My heart hammered with adrenaline.  Full to puking, I shunted all that power back into the cup, starting the next cycle of amplification. 


    Time became hazy.  I endured until the influx relented.  The air was clear of souls.  The red blaze snapped out.  Dormant, the demon sword might as well have been ordinary steel, its hunger an evaporated memory.  First time I’ve ever seen the sword blissed out of its ever-feeding gourd.


    The earlier demon-god-slush that had spewed out of the hell-gate had failed to adapt to the laws of this reality.  That part of the Corruptor was now lifeless and rotted, growing quite rank.  Entropy had bitch-slapped extra-dimensional evolution.  The eye stalks, tentacles, and the burrowing trunk that had rooted deep in the island: all these were breaking down, filling the air with reeking gasses that had an acrid bite in the throat.  The exception being the armored growth that still coiled around the dark queen.


    The version of demon-god now assaulting the too-small gate had taken humanoid form, scaling itself down in size from whatever immensity it had attained eating its own reality.  Or maybe, this form was a miniature clone of itself being born in our space.  That very adaption was a weakness, and I knew how to exploit it; in other words, I had a crazy idea that was just too fucked-up not to try. 


    I rose on golden wings, their leathery whu-whump loud in my ears as I pushed for speed.  I breathed shallowly, grateful for the storm winds that swept most of the sulfur-tasting fumes away from the temple area.  And there I was, hovering close to the horned head of the demon-god, dumping all the power I’d drank back into the Cup I held.  Baleful, yellow-green eyes focused on me.  The god-thing roared—a sound like a breaking world. 


    Yeah, fuck you, too. 


    This thing had responded to attacks.  That meant neural sensitivity, pain receptors.  That meant it could be manipulated by one of the oldest tricks in the book: throwing a drink in someone’s eyes, a blinding distraction.  I held onto the Cup and made a tossing motion.  All the power that had been cycling in the cup streamed out, splashing its eyes.   Such an affront had to seem impossible to it, adding to the shock.


    The head ducked back into its hole, horns and all, including the tentacle still grasping the queen.  She and the soul tether popped out of our universe.  Whatever reality she found over there, caused a burst of panic that exploded the link of the gem to the hell-gate.  It imploded shut.


    Hah, made you flinch!


    The sad thing was, it wasn’t in time for Atlantis to live.  I saw the certainty of annihilation in Lauphram’s eyes.  That and a flash of relief that his wife was gone, and not by his hand.  The loss of his child would be a deep ache he’d never tell to me about.  I’d had to do this.  The integrity of time required that the queen and her son somehow survive the sinking of Atlantis, a time-out letting them leap centuries before returning to our world. 


    Lauphram’s son—and bitch of a wife—would one day be back with a vengeance.


    Lauphram held up his hand as I descend toward the powdered-rock floor of the temple ruin.  All the pillars were fallen and broken like the roof and altar.  Strangely, the most together remnant was the head of Triton, falling but whole, laying on one ear.  The hammered off features were back.  A god’s face, serene, blind eyes staring at nothing.


    I tossed Lauphram the empty Cup.  Somehow, it was unharmed by having channeled more energy than I’d ever seen unleashed.  That had been enough energy to throw me back to the future.  Now, how was I going to get home?


    The demon sword began to glow again, a harsh radiance that blurred its lines.  I held the blade, afraid to sheath it, knowing the sheath would probably spontaneously combust.  What happened? the sword asked.  What did I miss?


    Everything, I said.


    Selene rushed into my arms, hugging my neck, crushing the breath from my lungs.   


    My one-day-in-the-future father stared at me.  “Just who in Tartarus are you?”


    “A traveler in time from the far future.  And your son.”


    “My son.”  He looked up in the air, as if the hell-gate were still open.  The clouds still churned, lightning leaped across their bellies, and a cold rain fell like the tears of the damned. “My son?”


    “Not that one.  Centuries from now, you will take in an infant and raise him to be your heir.  And you will stand by me in combat against your other son and his mother.  It will take them a while, but they’ll be back, and you’d better be ready.”


    “That shadow magic of your?”


    I nodded in the cold rain, all of us acting like it was nothing as the next tremor made us stagger and fight for balance.  It seemed to me that the hill under us dropped a couple feet.  Lauphram stood as if nothing could ever move him again.  He reached out to keep Selene and me from falling.   His hand stayed on my arm, as if testing my reality. 


    “It’s too incredible a story not to believe,” he said.  “How will you get back?”


    Stricken, Selene stared into my face.  “You’re leaving me?”


    “I have to.  I’m not of this time.  But you will find me again.  I need you to do something for me.”


    She tightened her grip.  I felt my spine about to break.  “You’re hurting me,” I said. 


    Startled, she let me go, but her face hardened with determination.  “Take me with you.”


    I shook my head no.  “In time you will save me.  You must get ready for the Night of the Red Moon.  Build your strength, grow your power, and become a frickin’ cosmic power.  Only then will I will return to you.”


    She lunged to wrap arms around me again, but Lauphram caught her from behind, and held her back as she struggled.


    The island shook worse than before.  I fell to my knees, looking out to sea.  A wall of water rose high against the sky, coming to pound the island of out of existence. 


    Out of time.


    “Caine Deathwalker,” a new voice called my name.


    I looked at the statue of Triton.  It was talking to me.  “You have done a favor for the gods, and to me in particular.  They who desecrated my holy place have been driven into the arms of Chaos.”  A hole in space opened, a disk edged in gold fire.  Inside was crystal blue water, none of it spilling out.  “Here is the gate that brought you. Return to your place.”


    I scrambled up and went to the gate.


    The wave hit land and grew even bigger.


    One step from home, I turned to face Lauphram.  “Take care of Selene for me, Father.  Get her to safety.”


    Lauphram nodded like it was no big thing.  “How the hell do I wind up with a dragon son?”


    “Half dragon, half human.”  I glared for dramatic impact.  “Don’t fail me,” Old Man.


    The term etched surprise across his face.  “I promise.”


    I turned into the gate and gave myself over to its currents.  The history I knew couldn’t be wrong.  I had to have faith that the people I cared about were waiting for me back in my own time. 


    The only doubt I felt came from the fact that this was me in the middle of this mess, and I fuck so many things up.


    It’s a gift, really, my sword said.


    Shut up.


    I held my breath.  My lung burned.  Eventually, I exploded out of a pool, golden wings fanning as I landed in the courtyard I’d started from.  Drake and Kinsey stood there as if only a moment had passed, which might well be true.  They looked very surprised to see me.  Of course, my tattoos were still glowing slightly, and I did have golden dragon wings growing out of my back, as well as a heavy stubble on my face.  Water dripped down my body, forming a puddle.


    I grinned at them.  “I’m back.  Go kill the fatted calf.”


    Washed in the fierce, red glare of my demon sword, the seemed thicker, as if suffused with blood.  Kinsey backed away, smelling of fear.  I let satisfaction shine in mine.  Her eyes widened in realization; she was putting herself in a bad light.  She stopped and revved up her courage.  I didn’t blame her for being afraid; I was quite a quite different me than the one who’d left. 


    Drake affected coolness, stepping forward, holding out a business card.  “Come see us when you’ve cleaned up this current mess.  We’ll talk.”


    I lifted my demon sword, extending it inside his reach, holding the tip a foot from his face.   “Do you want to die right now?” I asked. 


    Drake took an old leather diary out from under his other arm, put the business card inside, and held both out.  “Here’s a down payment on what we promised.  The diary was your mother’s.”  


    “One thing more,” I lowered the point of my weapon, “if you hear about a little girl that’s been kidnapped, a baby dragon, I’d appreciate hearing about it.” 


    “Girl dragon?”  Kinsey managed to look startled and grim at the same time.  “We’ll look.  If you find her captors first, call me.  Just this once, I’ll fight at your side.”  She stepped closer and held out my new phone.  “You dropped it when you left.  I’ve added a message number where you can reach us.  Don’t call frivolously, or I’ll block the number.”


    “Ever gracious.”  I checked.  A new contact number did filled the display.  “Thanks.”  I pocketed the phone and walked away, giving Kinsey a final flutter goodbye with my wings.  Final because the appendages were dying, shriveling, sloughing away.  My back was returning to its normal muscle configuration, my circulatory system adjusting as my shoulder blades reformed.  Heading to the front of the property, I went as a human, my golden-glow tattoos dying down, going dormant.  I gave my wrist a flick, willing the demon sword back to its armory.  The crappy, patched-together sheath I tossed aside.  At the front fence, I found a big hole that wasn’t there earlier.  Beyond, hands on hips, stood the Red Lady.   Waiting with smoldering eyes.


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     

  


  
     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


    THIRTY-FOUR


     


    “If someone has to kill the dead,


    it might as well be me.”


     


                                           —Caine Deathwalker


     


     


    The Red Lady’s confidence was absolute, the sense of her power overwhelming.  With less than half a thought, she could turn me to rusty Martian grit blowing in the wind.  But her eyes shied from mine.  The flow of time had transformed me into her fondest memory.  She’d waited millennia for me to know what she did about our first meeting from her perspective.  Now she’d learn what it meant to me. 


    “I’m not giving up my harem, my independence, or my life here in L.A.  I will fight my own battles.  I will do my own killing.  I’m not ready to settle down, nor will I ever be.  If you have plans of reforming me, forget it.  As for keeping me a sex toy chained in your basement, forget it—except maybe an occasional weekend here and there.  That being said…”  I waited.


    As the silence dragged out, her gaze sought mine.  “Yes?”


    The dragon side of me rushed in, a crushing darkness that shoved me aside.  I think it was only for a few moments, maybe minutes.  When I returned to my senses, I was lying on top of Selene, pinning her to the sidewalk.  I had one knee between her legs, one hand firmly planted over her right breast, holding it in a death grip she didn’t protest.  My weight was on my knees and my left arm.  My left hand elevated her head, buried in her crimson locks.  Her eyes were closed.  Our lips were smashed together, tongues thrashing like mating dragons.


    I pulled my lips away. 


    Selene’s mouth hung open as if she could never drink her fill.  Her eyes opened, shining with a bloody light like twin gates to a dragon’s paradise.  I spoke, my voice rougher, deeper than it should have been as both sides of me answered.  “You are mine.  You know it in your soul.  I know it.  No games, ever.  Not between us.”


    A moment later, she found her voice.  “Okay.”


    “Okay?”  That was too easy.


    “In a time that is yet to come, I know I will have first place among your hearts treasures.  I have waited centuries for you to acknowledge possession of me.  I can wait ages more for your confession of love.  Acquiring true immortality gives one … a long view … to these things.”  She flipped me over, rolling with me to come up on top.  Selene smiled down into my face.  “As long as I get to be on top once and a while, I’m happy.”  Her face hardened.  Her smile turned lovingly cruel.  This was now the Red Lady.   She held up the red pearl necklace, letting it dangle by the chain.  “This was fashioned for you from one of my baby teeth, a fang rich in magic.  Since you insist on fighting your battles alone, my gift to you is now to withhold it.  When you want to call me, and cannot, when you are bleeding and I do not answer—remember it was your idea.”


    “The pearl was never mine, or it wouldn’t be yours to take away.”


    “We only ever hold what we are strong enough to take.  I learned that lesson from you.  When you are strong enough to take back this necklace and keep it, I will kneel at your feet, and worlds will tremble at our approach.” She kissed me again, lightly, tenderly. “I say okay because—on the far side of a thousand hells—you will march to my side and give me every one of my dreams.”


    “A thousand hells, huh?  At least life won’t be boring.”


    She laughed, pushing off me standing.  “Oh, never that.”  She became a rising cascade of red-crystal light, a shimmering fan that beamed hundreds of feet into the air, a thousand, before thinning into nothing. 


    Alone, I picked myself up and headed for the limo.  The walk wasn’t far.  The driver’s door opened as I came up to it.  Osamu stepped out.  He looked me over in a calm, detached manner.  “You will be needing a new hoodie and tee shirt.  Shall I stop at a store?”


    “Do you have that special outfit I need?”


    “Miss Izumi finished the tailoring just recently and sent it by portal while you were gone.  You will find it in the back, with the masks.”


    “Good.  One thing though, I can’t run around incognito if I use my personal limo.  You need to stash this and get us a muscle car, something capable of eluding hot pursuit.”


    “I know someone who will graciously respond, no questions asked, just cash, but it will be expensive.”


    I nodded, opening the back door.  “Wars always are, and there will always casualties, but I don’t want Julia to be one of them.  We’re going to shake a few trees and see if we can get a lead on her.”


    We ended up in Little Tokyo, in the downtown area.  There were a lot less people walking around at night than in the day.  Japanese writing—with English under—was printed on many of the signs over businesses and stores that looked transplanted from Japan.  Ironically the Los Angeles City Hall was here in Little Tokyo too.  Nearby, a coffee shop had young girls in anime clothing standing outside, trying to get men to come in.  The girl’s perky C-cups were doing the trick.  We cruised to an alleyway behind a Buddhist temple, to a parking garage.


    Osamu turned onto a down ramp and parked the limo in front of the steel garage doors.  He stepped out to talk to a twenty-something guy packing heat in mechanic’s coveralls, like he actually worked for a living with hands that clean.  His rolled up sleeves revealed tattoos all over his arms.  Enough of his neck was visible to show that the tattoos were a lot more extensive: a sign he belonged to a Yakuza clan.  People don’t really appreciate how the city’s international airport brings foreign gangsters into the mix.  The young man banged on the garage doors, a code; they opened at once.  With Osamu back behind the wheel, we rolled forward.


    We entered a fully stocked garage with multiple work bays.  The lights were bright, with additional hanging lights hooked under several raised hoods.  Two dozen men and women worked on cars, few of them of Japanese manufacture.  Osamu parked close to the entrance, got out again, and opened the passenger door for me.  I didn’t always wait for this.  I did now.  Being waited on by a servant made me a person of power and influence.  That was exactly what I needed to project, and hell, it’s true.  If they knew anything about me—as some humans do—they’d have heard that I’m second in command of a major L.A. criminal organization.  Hopefully, few of them suspected that organization was a demon clan as well.


    “This way, Caine-sama.”


    We sauntered past several cars being worked on, not rice-rockets, but BMWs and Mercedes.  I looked at the modified engines open to display and knew this buying trip was going to cost more than a high-class escort that does anal.  We reached the back of the garage where finished cars waited under white sheets.  I stopped in front of a vehicle that smelled of silver, and pulled off the covering, as an older Yakuza walked up to us in a black suit with an antique gold pocket handkerchief that matched his tie.  He wore sunglass that reflected the surrounding glare.


    He smiled, flashing all his teeth.  “This one, the client did not pay for, so you’re lucky day.”


    The Mercedes SLK200 had been given a special paint job, an almost-black with a hint of scarlet shimmer seen as I moved, and glossy as hell.  I opened the door and first thing I noticed was the two NOS buttons on the steering wheel.


    The Yakuza said, “This is the 2010 grand addition model, six-speed manual short-shift, with nanotech paint.  The color changes depending on the amount of electric charge run through it.  Sweet, huh?”  He pointed at special dash controls.  “The body can repair minor damage on its own.  The engine is V8 supercharged, but gas mileage is okay because it’s a two-seater.”


    I slid inside and adjusted the seat.  This was nice despite being strictly human-made, lacking magical modifications.  I hit the ignition button.  The engine’s rumble sounded healthy and fine-tuned.


    “This will work,” I told the Yakuza as I got out. 


    A woman joined us, maybe two inches shorter than me.  She wiped her hands with a greasy red rag and flicked it into a nearby barrel.  Her legs and ass were well-defined by tight, low-riding jeans.  A four-inch gap between waistband and her pink tank-top, pulled over a sports bra, flashed a very toned stomach.  Bubblegum-pink sneakers finished the outfit off with balance.  I saw the edges of back tattoos creeping toward her sides, but her slender arms and 32C cup chest seemed free of ink.  Minor scratches and tiny burn scars showed she’d spent a lot of time under a hood, that and the confidence she exuded of someone who’d proven herself capable, who’d come out on top in a profession where men didn’t expect it. 


    Osamu bowed and handed her a card.  She handed her own over, completing the little ritual.  Osamu said something in Japanese.  She smiled in response.


    He turned to me.  “Caine-sama, this is Himiko.  She owns this vehicle.”


    “Sama?”  Himiko made a show of looking me up and down, and not being particularly impressed.  “One-fifty large for the car, gaijin.”  She swung her head, swaying a long, black ponytail, her deep black eyes looking larger than they were despite the lack of eyeliner. 


    It always surprised me how—to my heightened sense of smell—energetic males always smell bad, but females smell good even after a major workout.  I avoid fat because they smell like a mix of musty BO and dirty pussy.  Himiko smelled like cherries, sweet with a hint of wet pussy. 


    I took a step towards her. 


    The Yakuza guy slid a foot my direction, about to get in my way. 


    I shot him a look I’d developed over the years for staring down werewolves. 


    He stepped back. 


    Himiko stood her ground, even when I met her eyes and let some of my inner dragon show.  Her young face didn’t flinch.   If anything, she was made to stare, intrigued.  I saw surprise in her eyes by her own reaction.  She frowned at me.


    I said, “I don’t have time for games.”  I had exactly a hundred and fifty stashed in my car and didn’t want to hand it all over.  I reached a hand toward Osamu.  He gave me one of my cards.   “One-twenty, and you can get a pass on the gaijin comment, though, yes, I am a barbarian.”  I handed her the card, and waited.  


    Osamu deals with these people, and wears a demon brand on his palm for summoning his sword.  I figured they might be at least mildly suspicious of a preternatural community.  My guess was confirmed when her eyes reflected fear after seeing my card.  It was gray linen with a tribal style, black, triangular face, red eyes, and hair like leaping black flames.  No name.  No address.  No phone number.  You either knew what it suggested, or you didn’t.  This was my personal ID symbol in Lauphram’s demon clan. 


    She was quick to hide her fear, but I smelled the aroma, like getting hit in the face with a brick.  She nodded agreement, put my card away, and pulled out a key.  I didn’t wait for her to build courage and handed it over.  I took another step to get much closer and plucked the key from her hand.  I said, “I like your work.  Expect my return call one of these days.  Oh, and don’t mess with my limo while it’s here in storage.  Its automatic defenses are formidable.”


    I handed the key to Osamu.  We walked away, stopping just long enough to remove personal items we’d need.  In the Mercedes, Osamu drove us to an alley off of Hollywood Blvd.  I opened the package Izumi had sent.  She’d used clothing from the assassins in Fairy to create a disguise, and another of Zero-T’s earth-magic masks was inside.  Izumi had taken some silver fur and made a kind of wing attached to the new mask to hide my black hair.  The features of the mask were male but with a fey, androgynous quality.   The ears were pointed, too.  Under the head covering was a black cloak, gray leathers, a black leather belt with matching boots, and a pair of matching silver daggers. 


    I got out long enough to change into my new outfit, the black cape spilling down my back between the hilts of twin short swords I strapped on.  Before putting on the mask, I inserted an ear bud, and made sure Osamu wore one as well so he could stay in the car and play look-out.  The ceramic face went on, it warmed with life, fusing to my face, moving natural to replicate the movements of my facial muscles.  I touched my face and it felt real, like living flesh. 


    Osamu nodded at me.  “You look fey, and dangerous, Caine-sama.”


    I grinned.  “’Dangerous’ is half my charm.  Ask anyone I’ve killed.” 


     


    *    *    *


     


    There were many nightclubs along this part of Hollywood Blvd.  The dirty beige stone building was my first stop for the night.  The brown brick was next.  I had a lot of them mapped out in sequence for investigation.  I’d take them one by one and hope something important shook loose.  Along the way, I had a new legend to carve out.


    I left the car and strolled through the shadow while waking up my Demon Wings tattoo.  The magic evoked like a kick to the balls.  I staggered a step or two, but kept going, taking a side alley to the back of the building.  I knocked on the steel door.  Overhead, a neon sign consisted of four concentric circles flashing from the inner ring to the out in sequence, moving like sound waves.   Sound was the name of the club. 


    It didn’t take long before a six-foot-four bouncer opened the door.  He wore jeans, a black tee, and a leather jacket.  Little piggy eyes scanned the night for who had knocked.  I angled myself to slide past him.  Standing at his back, facing away, I kicked and hit the back of his knee.  This brought his head a lot closer to mine.  Reaching over my own shoulder, I hooked his head and jumped, hanging onto him.  Gravity did the rest.  His chin went up, his head went backwards, and there was a loud crack.  I stood, supporting his dead weight.  I turned, picked up the body, and carried him in past a second bouncer.  I made a point of not extending my magical cover to the body.  This created the illusion it was floating midair, the heads lolling as if the neck were broken.  That last part was real. 


    He looked at the floating body.  Before he could piss himself or run away, I drew one of the short swords strapped to my back and stabbed him in the heart.  I pulled out the sword and wiped it off between the legs of one of the body, leaving blood smeared denim behind.  I was in a long hallway with several side doors.  The one at the end of the hall would lead into the main part of the nightclub.


    I sheathed my sword, grabbed two ankles, and dragged my victims to the first door.  It turned out to be a store room: paper towels, bar towels, beer nuts, and assorted boxes.  I piled the bodies inside, having achieved my first goal in enemy territory: secure your line of retreat.  Coming back, I might be moving fast and might not be cloaked.  Also, this was two less bruisers to hamper my fun.  On the plus side, there were also two more ghosts in the area.  The more people that died from here on out, the great the odds of saving the entire city.  According to my master plan.


    Andrews, the club’s owner, is a human who deals on the side in information, selling out the preternatural community to the government and anyone with money.  He will only sell information to humans because he hates everything else.  The typical human asshole has caused a lot of deaths, but no one has wanted to draw government attention by pitching him in front of a bus.


    I went straight on, almost to the club’s main room.  Through those doors, I heard industrial post-modern grunge rock.  A live band was playing.  The singer’s male voice was tortured and raspy.  I could feel the bass in my bones.  I opened a door on the left that said “office.”  People can be so helpful.  I found Andrew inside fucking an underage girl coked out of her mind.  I closed the door behind me, drew a sword, and dropped my Demon Wing spell. 


    “Who the fuck are you?” Andrews yelled.


    Andrews was dark-tanned with thick, short black hair and an everlasting five o’clock shadow on his face.  Pants around his ankles, he stood about my height, but skinner and female soft.  He pulled up his black khaki-style pants and zipped.   Half of his collarless, overly long, blue silk shirt hung out.  His eyes focused on through me, trying to see what I was.  Rumor had it he’d inherited the “sight” from a long-dead ancestor.


    “You’re not welcome here, dragon.  Get out.”  Yep, that proves it.


    I looked at the girl in the corner sitting on the edge of his desk, and pitched my voice soft and high.  “Would your attentions not be put to better use on a camel?”  I couldn’t talk like myself.  I had to be something else.  And I couldn’t leave Andrews alive since he could see through my disguise. 


    He said, “Where the hell are my men?  No one should be able to just walk in on me.  Never mind that now.  Leave before I kill you.”


    I walked forward.  Andrews swept the girl behind him, sliding along the edge of the L-shaped desk until he sat in the middle, the girl falling to the floor at his feet.  Andrew’s arrogance was cracking at the advance of my sword.  The girl would have been sobbing in panic if she were too coked-out to care.  I smiled.


    “Andrews, you little worm, you’re not fit to be human.  How awful to be as weak as you.”  I waved the sword, drawing his eyes to the tip.  I needed the practice acting fey so I stayed in character even though he know it was off.  “I come looking for knowledge.  Little do I care of your raping children, your deals with the slayers, your dabbling in black sorcery which leaves you with a very definitive stench by the way.  For all I care, you can welcome lust with open arms and make love to every single camel, goat, and pooch until your tiny testicles explode and lose all hydraulic pressure.” 


    Man, I’m sounding fruit loops here.  Hopefully in a scary way.


    Andrew shook in fear.  The acid tang thick in the small office.   I watched him gather his nerve, still his shakes.  He met my eyes and said, “How dare you speak to me this way?”


    I put the edge of my sword to neck.  “I’ll give you information but not an apology.”


    I pulled back the sword from Andrew’s neck and settled into his desk chair.


    He stayed where he was, feeling superior because he could stare down on me.  Still, the fear lingered.  The girl sat on the floor, staring off into something only she could see.   The small clock on the desk was a crescent moon with a star inside.  Some papers I saw were in English and looked that looked produced by someone with MS going through withdraws.  The AK-47 under the desk looked dirty and in need of cleaning.  I felt sadness in my heart seeing an iconic work of art so neglected. 


    I mentally patted the AK.  Don’t worry, Honey, I’ll take you away from this terrible place.


    I sheathed my weapon and picked up an opened bag of fried pig skins.  I nibbled delicately and used the crispy thing as a pointer.  “Invaders to our smoggy shores have taken a sweet young child whose blood come from dragons.” The scuzball’s eyes lit up at sweet young child, fantasies all but glazing his eyes. 


    “How young?” he asked.


    “You may have heard of her.  She is what you like, right?  New grass on the field, to employ a tender metaphor.”


    “Such information has value,” he said.


    “As it happens, I am obscenely wealthy, while you are just obscene.  Speak, human, and be rewarded as you cannot imagine.”


    “I know who you mean.”  Andrew relaxed, calmed by the prospect of hard cash.  “They asked for supplies and a place to hold a captive.  My delivery personnel saw a child on one visit and reported it to me.”


    “Where?”


    “It’s bad business to burn clients.  If word gets around, I stand to lose.”


    I leaned forward in the chair, and crunched the pig skin between my teeth.  I held up a finger as if to make a point and whispered.  “You know…?”


    On reflex, Andrews copied my lean, coming closer to better hear.  I grabbed his shirt and slammed his face on the desk, and breaking his nose.  I threw him back in place and continued as if violence had never erupted. 


    “What the fuck!”  He grabbed his nose as blood leaked down his chin.  I pulled out a drawer and found a heavy stapler.  Standing, I closed on him, slamming him across the face, breaking a few teeth.  Andrew screamed inarticulately while crying.  I pushed the stapler into his mouth, cutting off the sound.  “If you don’t tell me,” I said, “next, we’re going to be playing with scissors, and not in a good way.”  I paused.  “Oh, I hate myself, lowered to do such barbarism.  Someone might mistake me for human.  How sweet it would be to have a midnight tea, and tasty pussy to eat, but no, I have to sit here and act like the animal I see.  I will give you one last chance to appease my killing rage.”


    I picked up the scissors and ate another piece of fried pig skin.


    “Th-the address … in my phone.”  His tongue pushed blood and teeth out of his mouth without spiting.  “In the text, under Hamud, everything I have on them is in my safe, it’s yours.”


    I smiled and put away the scissors.  “Open it.”


    He scurried to the mirror, pulled it away from the wall.  A recessed safe was there.  He opened the safe and moved aside.  I pulled him close, emptied the bag of fried pig skin in his mouth, and stabbed Andrews in the eye with his crescent moon clock, killing him.


    That’s for helping my enemies, for smelling bad, for raping underage girls, and for abusing an AK-47. 


    The body fell in front of the coked-out girl who now had something new and interesting to stare at.


    I took the folder I needed and the stacks of cash.  I stuck it all a brown paper bag from the trash. 


    I warmed my Demon Wings tattoo, and left with the AK-47 as promised.  The threshold had a protective barrier to allow only humans inside the club.  It shimmered slightly, a yellow-red, but didn’t stop me.  I was half human after all, and my magic was quite a bit stronger.  In the main room, the music pounded fiercely.  My spell made people move out of my way even if they didn’t really see me.  I grabbed a bottle of rum from behind the bar drank it while standing on top of the bar.  I tossed the empty against a bar mirror, shattering it.  Laughing, I drew both short swords and dropped my Demon Wings spell.  It took a few seconds for people to notice me.  Girls screamed.  The bartender went to grab my leg, but I lifted it and kicked him in the face.  I leaped off the table and started to carve up the dancers.  Fear fill the room, all I could smell.


    I felt the tattoos on the back of my legs warm as my Vampiric Speed tattoo awoke.  In an hour, I’d the delayed price for using this power: crippling cramps so awful it not even alcohol would help.  I’d become fast as a pure-blood vampire.  In a blink of an eye, I was on the other side of the club, sitting down with a pair of spoiled cocksuckers, huge hats shoved far back on their heads, sleeveless shirts, and baggy pants that’s looked like they had diapers on underneath, diapers very full. 


    I watched with them as people I’d darted past dropped to the ground with missing heads and arms, some cut clean in half.  The bodies made a path from where I’d been on the bar to where I was siting.  Before the cocksuckers could do anything, their arms went flying in the air.  Their screams briefly joined the rest in the room, who could not find the exit no matter how hard they tried.


    Heads kept flying, as the club-crawlers begged God to save them.  None of them tried heroics, but died like sheep in a pen.


    Weak, so weak.  You only care about others opinions and looking cool and now you will leave nice corpses behind for funerals.


    It didn’t take long before the room was quiet.   I saved the DJ for last.


    I returned to my vehicle and had Osamu drive to the address in the file, a warehouse with a for sale sign in front.  I had a bad feeling when I approached and found no guards outside, and no lights on the high, tiny windows.  I kicked in the front door and found signs of hasty packing.  There was a kid’s bowl half full of soggy cereal, but no kid.  


    Damn, so close…


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     

  


  
     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


    THIRTY-FIVE


     


    “If people insist on dying they


      might as well be useful doing it.”


     


                                          —Caine Deathwalker


     


     


    The directions Gloria gave me over the phone led to a stone, steel, and glass luxury high-rise on Hope Street.  I walked off the elevator, through a hallway, to a door left open for me.  I went in and closed the door.  The place was sizable enough for stadium football, well, almost, though that would have been hell on the golden oak floors.  The open blinds—mechanically and remote controlled—revealed a balcony where an orgy could have been held in comfort, with an incredible view of the downtown towers and the Hollywood Hills area.   The living room, dining room, and kitchen area was all open, no walls to block the view of the wrap around windows.  The kitchen was done in black lava stone, glass counters, and black and chrome appliances.  There was a breakfast bar with four stools, each of the seats made of clear plastic.  This was a place God might live in, if he could afford it.


    “Incredible, isn’t it?” Gloria asked.


    I turned toward her as she came out a door I assumed led to the master bedroom.  “You rented this just for me?  I’m flattered.”


    “No, I own the building.  This particular penthouse is for state visits, when the European or Asian Court vampires come to visit.  I like to rub it in their faces how well we’re doing without benefit of their despotic rule.” 


    Forget about rubbing salt into a wound, that’s what ground glass is for.


    She thumbed over her shoulder in the direction she’d just come.  “Back there, in the master bedroom, is another entertainment center like the one out here, except I’ve moved in some extra desks, computers, holo screens, and plasma displays.  The system is tied into my son’s server network, without his knowledge of course. Through his system, we can piggyback into Lauphram’s War Room when a channel is opened.  My system here could hack Lauphram’s system directly, but not without getting noticed, though I’m still working on that.”


    “You’re not afraid I’ll tell him?”


    Gloria’s laugh filled the great space.  “Oh, I think he already assumes everybody on the


    L.A. Council is trying all the time anyway.  It’s why his security upgrades are unrelenting.”


    Yeah, the Old Man had firewalls on top of firewalls, and magical barriers besides.  For an ancient Atlantean, he’d gone ultramodern in his thinking in a big way.  That was evident in the fact that our clan took the castoffs of other demon clans, mixing every kind.  Strength through a diversity of skills, physical types, and magic systems.  This was why L.A. had first become Lauphram’s territory, and then an open city for preternatural kind.


    I passed Gloria, and found my way to the nerve-center she’d set up in the master bedroom.  This was another sprawling space with wraparound glass and chrome windows and a balcony.   The bed was large enough for my entire harem.   Across from the foot of the bed were chairs, a table, and a couch.  The island of grouped furniture faced the electronics that Gloria had installed.


    I went to that corner and sat in a desk with a series of computers slaved together.  From this station, I could run everything else.  Hella convenient.  I inputted all my recent data, and marked the various sites where I’d established spell circles.  They were in hard to find locations, with fifth dimensional complexity that meant only the Blue Star Priestess or her son could take one apart.  And they’d probably not bother. 


    By themselves, each circle was fairly innocuous, traps invoked by murder, meant to capture the souls of the city’s dying as a fuel source.  The circles were necromantic, but—if you took the time to plot them on a plasma screen—you’d find that the points were collectively part of a bigger pattern that overlaid all of L.A. in a geomantic web: death magic fueling a city-wide protective barrier based on earth magic.  As I finished inputting the recent kills of my alter identity, the new circles invoked, more of the pattern on the big plasma screen appeared.


    Gloria studied my work, then turned to me.  How many more of these circles do you need to set up?”


    I thought of what the Poseidon’s Cup could do in enemy hands: tsunamis becoming tidal waves, pounding the coast, taking out our clan house, then L.A.—millions dying to feed the power of the blue star priestess’ soul gem.  All to make her a goddess, and crush Lauphram in revenge; a city for a city.


    “About two hundred more.”  I yawned.  “I just hope we have time to finish.”


    “You should get some rest, eat something, and stock up on ammo.  If you drive yourself into the ground, you’ll make critical mistakes.”


    “Not sure I can afford the time.  All these disappearances I’m causing, Lauphram’s going to lump them in with enemy activity.  He’ll soon be deploying forces to try to stop me.  I can’t have him know what I’m doing.  I can’t risk anyone but you and me knowing.  Usually, only one person can keep a secret.”


    She eased behind me, her hands kneading my shoulders.  I leaned my head back into the warm, soft valley of her tits.  She said, “True, but more than one person can set up these ritual points.  I myself am not unfamiliar with murder for a good cause.  “I’ll do some of these for you.  Get a little sleep, then go see if Lauphram is onto our plan.  You being with him while some of the killing is going on should prevent any suspicion being thrown your way.”


    “I’ll go back to the clan house for a nap.  I want to check up on Izumi.  She might want a break from being me.”


    “She’s a good friend.  You chose your followers well.  You have an eye for loyalty and beauty.”


    I dug out my car keys and set them on the computer desk.  “They go to the Mercedes SLK200 in the underground parking garage.  Take good care of it; it’s a new toy.”


    She reached past me for the keys, snatching them up.  “Is it fast?”


    “Faster than a coked-out hooker looking for dick.”


    “Which means what?”


    “It’s more speed than you will ever need.”


    “Sounds like overkill.”


    “Well if you’d rather take a cab…”


    She backed away, clutching my keys to her breasts.  “No, that’s all right.  What’s the use of having vampire mind control powers if you can’t get out of a few speeding tickets?”


    I rose and turned.  “The disguise is in the trunk.  We need to make sure that anyone getting a glimpse of the “Occult Killer” as the news calls me, keeps describing an albino freak with silver hair and a fondness for gray leather and black capes.”  I smiled.  “I think I’m building a legend that will terrify the FBI profilers for years to come.”


    Gloria moved toward the bedroom door.  “I’ve always wanted to be in the theatre.”


    She left, and I wandered over to the bed’s night stand, curious about how Gloria might have stocked the place.  I opened a drawer and found six boxes of textured condoms with reservoir tips.  I appropriated them for my own use.  Rummaging, I turned up eatable, cherry flavored panties, nipple clamps, and a feather duster.  The next drawer down provided glass dildos, a vibrator, and   a two pound bag of sour gummy worms.   I was afraid to look any farther. 


    Pulling out my phone, I called Izumi.  She picked up at once.  “Caine, you’re uh, it’s all over the news.  A madman is running loose in the streets.  A city under siege, film at eleven! 


    When are you coming back?”


    “Do you have a lock on my position?”


    “Sure, the fey gem you gave me helps a lot.  It’s a part of you that seeks unity with the rest of you.”


    “Bring me over now.”


    “Hold on a second.”


    A silver blur star unfurled from nothing, flattening out, stretching out into a six foot oval, three feet wide.  The portal was the color of sunlight glaring off of snow.  I stepped into the light, the boxes of condoms held against my stomach as gravity fell away.  I ghosted through fire and stepped back into gravity in the master bedroom of my suite in the clan house. 


    The door opened with Izumi—no longer wearing my image—backpedaling.  “Really, everything’s fine.”


    “I’d like to see for myself.”  The voice was Lauphram’s.  He pushed into the room in time to see the portal closing behind me.  I was glad I hadn’t returned wearing the storm-fey outfit.  I called out, “Hey, Old Man, nice of you to visit me in prison.  Of course, you’re the one who locked me up in here.”


    His eyes watched the portal shrink and die.  “Doesn’t seem like you were too inconvenienced.  I thought I sensed a lot of fey energy in here.” 


    I walked to the bed and made a show of dropping all six boxes of designer condoms onto the bed.  “I had to make a run.  I ran out.” 


    Lauphram shook his head.  “Sometimes I wonder if your father really was human and not an incubus or satyr.”


    “I blame it on my dragon side’s appetites.”


    Lauphram leaned against the inner doorway.  “Red’s still here.  He’s been asking to see you.”


    “Anything on Julia?” I asked.


    “No, that’s what’s driving him crazy.  He keeps talking about going out in the street and ripping the city apart until he kinds her.”


    Izumi came back to hang on my arm.  “If he loses control and goes dragon, he’ll endanger the preternatural community.  His own clan will outlaw him, or worse.”


    “I’ll talk to him,” I said.


    Lauphram straightened up and backed into the living room.  “Good, he’s just outside in the hallway.  Enjoy.”


    Izumi followed me out into the living room and settled herself on the couch, tucking her feet under her.  Lauphram went to the door and opened it.  There’d been a change of shift.  I didn’t recognize the two demons standing guard in the hall.   Red stomped in past them, bearing down on me.  I sat on the back of the loveseat, one foot dangling in the air, the other on the floor. 


    He stopped and leaned down, peering into my face.  “Caine, what the hell?  You’re in here getting your rocks off when Julia’s in danger?”


    “I’m doing what I can,” I said.


    “It’s not enough!”  He straightened.  “Are you really under arrest, or is this one of Lauphram’s strategies?”


    I shook my head and shrugged.  “Like I’d know.”  I looked to see if Lauphram would answer that, but he’d conveniently exited, closing the hall door behind him.


    “Come on, Caine, I’ll help you bust out of here, and we’ll go beat some answers out of these would-be conquerors.”


    “That’s not a good idea, Red.  I’ve got plans going.  Operations in motion.  You just have to trust me.”


    “Trust you?  You’re the one who lost her in the first place.”


    That pissed me off.  “I seem to remember telling you both to stay under cover and out of the fighting.  You’re the one who went all glory-hound and wound up eating a rocket.”


    He growled at me, a deep sound of menace, and shoved me in the shoulder so I flipped back onto the loveseat and rolled onto the floor. 


    My dragon side roused, incensed.  His thoughts pushed into my mind like burning coals.  A lowly red dares touch a golden dragon.  Clans have died for less.


    I got this, I told him.  I stepped onto the love seat, staring across its back at Red.  “You know, I see you here, but where’s your clan?  Who’s really ignoring her danger?” 


    Red tried to say something but choked on his own words.  He clamped his mouth shut and stormed off, tearing the door open and shoving past the startled guards outside.  They closed the door, leaving me alone with Izumi.  I turned to face her and jumped to the floor.  I sat on the loveseat, the proper way this time. 


    Izumi smiled brightly at me.  “That went well.”


    “Tell me about it.  I need a liter of vodka and a few hours of sleep.”


    “And then?”


    I thought about it.  “Then a lot more people need to die.”


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     

  


  
     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


    THIRTY-SIX


     


    “Sometimes, you just have to march into


    hell and kick the devil in the teeth.


    Not that I’d want to live there.”


     


                                          —Caine Deathwalker


     


     


    Izumi shoved me awake.  “Rise and shine.”


    “A blowjob would help.”


    “No time.  Get dressed.  Lauphram sent word.  He needs you now in the War Room.  Something bad has happened.”


    I wondered if I could steal another ten minutes sleep.  “How bad?”


    “It’s Julia.”


    I don’t remember getting out of bed, I just did.  “Where are my clothes?”


    Izumi shoved a bundle into my arms.  “Here, a fresh change.  I’ve got your Beretta PX4 Storms in a shoulder rig at the foot of the bed.  They’ve been cleaned and the clips are full of that special tungsten ammo you like.”


    I dressed hurriedly and picked up the holstered guns.  They no longer smelled of dead mountain giant, a good thing.  I slipped the shoulder rig on and added a black coat that matched my pants.  She’d added my cell phone to a pants pocket, and I had spare ammo clips in the coat pocket. 


    Izumi went from naked and silvery luscious to a raven-haired vixen in white-gold armor.  A fey silver sword hung at her side.  “I’m going with you.”


    “Fine.”  We ran from the suite, the guards falling in a step behind us as we headed for the


    War Room.  On the way, we passed a number of demons, all armored and ready for battle.  They stopped to give me right of way, bowing with respect I found strange.  With the change in command structure, and me having killed Kaden, this should have been expected.  Any other time, I’d have enjoyed coming into my own, but…


    Julia. 


    We hugged the wall of the Great Hall, heading for the back hallway.  Heavily armed, sporting no-nonsense attitudes, all the demons in the house had formed ranks behind their captains.  That suited the mood I was in.  We took the hallway to the War Room.  The outside guards came to attention, allowing us to pass.  Imari was there as the new First Sword, wearing armor of flame.  She held a sword made of fire, about one second away from slash-burning someone.  Lauphram stood between her and Red.  The Old Man held a small packaged in one hand.  His other hand gripped Red’s throat. 


    The Old man’s eyes were lightning bright, his voice ocean deep.  “If you cannot control yourself, I will do it for you.”


    Red stepped back and batted Lauphram’s well-muscled arm away.  “You think you can choke out a dragon?”


    Lauphram remained calm.  “Julia needs you in control.  Cool down.”


    “But that package smells like her.  What the hell is in it?”


    “Red,” I said, “calm down and we’ll find out.”


    Crossing his arms across his chest, he glared at me, but shut up.


    Izumi and I walked up to Lauphram and Imari, who absorbed the flame of her sword, making it vanish.  Lauphram tore open the wrapping paper and pried open a cardboard box.   Those of us with heightened senses knew this was going to be bad; we could smell Julia’s blood.  We stared at what Lauphram held, a box stuffed with tissue paper, cushioning a little girl’s pinky.  It had been cleanly severed and mailed to us as a taunt.


    Red pressed closer to the box.  A tear rolled down his cheek.  His voice went hoarse.  “I’ll kill them.  I’ll kill them all.” 


    He turned away and screamed in fury causing all the demons in the room to stop their work and stare.  Red staggered a few steps, found himself near a large plasma screen.  I saw Gloria had been busy.  The geomantic pattern lay over the city, almost finished, the necromantic cross points hidden among markings of attacks by Lauphram’s wife and son.  Red’s fist lashed out, destroying the screen.  I was actually glad.  The pattern Gloria and I were creating was become too conspicuous.


    I picked up a scrap of paper off the floor and held it up.  “Red!” I yelled his name, needing him to focus before the room suddenly grew crammed with a full-sized red dragon. 


    “What?”  He turned, eyes ablaze with killing rage. 


    I said, “There’s a return address on the package.”


    He blinked.  “Really?”


    Lauphram said, “An obvious a trap.”


    “A very obvious trap,” Izumi added.   


    I said, “I’m going anyway.” 


    “No,” Lauphram said, “We’re all going.”


    I stepped over to a relatively quiet corner where no one was likely to look over my shoulder.  I took out my phone and sent Gloria a text: KEEP WORKING ON THE PATTERN. I THINK WE’RE JUST ABOUT OUT OF TIME.  I sent a second message to Kinsey: HERE’S WHERE THEY HAVE THE LITTLE GIRL, AND THEY’RE EXPECTING US.  I added the address.  Surprisingly, it was on this very island, on the edge of Avalon City.  That made sense; if you wanted to raise tidal waves, you needed to be by the sea.  And this island housed Lauphram’s clan house, the heart of his territory.  How could it not be their first target?


    I walked back to the others.  “Lauphram, you know once we leave, the enemy is going to come tearing in here to raze this place to the ground, right?”


    He shrugged.  “Why do you think I’ve recalled all forces and have the house on full alert?”


    Imari stepped in front of Lauphram.  “My Lord, you are far more experienced at commanding troops.  You should stay here and lead the battle.  I will go and safeguard The Heir.”


    The Heir?  She makes me sound like “The Batman,” or “The Shadow.”


    Lauphram put a hand on her shoulder.  Her flames squeezed up between his fingers.  He gave her an affectionate squeeze and let go as his finger started to smoke a little.  “I know it’s throwing you in the deep end of the ocean, little minnow, but I’ve known this day was coming for centuries.  I’m ready.  And the hell-bitch is my wife, so stopping her and my son is personal business.”  He walked around her, tossing me death-defying grin.  “Let’s go kick ass, son.  I guess it was stupid of me to want to protect you from reckless abandonment of common sense.”


    I walked beside him out into the hall.  Izumi’s steps were quiet as she trailed along.  Red was stomping like there were cockroaches underfoot.


    I couldn’t let the Old man’s comment go.  “You’re one to talk, Young Man.  I suppose you shaved that turquoise mop off your head after having your face bashed into Triton’s altar.”


    “Yes.  I learn my lessons the first time, unlike you.  It was my weakness in that battle that prompted me to pump iron and seriously train in the martial arts over the following centuries.”


    We approached the great hall, which was eerily silent for so many hundreds of demons to be gathered.  For a bunch of outcast mavericks from other clans, these guys could be hella disciplined when called on.


    “One thing I want to know,” I said.  “What happened to you and Selene after the tidal waves and earthquakes hit.”


    “How’d we survive?  Selene wanted to sit there and die, seeing only empty centuries ahead without you.  That girl has problems.”


    We entered the Great hall, strolling generally toward the back of the throne.  “You’re telling me?” I said. 


    He continued, “I pointed out how very disappointed you would be in her, how you’d need her in times to come, and how her failure to endure would most likely cost you dearly, and that you might even die cursing your love for her.”


    I winced.  “How well did that go over?”


    He laughed as we passed the throne dais and approached the assembled ranks.  “When I regained consciousness, she was a red dragon, I was gently gripped in her jaws, and we were flying full-bore-throttle-open-ass-to-the-wind ahead of the damned huge wave I have ever seen.  It had been years since she’d fully transformed, having remained human in the queen’s altered-space dungeon so that her dragon’s concentrated vitality could keep her healed from assorted abuses.  She told me a little about that before we parted ways and she made a legend of herself.”


    Lauphram stopped to say a few words to the troops.


    Izumi’s icy presence chilled the air as she caught up to me.  “Selene?  Someone else you’re fucking?”


    “You know about her,” I said.  “That’s the name of the Red Lady.”


    “Oh, that psych-bitch.”


    Lauphram called out, “Imari speaks with my voice.  She is a season warrior with great heart.”


    And tits, and ass, I mentally added.


    “I go to face the shadows behind our enemies.  While I am gone, you will be fighting for all we have: our common home, our dreams, our lives, our place in this world, our territory, and our sacred honor!  You fight as much for yourselves as me.  Whatever remains when I return, will be your gift back to me after having been taken in.  They’ve called you outcast and outlaw, demon scum and bitter dregs, but we are Lauphram Clan, and this is our city, and we are the hell you must pay when you touch what is ours.”  The Old Man paused to gauge the room, then added a last thought.  “Have fun, guys and girls.”


    The warriors erupted in yells, screams, and whistles, stomping their feet, beating leathery wings, slapping tentacles in some cases.  Swords were slapped against shields.  I think I even heard a whip being cracked.  No guns though.  Lauphram had a rule against unnecessary shooting in the house.  The House A.I. was programmed to take drastic action at such times.


    Through the sonic hash, Lauphram lead our little group out into the main hallway, and through the wing I lived in.  At the end of the building, a door opened onto a brick courtyard.  We went across to the sprawling garage, entered, and looked over a sea of assorted vehicles. 


    “The package’s address is roughly two miles as the crow flies.  We’ll off-road it,” the Old Man decided.  “C’mon, Red.”  Lauphram led the red dragon over to a dull, black Land Rover LR2.  They piled in, while I led Izumi to for a bright blue Jeep Wrangler. 


    “I’ll drive,” Izumi said.


    “Not after last time,” I said.  “I don’t want to die before getting to battle.”


    “That wasn’t my fault.  I’m a fairy princess; I’m supposed to always have right-of-way.”


    “There are Rules of the Road, and none of them take royalty into account.  I’ll drive.  You just sit next to me and look pretty.”  I buckled in and started up the engine.  Once Izumi was settled, our doors slammed shut, I shifted gear and spun the wheel, sending us out behind the Land Rover.  I slipped an earbud in and heard Lauphram’s voice.


    “…You hear me?”


    “I’m online,” I said, “connection is good.”  The microphones in the earpieces let us talk without tying up our hands.  “And I’m calling in a scout.”  I sent out a mental summons.  “Quig!”


    He came wafting in, a teal ball of light that embedded itself halfway through the windshield, making driving a good deal more difficult.  His thoughts touched mine.  You called, beloved master?


    “Yeah, haul your incandescent ass east of here and find the enemy, somewhere around St. Catherine’s Way and Playa Azul Road.  I want to know about ambushes long before they’re sprung.” 


    To hear is to obey, grateful for the privilege.


    I glared at his sarcasm.  “Yeah, right, go!”


    I following Lauphram around the garage, to the back of the hill we were on.  We jounced along a rutted dirt track, past markers etched with magic runes that would have hidden the way for any driver not of our clan.  Still, we had to be careful.  I knew from experience that spells and barriers can be broken with enough power. 


    Quig shot off like a rocket, speeding past the Land Rover.  Our vehicles rambled over sage-covered hills, passing oak and the occasional ironwood tree with its shredded red-gray bark an omen of disaster.  We passed a few bison who stared at us with grave disinterest, and once spooked an island fox, half the size of most others hiding in the lacy-white St. Catherine bushes.  The fox vanished in a flash of reddish brown, having too much sense to buy into our troubles. 


    Closer to Avalon City, the trees thickened.  We had to slow a lot.  And still, Quig hadn’t returned with word of an enemy sighting.  If her were playing games again, I’d feed him to my demon blade in a heartbeat.


    Our two vehicles jounced around a lot more, until I thought I was one of my own blender concoctions with not enough alcohol.  At last, we reached the streets we wanted and found a big blackened patch in the middle of the road.  The Old Man pulled up near it and got out.  His voice came to me over the earbud.  “This used to be a summoning circle.  It stinks of Atlantean dark magic.  Something was caught here and killed.”


    I had a sudden suspicion.  I sent out a mental command.  Quig, come here, now! 


    What came wasn’t Quig.  This will-o-the-wisp pulsed a soft rose color, pulling into a tight circular orbit over the hood of my vehicle.  I stepped out onto the asphalt and waved the ball of light over.  “Your turn came early because Quig got careless and the enemy killed him.”  I pointed at the blackened spot on the road.   “That’s where he died.”


    The rose glow pulsed erratically, mourning I guessed.  


    “Look, Rosie, I’m going to need you to suck it up and get on the job.  Don’t let these light-killing sons of bitches get away with this.  Let’s track them down.”


    Yes, Master.  They must pay!  We were going to get married.


    I sighed in mock-sympathy and lied.  Yeah, it’s sad, he was a hell of a guy.


    “Caine!”  The Old Man’s voice caught my attention.  He pointed off toward the coast, toward the only peer anywhere near these parts.  I looked where he indicated and saw a purple beam of light spearing straight up into the sky.


    I nodded grimly.   Nothing like a bat-signal when you need one.


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     

  


  
     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


    THIRTY-SEVEN


     


    “You’re not a man until you can kill the thing you love.”


     


                                          —Caine Deathwalker


     


     


    Rosie darted straight off toward the purple light, all aglow with her lust for vengeance.  I had to drive a more circular route until St. Catherine’s became Playa Azul Road once more, and split right while a left fork led to a parking lot and the peer we wanted.  We bailed in the parking lot, going on by foot.  The sky was dimming but there were still a good forty pleasure boats and yachts out on the water.  The peer was deserted except for the very end.  There were four figures: a giant stupid-looking blue-skinned doofus that had to Lauramus, his mother, and Julia, being control by a creature her own height, but nearly three times a wide. 


    “Dwarf,” Red muttered.  “Tasty snack, I think.”


    The Priestess had the Cup.  The glow of purple light was spilling up from its mouth.  The sapphire in her forehead was also alive with energy.  Rosie was high in the air, circling the beam.  As we approached, she zoomed over to join us. 


    You will kill the bad people now?  She asked.


    “Everyone but the little girl.  We’re here to save her,” I said.


    Rose strobed a little in excitement.  I will wait until I can help.


    Red strode ahead of us, his feet thudding heavily on the peer.


    Following a little slower, I said, “No, wait, it’s a trap.”  Of course, he didn’t listen.


    We were half way to the end when a giant squid surfaced beside the peer and plucked Red into the air.  He was pulled off to the side, into the water.


    I shrugged.  Well, you wanted something to kill.


    “Think that’s the last surprise?” I asked.


    “No,” Izumi said.


    Lauphram just shot me a look that said, Are-you-kidding?


    We went another ten feet and I stopped everyone.  Just like at the museum, I saw a hint of blue-violet energy on the peer, a pattern not quite attuned to this space.  Another trap?  No, this is likely a major work of magic, probably tied to the white scroll.


    Lauramus held it.  He read quietly, his lips writhing in invocation.  There was something funny about the skin-tight material sheathing his body.  The fabric caught and played with the light, making it look like he was wearing smoke.


    “I’ve got the big guy,” I said.


    “I’ll take out my adoring wife and get the Cup,” Lauphram said.


    Izumi shrugged.  “Then I guess the dwarf is mine.”


    “Lauramus,” I called to break his focus, “what would have happened if we’d been dumb enough to step into your cloaked circle?”


    He ignored me, chanting away.  The sky was darkening way too rapidly for dusk.  I looked up and saw heavy black clouds rolling in.  Purple-white lightning crawled on the underbellies of clouds.  Chopping up the water, a savage wind rose, cold as a witch’s ass at Winter Solstice.  The sea itself was rolling higher, swaying like a charmed cobra about to strike.  I’d seen this before.  Cataclysmic history was about to repeat.  Unless we the Old man and I could stop it better than last time.


    Of course, last time I didn’t have my Beretta’s Storms.  I drew the guns and fired two shots from each.  There was violet flick of light over the circle.  I didn’t know where my shot went to, but they didn’t hit my target.


    Okay, so no projectiles.


    Izumi poured pure cold onto the peer where the unseen circle waited.  Ice formed over the concrete.  Snow danced in the air.  Lauphram pulled down a lightning strike from the clouds, appropriating the gathered storm for his own use.  The flash of light blinded us all for a moment.  Thunder chased the bolt to the peer.  Heat waved away Izumi’s cold as chunks of rock pelted us.  When everything cleared, a crater lay in front of us.  With nothing for the spell circle to be drawn upon, the magic should have closed down.


    But I still saw blue-violet writing bleeding into our reality.  It hung in the air as if the peer had not been blasted away.  “It’s still there,” I told the others.  “But we’re lucky; the Cup isn’t working as expected either.”


    The Priestess stared into her cup, then up into the sky.  She even touched her forehead as if the stone there might have fallen off when she wasn’t looking.


    I laughed at her.  She was trying to draw souls to strengthen her power, pouring them into the cup, into herself, and back into the cup is a cycle of amplification until she achieved the state of dark goddess that she hungered for.  “Not going to happen,” I said.  I needed to be careful and not confess to creating the necromantic traps across the city that were hogging all the souls she wanted.  “The storm-fey got there ahead of you.  Death isn’t going to feed you, not this time.”


    Lauphram slanted me a look rife with suspicion. 


    I showed him my look of well-practiced innocence.  “Or so I’ve heard from my sources.”


    The water erupted in a spout.  The squid stared with cold intelligence, its black arms doing their best to hold onto Red, now a full-sized red dragon.  Out of the water, fanning his leathery wings, he unloaded a belly-full of fire on the squid.  Together, they toppled back to the water, getting swallowed once more.


    The Priestess lifted the cup toward the sky and sang out in ancient Atlantean.  Several strands of lightning rushed to embrace her.  The electrical fire dazzled the eyes a moment, before being sucked in by the Cup.  The Cup’s glow burned brighter, obscuring the vessel itself.  It was as if she held a fallen star.  Since soul magic was beyond her reach, she was charging up on storm magic instead.  At a certain point, she’d be able to brush Lauphram aside like an errant dragonfly.


    I could see from his face that he knew it, too.


    “Okay,” I said.   “Here’s Plan B.”  I jumped to the top of the peer’s side rail and balanced on it, one slip away from choppy water.  And I ran forward, seeing from the corner of my eye that Lauphram had copied me.


    The Priestess held up a palm to deny us.  “Stop, or the child dies.”


    We stopped.  I looked at the dwarf that stood behind Julia, holding her upper arms in strong, meaty hands.  Though she was half dragon, she was young, and he was all dwarf.  That meant he could control her easily.  And the eyes were especially mean.  He’d hurt her a soon as squish a bug.


    Maybe bribery…?


    He was a scarred, disreputable dwarf without a rhinestone to his name.  His clothes and beard were dirty.  His eyes had that yellow look you get just before your liver throws in the towel.  There were holes in his chainmail in need of fixing. 


    I smiled disarmingly.  “Hey, dwarf, what are they paying you?  Is it enough to tangle with demons, dragons, and fey?”


    “That won’t work,” the Priestess said.  “He’s ours, bought and paid for.”


    The dwarf shot her a nasty stare, like maybe he resented being considered property.  He looked back at me and said, “What are you offering?”


    Julia yelled, “Don’t give him anything, Onii-san.”  Her face was smudged with rough handling, and some of the grime had been cleaned by tears.  Her arms were bent at the elbows.  She held one hand in the other.  The central hand had a white handkerchief around the remaining fingers.  The cloth was spotted with bright red blood.  “He took my finger!”  She said I with so much rage, my half-dragon heart swelled with pride.


    Impossibly, behind her hands, pressed to her stomach, she still had the stupid stuffed green dragon I’d given her last summer.  She was doing something to it, moving her hands slowly, painfully, careful that no one but me should see what she was doing. 


    The sky over the island was a seething, churning mass, ripped by lightning, twisted by winds, coiling in on itself as if about to vomit twisters.  The sea beyond the peer was raging.   The pleasure boats were running for the Avalon Marina. 


    Water slammed against the peer.  Cold salt spray clung to my legs and the rail, making any advance for me and Lauphram exceedingly risky.  He called out to the dwarf.  “How about a hundred thousand in cash.”


    The dwarf’s eyes brightened.  “Now that’s an interesting offer.”  He looked at the Blue Star Priestess.  “Anybody care to offer more?”


    Julia’s face was set, hard as flint.  Her eyes had grown calm with purpose.  She had that look a dragon gets just when it’s done playing and ready to eat its prey. 


    The Priestess turned scathing eyes on him, but her voice went honey sweet.  “Now, Jorkin, you don’t want to betray me.  I’m the one who can make you a god among dwarfs.  What’s mere money when you can have near limitless power at my side?”


    Who’s she kidding?  When he’s served his purpose, she’ll cut his heart out and feed it to him. 


    “Mere money?” I echoed.  “You are totally insane.”


    Julia had her injured hand clear of the toy dragon.  I saw the dragon had a zipper installed since last time I saw it.  There was a secret pocket from which she extracted the matte black Ruger SR 22 I’d given her for hunting rats.  She relaxed the arm that held the weapon and pointed the muzzle down, and back a little.  I saw she was angling toward the dwarf’s right boot. 


    I smiled at her and said, “Another inch back.”


    I was swaying now in the pelting wind.  So was Lauphram.  We were balanced precariously.  The difference between us was that he was enjoying this, surfer-boy at heart that he was.  He smiled at Julia, and said, “There.  Perfect.”


    She squeezed the trigger like I’d taught her, careful not to jerk.  The shots sounded petite, like firecrackers going off.  The dwarf screeched and hopped backwards on his good foot.  He grabbed the ankle of his bad foot and fell on his butt, staring.


    “I’m shot!  That little bitch shot me.”


    “Yeah, just like this.”  She turned and pointed the gun between his eyes, firing once more.  A small red dot appeared there.  Neat.  Clean.  There was no mess from the back of his skull since the round didn’t have enough force to punch back out.  It rattled around instead, carving up his brain from the inside.  He fell over, dead before his head hit the concrete.


    Her face creased with fury, the Priestess turned toward Julia, and threw the contents of the Cup at the child.


    The will-o-the-wisp ducked in and carried Julia out of line of the attack.  She fell.  Her gun went spinning into the crater under the blue-violet spell circle that was gripping the elements, flailing the sea and sky into an ever greater frenzy.  The waves out in the bay were becoming small mountains.  Instead of seeking the shelter of the deep ocean, the squid surfaced, minus a couple arms, claw marks on its face, it’s cyclops eye torn, damaged.  Red shot into the air, taking wing into the sky with a tentacle dangling.


    Well, he always did like sushi.


    Unfortunately for the squid, the lightning play blasted the corner of the peer and spilled out into the water.  The electrical fire seared the squid, blowing chunks of meat clean off him.  What was left, sank into the water.  Most likely dead.


    Both Lauphram and I were now well enough past the spell circle to fire our weapons.  I sat on the rail, anchoring myself with my legs, and drew both Beretta PX4 Storm Compacts.  I pumped two magazines worth of 9mm rounds into Lauramus. He didn’t even flinch.  My tungsten bullets ricocheted away, one round nicking the railing by the Old Man’s leading foot. 


    Lauramus lifted his head, done with chanting, his spell complete.  He threw the scroll away like used toilet paper, and smiled widely.   “Get with the times, little brother.  Kevlar is out.  Graphene is king.”


    I knew about graphene, pure carbon in the form of a very thin, nearly transparent sheet.  Just one atom thick, it had very low weight and was a hundred times stronger than steel.  Cheap as hell, the only reason I didn’t make it at home was because of how exacting and fussy the process was, a real pain in the ass. 


    I’ll have to reconsider that now.


    I holstered my guns, and warmed my Dragon Flame tattoo.  It felt like my head exploded, leaving little tendrils of smoke behind.  I shook off the sensation as my body burst into fire.


    The queen threw herself down as if dodging fireballs.  It made no sense since I hadn’t tossed any yet.  But her plan became clear as she dipped her Cup through the crater, gathering up the residual magic from the circle. 


    Julia kicked the priestess into the hole.


    With nothing to bar her magic, Izumi filled in the pothole with ice.  The priestess just managed to get her head out of it as the stuff solidified.  Lauphram fell off the railing, onto the peer.  He scrambled over to, stretching out on his stomach to stare into her eyes.  She spat at him.


    “Get away from me, you noisome cretin.”


    Lauramus turned his back on his mother and me, clearly not concerned with my fire.  He stared out at the horizon.  “Have you noticed that all the water in the bay has receded into the ocean, little brother?”


    Oh, fucking shit!


    I stared past him at the sea.  There’s only one reason a sea does that.  It’s a sign a tsunami is coming.  And there it was, rising high into the ever-loving sky like the fist of God’s judgment.  We were dead.  Even if Gloria had finished the ritual killings and awakened the geomantic master pattern, that protection didn’t extend to this island.  We and everyone on it were about to be body-slammed by tones and tones of water.


    I let my fire die out.  No use to me now.


    Lauramus turned back around, his eyes falling on his mother as if seeing her for the first time in her frozen pond.  “Mother?  What are you doing?  This is no time for jokes.  We’ve won.  Your beloved kingdom is now avenged.  I’ll buy you a snow cone later.”


    The Old Man said, “Don’t bother.  She’s dead after all.  The hell-gate ate her soul a long time ago.  It’s the gem, the souls of the dead, that have animated her flesh, that and stale memories lingering in her brain—a zombie really.  It’s time she rested.”


    He plucked the stone off her forehead.


    She rotted away to nothing, leaving a woman-shaped pocket in the ice.  Lauphram stood with the gem in his fist.  His fist became shadow, eating the remaining power of the stone.


    Lauramus went ape-shit, throwing himself at his father. 


    I tackled him midair.  We fell and skidded along the peer.  He caught himself at the hole where the lightning from the Cup had blasted.  He kicked.  I caught a boot to the face.  My head was wrenched to the side.  Lightning blazed up from his body, curling ribbons of it that spun toward me, too fast to dodge, but not too fast for my shadow hand.  It appeared in front of me, drawing power from my warmed Demon Wings tattoo. 


    His lightning streams sank into my emptiness.  And vanished, feeding my power even more.   He pulled himself back to safety and rose in a crouch, hate and madness in his eyes as he snarled.  “I will beat.  Again and again.  I always have.  I always will.”


    “You won’t win this time.  You came prepared for who I was, not who I now am.”  The shadow hand between us swelled in size, rising into the air on wings of shadow, now a dragon.  The creature spit black lightning.  Lauramus’ body was protected very well, but his head was uncovered.  It’s always the simple mistakes that matter most.  Earlier, my head had felt like it exploded.  His really did.  Headless, he toppled back off the peer and went the way of the squid. 


    They can keep each other company in hell.


    The wall of water was high enough to cover the island and blot it out, roaring at us like a dragon—no, that was a dragon.  Red, in dragon form, swooped down and snagged Julia, hauling her into the air, racing across the island to escape with her.  The rest of were battered and rolled like bowling pins.  No, no, I thought, don’t mind about the rest of us we’re just…


    “We’re going to die!” Izumi, struggled to form an ice shield over us. 


    The Old Man started humming the Beach Boy’s Good Vibrations.  He lifted his arms, palms to the sky, and became a three-dimensional shadow.  “I’ve been waiting to do this for thirteen-thousand years,” he said. 


    Darkness exploded past us, enveloping us, becoming our sky, our earth, our breath.  I couldn’t see my own hand in front of my face.  My tattoos glowed gold as my dragon stirred in panic.  I felt my heart slow, my lifeforce bleeding into this ultimate expression of shadow magic.  I thought I’d impress him with my shadow dragon.


    Damn.  I need to go back to little magician’s kindergarten. 


    Enough time passed for the tidal wave to cover us, Avalon City, the whole freakin’ island, and we never felt a tremor, or heard a sound.  Finally, when sanity itself threatened to crumble, the Old Man thinned his dome.  The boats that had been at sea were now splintered wrecks just off shore.  The island itself looked untouched.


    “The whole island?” I asked.  “You covered it all?”


    He looked back at me like it was no big thing.  “You didn’t expect me to let my entire clan die, did you?  I could never accepted an oath from another demon if I couldn’t protect them.”


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     

  


  
     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


    THIRTY-EIGHT


     


    “Surprise, I’m alive!”


     


                                          —Caine Deathwalker


     


     


    The Hell-Yes-We-Made-It party was in full swing at the Velvet Door.  Sarah and Angie were both helping out serving tables.  There was a decided lack of werewolves in the room.  Probably, no one invited them. 


    Gloria had chased the regulars away from the darts area so we could have a private discussion.  The old targets were gone and six new one had been trotted out and hung on the wall.  Not so much dartboards really, more like severed heads.  Vampire heads.  


    “The Spartan Six, huh?  Are you sure they won’t scare business away?”


    “I’ll take that chance.”


    “By the way, I want that outfit back.  And my short swords, too.”


    “They’re somewhat damaged.  One is bent almost double.  And I want to keep the storm-fey outfit.  I look cute in it.”


    “Gloria!” I tried to sound like I meant business, turning her name into a growl.


    She ignored my intimidation.  “I may want to use that persona again one day.  It’s pretty hand being able to do truly horrible things and not be looked down on for it.  One day, I may even want to assassinate a foreign vampire leader, and then I can trot out the legendary Blood-Storm assassin.”


    “Is that what the media is calling him?”


    “Yes, especially since he vanished the night of the storm when the whole city saw the sky alive with a bloody firestorm.”


    “I’m just glad you got the job done in time.”


    Gloria turned to stare into my eyes, liking it that I didn’t have to look away from her vampire gaze.  She said, “I almost didn’t.  I was discovered by the Spartans.  Fortunately, there we’re just enough of them to awaken the entire geomantic pattern after the last necromantic circle was placed.”  She smiled suddenly.  “Want to try out my new dartboards?”


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    COMING DECEMBER 2014


    


    THE WHITE JADE FLUTE


    By


    


    MORGAN BLAYDE


    


    EXCERPT:


    


    It was Death—or a good imitation—and he’d traded in his scythe for a flute. It had an Asian look, hand-carved from white jade. Its shrill voice was a distillation of sadness that borrowed its song from the dimming colors of the sky, from fresh turned soil, and the howl of a black phantom hound—the one that had led me here. Death stood across the cemetery, in the shadow of a stone angel, as if taking refuge. The flutist wore a black robe, thin and tattered. The hands on the flute were bones. The face that kissed the flute was fleshless, lipless.


    My right hand held a Px4 Beretta Storm. My thumb nudged off the safety. I lifted the automatic, taking careful aim. My left hand held a child’s doll long past her prime. She wore a sun-yellow dress with many frills, and her hair had once matched. Time had faded the fabric. Blood and mud matted the hair. One eye was cornflower blue. The other an empty socket. The doll had brought me as well. That and a promise to a ghost child who’d just died a second time.


    I normally killed if the price was right. This time, it would be for honor.


    Turning, Death saw me. He pulled the flute from his grinning face. His eyes were patches


    of black. No demon or ghost light inside them. Empty.


    I squeezed the trigger. My gun bucked in my fist. I rode the recoils, sending round after round. Brass cartridges ejected into the air. A few of them rattled off my Kevlar armor. Firing,


    I tracked Death as he ran.


    You’d think Death wouldn’t be afraid to die.


    He scurried low, experienced with staying alive in a gunfight. His black robes billowed, taking several hits. I thought I heard a hiss of breath and a smothered curse on his lips, the lips he didn’t seem to have.


    Might be fey glamour. Nothing I’m seeing could be real.


    Not wanting to be left out, the phantom hound ran for Death, zigzagging the plots. The beast refused to run over the graves, losing time. I guess he didn’t want to offend other ghosts.


    I didn’t have that problem. I like offending everybody. I emptied my magazine and holstered the weapon. I had a better choice available. I sent a thought out into the ether, commanding obedience. My demon sword came, fading into my hand. I gripped the hilt, bracing my mind for the wave of pitiless hunger that rolled off the blade, begging for a soul to drink.


    Working on it, I told the sword.


    Death ducked behind a white marble mausoleum large enough for a family of eight. His steps were fading fast.


    Skull-boy really knows how to run. Never mind, Dog and I are faster.


    A mass of sludgy shadow, Dog was next turning the corner.


    As I got there, I heard him yelp in startled pain.


    What the hell!


    Rounding the corner, I saw no trace of Death. The ass-wipe had gotten away.


    Of more immediate concern, Dog was in the paws of a band of children that had a milky transparency in the silver light of a half moon. The children were tearing the dog’s ghostly substance apart by handfuls. Dog was a good boy; he didn’t fight them, the ones he knew he ought to protect. Like the evil rug-rats they were, the children used this against him. He vapored away, going incorporeal to save himself.


    They turned their attention to me. These were ghosts—a particularly nasty type. The Slavic word was Drekavac. The children had died unbaptized. Born from mothers who’d been abandoned by their boyfriends, shamed. No choice really. Baby necks break easily when choked. The resulting baby ghosts would have spent a great deal of time killing small birds and animals so they could grow old enough for vengeance. Their unnatural ages were now running four to ten, but they lacked mental maturity, being little more than ghostly ferals.


    Gnawing ectoplasm, they stuffed their mouths with what they’d torn from the dog. I had very little time before they swallowed, and unleashed the power they were infamous for: the scream of death. I waded in with the iron of my sword, slashing through their spectral mass, disrupting materializations. The demon sword howled with dark joy, drinking freely.


    Then all I could hear was screaming from those still intact. I screamed too, my brain turning to mush as needles of sound spiked into my eardrums, scrambling my brain. The twilight sweep of crosses and headstones stretched in impossible ways. My balance was shot. I stumbled back. I fell. The doll dropped from my hand. Her one eye stared in silent accusation as if to say: Do not fail me.


    The children came at me with bared pointy teeth and impossibly long clawing fingers.


    I struggled to lift the blade.
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