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   ONE
 
    
 
   “Every now and then, one needs to exercise one’s demons.”
 
    
 
                                     —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   A high ridge separated the nightlights of El Paso from a deep blue sky.  I was still some distance off from those nightlights, coming into a nowhere, dirt-water cow-town decorated with scrub.  I missed seeing the name on the sign, but it was probably something like Misery, Texas.  Just guessing.  I pulled up to a days-of-glory-past building that was worn wood, dirt-caked windows, and weathered boardwalk.  A couple dozen bikes were parked out front, a lot of black leather and chrome.  I’d rather have been over in El Paso, at a decent nightclub where drunk women were all but having sex on the dance floor.  Unfortunately for my cock, my immediate goal was sharing pain here at Bad Willie’s Biker bar.  Pleasure had to wait. 
 
   I got out and went toward the door, dressed to kill.  I wore cargo pants, steel-toed boots, a pair of combat field knives strapped on one thigh, a black shirt that wouldn’t show much blood, and an electric cattle prod in my belt with fresh batteries.  My Berettas were still in the car because I didn’t want my fun over too soon.
 
   I saw my face reflected in a dusty window.  The dust flattened my image, robbing it of humanity.  My left eye glowed a deep red, almost black, while my right eyes pulsed golden yellow.  Both were brighter than the last time my dragon-half DNA manifested.  
 
   I went in.  The furniture consisted of wooden tables and black leatherette, bucket style seats.  Most off-putting were the murky blue plastic covers over the lights, between the opaque silver-black ceiling panels.  This was like hanging out underneath an aquarium.  This wasn’t what I would have called a biker bar.  Not that it will be standing for long.  
 
   I walked to an open section of bar, and looked left.  Several cow-girl waitresses in cropped shirts and short denim skirts, danced in western boots on the bar as a jukebox played something twangy with a country beat.  Okay, the girls were easy on the eyes.  That was one point for this place.  A group of bikers stood close to the ladies, swilled beer, watching with yellow-toothed grins.  
 
   I had a grin too.  Mine was a great deal more predatory in nature.
 
   Eventually, the semi-hot bartender came over.  Her walk was casual and graceless like most humans who’ve never trained to survive.  Her dirty blonde hair was stiffened with gel to keep it away from her face.  The style lacked finesse.  She stopped in front of me and smiled across the bar.  “What can I get you?”
 
   “A shot of whisky.”
 
   She leaned on the counter, letting me get a better look at her C cups.  “Anything else you’d like to have?”
 
   “Maybe later.”  I barely glanced at her eyes.  Women try harder to pick up a man if he’s a little disinterested, a bit of a challenge.  The eager guys just come off as desperate losers.  She fetched my drink and continued to work the bar.  I sipped on a generous shot of smoky, amber whisky.  
 
   Four bikers came in from the back of the building, probably playing with sluts or drugs in a private room.  A surreptitious head-count now matched enough bodies for all the bikes outside.  The leader was obvious.  The very pretty, underage student he felt up—in between awful jokes—was a dead giveaway.
 
   Dumb mother-fuckers make it so easy to hate them.  
 
   I finished my drink and I warmed up my tattoos with raw magic, keeping multiple spells at the edge of activation.  I turned so my interest in the bikers on my right was clear.  They’d wonder what I wanted: was I a narc?  A rubber-necking civilian passing judgment upon their unwashed bodies and ripe odors?  A potential customer?  
 
   One of them nudged those around him.  Five returned my regard.  They shot me their best mean-and-scary stares.  When I failed to wither, the five moved en mass toward me, herd instinct on overdrive.  They stopped well within my comfort zone.  When I didn’t flinch from their ugliness or size, one of them with a brindle mustache put a hand on a gun hilt protruding from his belt.  Another goon pulled a switchblade and leaned in, becoming the closest adversary.
 
   Size isn’t always a good measure of strength.  I was short compared to most men, but a dragon hid inside me.  Half my DNA wasn’t human.  Though outnumbered, there was no way I felt out of my element.  I’d once beat an assassin to death with a Mustang.  
 
   I still miss that car. 
 
   “You got business with us?” Knife Guy asked.
 
   These guys thought they were bad ass, lords of hell and all.  The backs of their jackets identified them as the Demon Lords.  I found that insulting.  That’s why I’d picked them for a small purge of my angry soul.  
 
   I jumped for height and—poised mid-air—kicked Knife Guy in the side of the head.  I heard vertebrae snapping as his body cart-wheeled into two of his buddies.  They went down hard, as I landed softly.  The two goons still standing looked down at their friends.  Total shock paralyzed their faces.  
 
   Coming back to their senses, the two rushed me.  A couple of brushing-off swipes in the air deflected their grabs as I slid inside their guards and seize their throats, one in each hand.  Ducking low, I quarter turned my body and slammed their heads into the edge of the bar.  Skulls crunched.  The bar wasn’t helped out much either.
 
   The two that had only been knocked down got up.  No one else was coming over, just watching with casual interest.  Several of them laughed at their friend’s pain.  I always keep track of changing odds.  In a fight, you can’t survive with a tight, narrow focus.  You need total peripheral vision that takes in the entire space you occupy as you move.  You also can’t decide what to do.  Your body has to be trained so it knows without being told.  In this case, I bent my knees, losing a little height, touching my chin to my chest.  An incoming fist glanced off my very hard skull.  The puncher grabbed his broken knuckles and cursed.  
 
   His buddy pulled a gun.  
 
   I grabbed his gun hand, swung the weapon at his face, and made him pull the trigger.  His chin and the middle of his face exploded backwards, awash in crimson.
 
   “Mother fucker,” Broken Hand yelled.
 
   I grabbed the man by the shirt and kicked his balls out of existence.  He went cross-eyed and then his eyes rolled to the back of his head.  Holding him up by one hand, I walked him toward the biker’s boss.  In a hasty scramble, those around him left their stools, drawing their guns.  Shots cracked in the air.  The bikers killed my human shield.  Warm blood dribbled out of his mouth, down onto my wrist.  The iron tang perfumed the air.  
 
   The body got me in close enough so they had to stop shooting for fear of hitting each other.  I dropped the body, and side-stepping to wear away the edges of the group, throwing them off balance by making them turn to follow me as I jabbed with the cattle prod.  Several of them screamed like I’d smacked them in the nuts.  A spinning back-fist caved in one man’s face.  He dropped, unconscious. 
 
   That leaves eighteen and counting…
 
   I came to a biker with a greasy beard who decided to risk a shot.  I gave his hand a slight push.  The gun swung to point at another biker who instantly lost an ear and the brain inside his skull.  I thumbed the shooter in the eye, blinding him with pain, and moved on.  
 
   Constant motion is essential in situations like this.  
 
   I was now behind the group, near the bar.  One man swung, trying to pistol-whip me across the face.  A flicker of my hand—a butterfly-style Gung-fu redirection—sent his gun off on a tangent.  Another Gung-Fu technique, a praying mantis grapple broke the arm wielding the gun.  There was a pleasant crunch of bone.  I used the cattle prod to shock the back of his neck.  He dropped like a ragdoll.  
 
   I went straight into the rest of the group.  A scorpion strike with a single knuckle shattered the blinded man’s temple.  He fell dead.  A flurry of punches came in.  I used a Tibetan Stone Ape technique to harden my body and angled so the blows slid off with less than full force.  Before the hands could fully retreat, I used twin knuckle strikes to bruise the arm muscles.  The next blows would have far less force as pain slowed them.  My dragon-born toughness meant I could have just taken the blows and shrugged them off, but I couldn’t turn off my training—not after all the years of hell the Old Man had put me through.  A kick to the knee and a hammer-fist blow to the face dropped the puncher.
 
   Fourteen potential combatants left in the room.  I didn’t count the bitches, not with the deadness I saw in their eyes.  Only the bartender might join in.  She yelled, “You punks take it outside, ya hear?  I don’t want the place busted up like last time.”
 
   Ignoring her request like everyone else, I drew my field knife.  Two beer bottles swung at my head.  These two bikers had waited to finish their drinks before joining the fight. I appreciated their desire not waste the alcohol so I slashed their throats, taking them out quick, if not clean.
 
   Twelve.  Half of them down.
 
   Several guns were shoved toward my face.
 
   Going horizontal, I flipped back and threw my knife as I slid across a tabletop.  Lead slugs drilled holes in the air above me.  My blade sank into one biker’s heart.  He gurgled and died.  
 
   Eleven left.
 
   I skidded off the table, into the floor, and dropped the cattle prod.  With both hands, I grabbed the trunk supporting the table, hefting it up.  I charged the gunmen.  The table made a really bad shield; the bullets punched thru, one of them grazing my neck—which hurt like hell.  Closing in once more, I swung the table like the hammer of Thor.  Two gunmen became as broken as the table I dropped.  
 
   More bikers ran in to fight me.  I went to a series of combination kicks, almost floating.  One guy lost a head.  It went shooting across the bar and out a shattered window.  Another biker tried to block a kick and wound up swallowing his elbow. 
 
   Seven left.
 
   I looked down at a slightly trampled, underage girl.  No hot chick should ever die until they’ve lived long enough to be legally fucked by me.  I don’t touch jail-bait.  I jerked a thumb toward the restrooms and the likely back door to this place.  “Haul ass, and find better company to keep.”
 
   Her large eyes got larger.  She scrambled up and ran past me.
 
   The last of the bar patrons were surrounding me now.  They’d found baseball bats, a few chains, and machetes.   
 
   I felt the glass-in-the-guts pain of fully activating my Dragon Flame tattoo. Fire burst from my hands and crept up my arms.  A spot of fire clung to my chest, eating through my shirt.  The pain ghosted away, an illusion of the mind—payment for the magic I’d called.
 
    Three men lost their nerve, heading for the door.  Before they got there, I threw dragon fire.  White-hot flames wrapped them.  They beat uselessly at the fire, screaming, but were ashes in moments.  Part of the floor and the front wall was now going up.  Fire clung to me but I didn’t burn.  This made the last four bikers drop their weapons and back away in fear.
 
   The manager came from the back with two underage girls in various stages of disrobing.  I didn’t have to ask why he’d taken so long to come out.  He screamed, “Who the fuck are you?  Why are you doing this in my place?” The fat, long-bearded sack of shit sounded winded.
 
   “I am trying to become a nicer, gentler me,” I said.  
 
   “It’s not fucking working,” he screamed.
 
   This guy was flying on some good shit and must have known it since he was acting like the fire I wore was just a hallucination.  
 
   I threw a few fireballs at the retreating bikers, driving them under the tables.
 
   I said, “I’m not trying to be nice here.  This is just getting all the mean out for a while so I can tone myself down to mellow mode.”  It was the Old Man’s idea that I needed to seriously work on my people skills to be a better future leader of the L.A. demon clan.
 
   One of the half-naked girls from the back said, “Please don’t hurt me!” She and her friend stood there, pissing themselves in fear, and I mean really pissing themselves.  Puddles formed around their feet.  Fear was all they had in their eyes.  Their beauty was savaged.  I noticed track marks on their arms.  Heroin.
 
   I activated my Dragon Roar Tattoo.  It felt like ice picks hitting my balls.  The pain passed.  I yelled at her, “Shutup, fugly.”  Not even eighteen and all used up. “Like you’ve got anything to live for.”
 
   Following my magic-reinforced command, fuck-ugly became mute.
 
   Fat-Ass rushed me with a knife pulled from behind the bar.  It was aimed at my liver.  He stepped into his jab and turned his hips in one motion, proving he’d once been military.  
 
   I grabbed the back of his blade, stopping the point an inch from my flesh.  
 
   Fat-Ass looked at his immobilized knife, then my no-longer-human hand.  The gold scales and black claw tips shocked him white as a clansman’s sheet.  He looked up into my eyes.
 
   I smiled.  “Yes, I really am what you’re seeing.”
 
   All I could smell now was the acrid fear peeling off him.  I snapped the cheap knife in half and offered him the broken piece.  Since my claws were still blazing with dragon fire, he didn’t follow through on the impulse to take the blade, jerking his fingers back at the last moment.
 
   My enchanted voice rolled out.  “Sit down.”
 
   He sat exactly where he’d stood.
 
   I noticed the semi-pretty bartender had slipped away, heading for the back door, dragging the underage girls along with her.  Shooing along the dancers from the bar.  I let them go.  That good deed would help balance the scales of karma.
 
   One of the last bikers, with a drunken slur to his voice, called out, “Fuck you, cocksucker, your fucking with the Demon 
 
   Lords.  You think you’re going to get away with this?”  
 
   I looked that way, grinning.  “Yeah?  Take a long look at me.  This is what a real demon lord looks like.”  I’d been using the dragon magic of my tats.  I let go of that and called on the shadow magic the Old Man had been teaching me.  Like writhing ghosts, bloody shadows shot out from under me to envelope the whole bar in a deep crimson blanket.  The blue aquarium lights shattered.  The remaining light came from things and people on fire, and the neon beer signs in the windows.  
 
   I felt a stirring in the back shadows of my mind as my inner dragon stirred and yawned awake.  His immediate interest in the surrounding carnage flushed me with more of his power.  My body shimmered with golden light.  Little jags of golden lightning crackled over my skin and clothing.  I paid the same price of pain for all my magic.  It felt like strips of skin were being peeled off me from waist to neck.  The pain faded and the raw arcs of golden lightning were thickening, growing larger.
 
   I pointed my left hand at the mouthy drunk.  A blast of gold energy exploded the table over him, and took his head off.  The corpse grounded the charge.  Its feet blew off.  The floor caught on fire.  “There, that’s better,” I said.
 
   I turned to see Fat-Ass on his hands and knees looking up at me.  “My lord Satan, I’m sorry for making you mad.  We your children should have known you when you entered and honored you.  Please don’t kill me.” 
 
   I grabbed the Fat-Ass by the neck.  
 
   He screamed.  Yellow curls of energy burned his beard.  His skin blackened and went crisp.  His eyes popped out of socket, steamed instantly as he died.  I released old limp dick and kicked him away.
 
   “The next one to call me by that name will die in a less pleasant manner.” 
 
   Silence fell in the room.
 
   I nodded.  “Good.”
 
   My red shadows on the walls leaped toward the surviving bikers, stabbing them through their hearts, expanding, ripping them to pieces.  I pulled in my shadows.  They fell to the floor and slithered back to my feet.  I walked over to the burning front door and kick it open.  Fresh night air swept in to feed the fires.  
 
   I went to my car and rummaged around in the trunk.  I found my Berretta PX4s and reloaded them with incendiary rounds.  I put a bullet through most of the gas tanks.  Faithful servants, the bikes followed their masters to hell.  I studied my work from the side of my Mustang, the driver’s door open next to me.  “That should hold me for a while.” 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TWO
 
    
 
   “Two-ton fu dogs are an acquired taste.”
 
    
 
                                  —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   I’d paid off the attendants so we had this wing of the health club to ourselves.  Tukka, the two-ton fu dog over by the wall, had stepped out of a dream to join us.  Neat trick really.  He looked like those little curly-haired lion-dog statues you see at some Chinese restaurants, but the size of a rhino.  He stretched out and napped, but every now and then an enormous eye would crack open so he could check on Grace.  Apparently, she was an honorary member of his pack and highly valued despite her rather flat chest.  Of course, as a dedicated runner, she had buns and thighs of steel, not to mention quick reflexes; I wasn’t totally bored.
 
   Her voice snapped out with an edge, all crisp with dramatic tension.  “Summoning her chi, becoming one with the primal forces of the universe, wily Ninja Girl circles her foe.  Little does he know she has mastered the Artic Fox Paw of Icy Doom.”  
 
   I knew she hoped to become a writer, but this sudden self-narration felt more like she was trying to psych me out.  Like that could work on me.  
 
   I circled left, weaponless except for my magic tattoos.  They lay dormant on my skin under the black cotton chinos and blood-red tee.  My good clothes were in the trunk of the Mustang.  I’d dressed down for a friendly practice match.  “Just a little training,” she’d said.  She reminded me of Julia, looking up to me with stardust in her eyes.  Oddly, I wound up showing her a sanitized side that wasn’t part of the real me.  
 
   Probably for the best since I want to recruit her.  Can’t 
 
   scare her off from the start.
 
   She wore hunter-green sweats, and black sneakers, one shoe with lime green laces, the other watermelon pink.  Dark red hair dangled down her back in a ponytail.  Her sharp, seventeen-year-old face was pale and triangular, her eyes yellow as butter amber.  Added since I’d last been in this area, the feathery, pale gray antennae bobbing from her forehead were new, as were the baby moth wings poking out slits cut in the back of her top.  They fluttered now and then, a quiet whup-whup.
 
   My heightened sense of smell identified her as mainly kitsune fox spirit though she didn’t look the slightest bit Japanese.  Her DNA had been muddled with an infusion of mothman genes, and there was something else, not so much a smell as a suppression of scent so that what I did smell was weaker than normal.  Something in her really didn’t want to come out and show itself.  I wondered if she were part fey.  She’d already shown me one move—vanishing and reappearing—that might indicate magic.
 
   Relaxed now, almost limp on her feet, she moved a few steps, back-tracked a step, and returned to circling.  I expected her eyes to stay on mine, or to lock onto my hands and feet as I moved, throwing a few fake punches, but she stared through my center of balance, using peripheral vision to pick up on all my feints.  
 
   She spun and slapped at my face with the instep of a foot.  The foot in the high kick dropped to the carpet.  She shifted weight to the planted foot, turning so the heel of the other foot hooked toward my head.  I dodged.  Her spin brought her around once more.  From her new position she grounded the knee closest to me and spun on it, slashing at the back of my legs with the calf of her other leg.  Kick, kick, leg sweep—it was an interesting combo.  
 
   I hopped over the sweep and kicked into the next kick coming in.  None of what she was doing was getting through, but her fluidness, and conservation of movement was excellent.  Someone had taught her enough Kung Fu to be dangerous.  
 
   “Undaunted, our intrepid heroine presses on with her 
 
   unrelenting attack.”
 
   I wasn’t having much trouble; she’d only gotten close with one kick by cheating.  I’d let her take an aggressive lead, looking for her subconscious tells.  Her major give-away turned out to be a faint half-smile.  
 
   And there it is—gotcha!
 
   From one step to the next, she vanished.  I jumped to where she’d been standing, spinning to face the way I’d come.  She became visible again, balanced on one foot, her other a lunging kick leading in, trying to take my head off.  I stepped diagonally to slide the power of her kick.  A right-handed back-fist and a stiffened arm guided her safely past, but kept her in range of my counterattack.  I grabbed her shoulder to slow her motion while kicking the back of her knee that supported her weight.  Momentum dragged her past me.  She collapsed onto her butt, one leg folded under her, the other stuck up in the air.
 
   She landed several feet away, looking up at me from the floor, a scowl on her face.  “I don’t know what you did, but you cheated.  I should have had you cold.”
 
   “That trick had a chance to nail me the first time.  Trying it twice is not only lazy, but stupid.”  I walked over and extended a hand.  “Fancy tricks don’t replace skill.”
 
   She smiled fully, taking my hand.  “I bet Shaun could take you.”
 
   “You really want to throw your money away?”
 
   I’d heard a lot about the legendary Shaun since dragging her away from the Van Helsing School for Gifted Slayers.  Apparently, she’d just switched schools from a government think-tank operation, to an academy obsessed with the killing of vampires.  
 
   And where she went, Tukka went.  I pulled her to her feet and looked around the carpeted yoga room.  Her mom had bought her a gym membership here in Marshall, Texas because she had a habit of attracting preternatural threats.  They came at her like bears to a honeycomb, or fu dogs to chocolate.  “Where did Tukka go,” I asked.
 
   She looked around, too.  “He was here a minute ago.  You 
 
   don’t think…”
 
   I pulled away from her, heading for the hallway door.  There were vending machines outside full of healthy choices.  Without pockets for money, or a thumb to put coins in the machine, his only chance at chocolate was to crush the machine and take what he wanted.  I hadn’t heard sounds of destruction, but that could be moments away, even though the closest he’d come to his goal was the chocolate chips in granola bars.  
 
   Grace and I had talked; I understood it wouldn’t be Tukka’s first time abusing vending machines.  I’m not normally adverse to a little larceny, but I don’t need attention drawn to me.  The last time I was in Texas, I’d put a bullet through someone’s head.  There might be people, or things, still around, holding a grudge.
 
   I stepped out into the hall.  
 
   Staring at the fu dog in wide-eyed adoration, a ten-year-old girl fed money into a machine.  “Whatcha want, puppy?”
 
   Puppy, really?  Maybe she’s a bit slow.
 
   He saw me staring and snapped his face back to the girl.  His telepathic voice boomed as he answered the little girl.  No, no, you buy goodie for you.  Tukka fine.  Not need any of that rotten old chocolate.
 
   Grace came out, moving past me like a runaway train, her antennae bobbing from her forehead like miniature feather dusters.   Her voice spiked the air.  “Tukka, you mooch!  You traitor!  Leaving me for a younger woman.”
 
   The little girl dropped her money into the vending machine and pulled her hand back.  She said, “No, it’s not like that.  We’re only friends.”  Her stare shot to Grace’s antennae.  Her mouth fell open.
 
   “Since when?” Grace demanded.
 
   Tukka just want, uh, apple slices, Grace.  Hungry.
 
   No one believed that except for the ten-year old.  Still staring at Grace, the girl pressed the button for the apple slices.  A coil moved behind the glass.  The bag dropped.  Finally breaking her stare, the girl reached down and drew the bag out.  She offered the apple slices to Tukka.  
 
   He didn’t move a muscle.
 
   “Well, what are you waiting on?”  Grace’s voice went sugary sweet.  “I thought you were hungry.  Oooo, yummy, yummy apples!”
 
   Might not be safe.  Might not be organically grown.
 
   I rolled my eyes, and would have kicking the fu dog in the ass if I thought he’d have even felt it.
 
   Grace said, “And it might not be what you were really after.  Come, along, Goof-ball, you know you aren’t supposed to let humans see you.”
 
   Tukka stared at the girl as if she might go running off to the TV stations.  You not tell on Grace and Tukka, right.  Friends keep secrets.
 
   I smiled at him.  “The only thing you wanted to be friends with was her money.  Congratulations, you’ve just joined the ranks of low-life evil scum like me.”
 
   No!  Tukka just weak.  Been so long…
 
   Grace sighed and attempted to wrap arms around the behemoth.  “I know.  It’s tough going cold turkey.  But you know you can’t handle chocolate.  You know what happened last time.”
 
   Tukka sorry.
 
   The girl stared at Grace’s back where her wings fluttered, as if the antennae weren’t clue enough.  She screamed, “You’re a fairy!  I want three wishes.”
 
   Grace put hands on hips.  “One wish, union rules.  What do you want?”
 
   I silently laughed at that.  If they knew what a real wish-making fairy looked like, neither would ever sleep again. 
 
   The girl said, “I want to be a ballerina.”
 
   Grace held out her hand, to the girl and to me.  The girl snatched at Grace’s hand.  Not being the trusting sort, I didn’t offer mine.  Grace grabbed my arm.  There was an electric tingle in the air.  Gravity dipped like we’d stepped over to Mars.  Color drained out of the hallway.  I looked at Grace.  “What did you do?”
 
   “I crossed us over.  This is the world of ghosts and demons.  These are the shadows where I dance.”
 
   I was the heir to a demon clan in L.A., not the evil spirit kind 
 
   of demon where you need to hijack bodies like in the Exorcist.  My clan had its origins in prehistoric hell-gates, in “demons” from assorted hell dimensions.  The demons Grace dealt with all came from here, a dimension native to Earth, just out of reach to ordinary mortals—until they die.  Her demons were the immortal, fallen-angel type, a species I’d had no contact with.  I hoped to keep it that way.  Messing with true evil required I got paid for it.  A lot.
 
   That Grace felt she needed to keep touching us meant something.  My raw magic stirred as she flushed my body with her aura.  I pulled up golden energy, hazing myself, letting it pour out while picturing my body awash with zero gravity.  All of that compressed into a flash memory, I returned Grace’s energy to her.  Stepping back, I broke her hold.
 
   She stared.  “You’re still here.  You didn’t cross back.”
 
   I shrugged.  “Now that you’ve brought me over, I can stay until I shut down the trickle of my magic, right?”
 
   “It’s not magic for me, but lifeforce, but for you, yeah, I guess that’s how it works,” she said.
 
   The little girl said.  “So, am I going to be a ballerina or what?”
 
   “Hang onto my hand,” Grace said.  She jumped, and floated up to the ceiling, not stopping there, but ghosting through it like a, well, ghost.  The girl was pulled through.  They vanished, then returned, settling slowly through the air.  The girl bent her legs and jumped on her own.  She went up a wall, through the wall, and into the yoga room.  Hand in hand, Grace went with her.  I tried walking through the wall and found I could do it too, at a cost of a small amount of energy.  Inside the room, Grace and the girl danced, spinning around each other, laughing.  
 
   I watched them cavort a while, then cleared my throat.  “The girl’s parents will probably come looking for her soon.  Let’s not get mistaken for kidnappers or Persons of Interest, okay?”
 
   “Okay.”  Grace smiled at the girl.  “You got to be a ballerina.  Study hard and you might make it on your own next time.”
 
   The girl squealed.  “I will, I will!”
 
   Grace let go of the girl’s hand.  Nothing seemed to happen, except the girl spun around, looking everywhere.  Her lips moved as she called out, but we couldn’t hear her from the ghost realm.  After a moment, the girl ran from the room with a fantastic tale she might, or might not tell.
 
   I pulled in my energy, quieting the radiance of my raw magic.  And color returned to the world.  
 
   Gravity amped up to its normal level.  I was out of the ghost realm.  A moment later, Grace faded in beside me.
 
   Grace said, “Well, I guess I got my workout.”
 
   “Good.  I want to hit the road.”
 
   “I still haven’t said I’m coming.”
 
   I gave her my cold, dead stare and applied a little emotional blackmail.  “When you needed a diversion, I started a barroom brawl for you in that Texas nightclub, remember?  You’re saying you’re not going to help me out in return?  I thought you were better than that, oh, heroine of love and justice.” 
 
    “It’s just that I have to get Van Helsing’s permission first, and he probably won’t let me go alone.”
 
   “Who’s alone?  You got that over-grown Chia Pet of yours.”
 
   “I have a lot of school work, too.  What do you need me for anyway?”
 
   “I’ve read the PRT file on you.”
 
   “That’s supposed to be classified.”
 
   “Well, your mom left a copy laying around in one of her safe houses.  It says you’re an expert on ghostly phenomenon.  I’m great at stomping most supernaturals, but ghosts aren’t really my thing.  And the reports say you can deal with them on their own turf.  Now that I’ve seen exactly what that means, I want you on this Santa Fe job as a consultant even more.”
 
    “Santa Fe, that’s the desert, right?  Sorry, not interested.  Getting involved with ghosts has never worked out particularly well for me.”
 
   “You’re a ghost whisperer, right?”
 
   “More like ghost puncher,” she said.  “I’m more hands-on when it comes to problems.”
 
   “Did I mention there’s ten-thousand dollars in it for you?  And all the Rice Chex trail mix your monster can eat.”  I, of course, am getting a helluva lot more cash.
 
   “Tukka?”  Grace looked surprised.  “Where is he?”
 
   Hearing the sound of broken glass, we ran back to the hallway.  A vending machine had accidentally fallen over.  The glass face had been kicked in, and half the snacks were gone.  Tukka sprawled on the floor as if bludgeoned into submission.  He groaned loudly as we dropped beside him.  He tossed his head, indicating down the hall.  Hurry, thief get away.  Stop … him…  Tukka dropped his head to the carpet, having done his best to alert us to the escaping snack thief.
 
   Grace glared at him.  “We know it was you, Tukka.  There are crumbs on your face, and other stuff poking out from underneath you.”
 
   Tukka released a piteous moan.
 
   I summoned my demon sword.  It materialized in hand.  I raised the blade above my head, poised to bring the edge crashing down so the demon blade could drink his soul.  The blade shimmered with red energy, its hunger roaring through me like wild fire.
 
   Tukka’s eyes shot wide open.  What are you doing!
 
   I smiled.  “Why, I’m putting a wounded animal out of his misery.  No need to thank me.”
 
   Grace arched an eyebrow as she studied the red haze of light around my blade.  “Don’t tease the animal.  That’s my job.”
 
   Tukka opened his mouth and roared.  An explosion of sonic energy slammed us away.  I lost focus and my sword magically returned to my armory back in Malibu.  I covered my ears as I stumbled back.  Through the sonic hash, I couldn’t hear the hall windows shattering, but I saw the glittery shards in the air.  
 
   Holding her ears, Grace screamed in pain.  
 
   The howl of doom stopped at once.  
 
   “What the fuck?” I said.  “Infra- and sub-sonic, too?”
 
   “It’s their primary weapon against dragons.”  Grace kicked the beast in his side as he scrambled up. 
 
   I don’t think Tukka noticed the attempt at abuse.  
 
   She said, “Manners, Tukka.  You’re supposed to say ‘Excuse me’ when you belch.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THREE
 
    
 
   “Crazy is a stalking bitch reminding you you’re alive—for now.”
 
    
 
                                  —Cain Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   Grace slanted me a look.  “So, Caine, what happened to that flaming sword of yours?  And where can I get one?”
 
   “It’s a demon sword, with murder on its mind, that comes when I call, and it’s not for you.”  
 
   Cassie would rip out my liver and eat it raw if I put such a thing in Grace’s hands.  Her mom was a consultant to the Preternatural Response Taskforce, part of a team—one of many—that rode circuits across the United States doing battle with darkness. If the PRT didn’t sometimes kill the good preternaturals along with the bad, they’d get more support from things that go bump in the night.  The ironic thing about Cassie taking cash to quietly put down threats to humans lay in the fact that she was just such a threat herself.  Besides having federal authority, the best military weapons, and access to mega-top-secret databanks, she was over five-hundred years old, a kitsune steeped in high-level magic, and crazier than Hannibal Lector on a bean-dip diet.
 
   Whatever I do with Grace, Cassie must never find out.  
 
   We stood at the front desk of the gym.  I counted a large stack of hundreds to cover the damage Tukka had left.  With each bill laid out, the manager became a little less irate, though his eyes all but called us crazy as he listened in on our conversation.   That was natural; without Tukka in sight, there was nothing tremendously preternatural about us.  Grace—with her antennae and baby wings—was just another cosplayer who’d watched too much anime.  
 
   Grace said, “Did you take it off a demon?  That would be scary.  I hate dealing with them.  They can be a real pain in the posterior region.”
 
   Little does she know, I’m heir to a demon clan.  I shot her an oh-come-on look.  “You can say ‘ass.’  I won’t be shocked.”
 
   She smiled.  “I wasn’t sure I should take that chance.”
 
   “We’ve only met twice.  There’s a lot about me you don’t know.  A lot I’m not going to tell you.  You’re the one who is going to be shocked, occasionally appalled, and most likely enraged beyond belief before all this is done.”  I felt the need to prepare her for working with me.  That way, later, she couldn’t say I hadn’t given her fair warning.  “I’m a no-holds-barred, fornicating asshole with convictions of grandeur, if not godhood, and I function best in an alcoholic haze—but while you’re working for me, you’re mine, and I protect what is mine.”
 
   The manager muttered, “Yeah, you protected the hell out of my vending machines and windows.”
 
   I glared at the manager and considered pistol whipping him, on general principle, but turned from the desk and headed for the double doors.  The look I gave him did enough.  His eyes had widened and sweat had dripped down his face as he took a step back.  That happens when you see below my surface to the waiting abyss.
 
   Grace widened her stride to catch up.  “I can watch out for me just fine.  I get way too much protection as it is.  Mom’s bad enough.  Dad’s even worse.”
 
   I couldn’t find anything on him.  I hoped Grace felt talkative; information is power.  “Your Dad…?”  
 
   She shrugged as I opened the door for her.  “Dad’s pure trouble.  Thinks he’s entitled to make decisions for everybody in the known and unknown universe.  Mom hid my birth from him for years, trying to keep me safe and give me a choice of futures.  Dad’s a real tyrant.  He needs firm handling, Fenn, too.”
 
   Fenn, that name’s familiar.  Ah, yes, I remember… “He’s the feral human at that think-tank you once went to.  Raised by wolves, or something.”  We crossed the parking lot toward the second line of cars.  Twilight lay over the area, thinned by the streetlights coming on.  Several of the restaurants that were accessed by this parking lot were doing good business.  Two caught my eye: one a steakhouse, the other a Chinese place.  I personally preferred sushi.  
 
   Coming up on my vehicle, I smiled fondly at the new Shelby GT500 Mustang.  In place of racing stripes, the custom paintjob was a deep, glossy black with gold jags of lightning along the sides.
 
   Grace said, “Fenn’s broody, but not wild.  His mom raised him human, and raised him properly.  Most of his issues come from the fact that his dad is the Trickster.”
 
   I stopped cold, feeling a dark, murderous aura reaching out to engulf me.  Fuck!  Has saying the Trickster’s name drawn his ill will?  There are a lot of other avatars I prefer running into tonight.  
 
   Grace went on a few steps and turned back.  “Something wrong?”
 
   I looked past her at a woman stepping out from behind a red van.  It was Cassie, and she didn’t look happy seeing me anywhere near her daughter.  Ah, that’s who I sensed.  I smiled, and started forward.  “Cassie!  How nice to see you again.”  But especially your tits.
 
   Fire spilled from her hand but didn’t hit the blacktop.  It solidified—mostly—into a blade of dancing flames.  
 
   Oh, crap! 
 
   “What are you doing with my daughter?” Cassie’s tone was deceptively mild with only a hint of intrigue.  The gold glow in her eyes said I better have a helluva good answer, or this was going to get fun really quick.
 
   Well, I do need to fill Grace in.  I might as well do that with Cassie listening. 
 
    “Lately, I’ve been haunted by a little girl’s ghost.  She wants her mother and won’t cross over until I reunite them.  I thought Grace might want to help—in exchange for a healthy contribution to her college fund.”  It was true, as far as it went.  Cassie didn’t need to know that I had a second client and a blank check in my pocket.  I try not to burden people with things they 
 
   don’t really need to know, just thoughtful that way.
 
   Cassie’s eyes narrowed.  “And you didn’t think to run this by me first?”
 
   I shrugged.  “Why take a chance you’d say no?  And isn’t it her decision anyway?”
 
   Grace crossed her arms over her—regrettably—flat chest and stared at her mother.  “Yeah, isn’t it?”
 
   Cassie met the stare.  “Grace, taking on a mission isn’t about having fun and goofing off from school.  Even simple jobs can go bad fast, becoming more than dangerous.  And you’re taking responsibility for a partner.  Do you know what it means to be a shield for another person when things go to hell?”
 
   Grace’s voice climbed to lofty, sulky, heights.  “I’m not without experience.  You name it, I’ve fought it.  Well, no werewolves yet, but one of these days, the way my luck runs.”
 
   Without tension, or any betraying signal, Cassie lunged across the blacktop, her unnatural sword of foxfire rippling orange and gold as the point came straight at my heart.
 
   I called my demon sword back from my armory in Malibu, letting the hilt fill my palm, the shock of its hunger screaming through my mind: Feed me!  I swung the blade from the side, hanging it before me, but I needn’t have bothered.  Grace leaped in front of my blade.  I actually had to rein it in so the stupid thing didn’t plunge itself into her exposed back.  Black shadow grew out of Grace’s right hand and formed a sword as well, wreathed with foxfire.  I supposed her swords fire came from her kitsune blood.  The obsidian shadow at its core however told me quite a lot about her father: either dark fey, or someone who’d studied shadow magic—like me.
 
   Grace’s sword and Cassie’s were locked in a test of strength.  After a moment, Cassie stepped back with a smile.  Her sword fluttered down to nothing, vanishing.  “Well done.  I’d expect nothing less of my daughter.”
 
   Grace didn’t dismiss her sword so quickly.  Her voice sounded suspicious, “You mean I can go?”
 
   “You’re taking Tukka?” Cassie asked.
 
   “Yeah, of course.”
 
   “It’s fine with me if you want to help out this ghost child, but I want you to take along a chaperone.  Tukka can get easily distracted.”
 
   Grace sputtered, “B-but, why—?   Don’t you trust me?”
 
   Cassie glared at me—for some reason—then her gaze went back to Grace.  “This creature, Caine Deathwalker, has an atrocious reputation as a man-whore.”
 
   “Man-whore?”  I widened my eyes in mock-indignation, pretending to blink back tears.  I sent my voice into a shrill, annoying climb.  “I resent that remark.  I thought we were friends, Cassie.  That tears it!  I may never forgive you.”  That last line would have been far more convincing if I’d suppressed the snicker that slipped out.  
 
   Cassie scowled at me, adding, “Oh, shutup, will you?”
 
   My sword spoke into my mind: C’mon, aren’t we going to kill that bitch?  You know you want to—she’s hot as hell.  You can fuck her before the body cools.  You know you want to.
 
   This was weird.  My sword was trying to bribe me so I’d let it eat Cassie’s soul.
 
   Maybe later, I said.  When Grace isn’t around to see.  I need her functional assistance.
 
   My sword sighed.  Sonnuvabitch!  This just ain’t right.
 
   Grace let her shadow-fire sword break apart, leaving her hand empty.  She rounded on me like she suspected I was really wanting to dead-fuck her mom.  Grace blinked her anime-big eyes at me, shadows stirring in their cores.  “Your last name is Deathwalker?”
 
   I furrowed my brow and stuck my manly chin out a little more.  “Yeah.  I never knew my biological father, or his real name, so I made one up that I thought rather descriptive.  Something wrong with that?” 
 
   Sadness bloomed in her gaze.  “No, it’s fine, really.  Don’t change it.”
 
   “I wasn’t planning on it,” I gritted.
 
   Grace nodded emphatically.  “’Cause there’s no need.  It’s a fine name.”
 
   Okay, I made up my mind; first unlucky bastard crossing my 
 
   path tonight dies—slow.
 
   My sword brightened up, a flare of pleasure dancing along my nerves.  Really?  That’s fine then.  I can do slow.  Just sip at a soul, make it last.  I know I can!
 
   I knew better.  Yeah, that’s going to happen.  I flipped my wrist and willed my sword away.
 
   Aaaagh!  Not againnnnnn…  Its frustrated voice faded from my head as it went.  
 
   Grace turned back to her mom.  “I get to pick the tag-along.”
 
   “Who?” Cassie asked.
 
   “Unless it’s a hot chick,” I said, “I’m not paying their way.”
 
   “Madison,” Grace said.
 
   Cassie nodded and smiled, happy with the choice.  “Madison.  Perfect.  She’s a very responsible young woman.  You guys get some dinner, and I’ll go pick her up.” Cassie sashayed back to the red van.  I kept my eyes on her ass until she climbed in.   The engine revved to life and the vehicle pulled away with a squeal of tires.
 
   As Grace turned to me, I asked, “What’s a Madison?”
 
   “A friend from school.  She’s my age, and ‘hot blonde’ doesn’t begin to do her justice.”
 
   “Hmmmm.”  My day was looking up.  Or was it?  “Wait a minute.  She goes to your school?  That means she’s a—”
 
   Grace smiled.  “Slayer in training.  She wields a mean battle axe.”
 
   I smiled back.  “Well, I guess it’s a good thing I’m not a vampire, then.  I like my head where it is.”  I looked over the restaurant choices.  “Let’s hit the stake-house, in honor of your friend.” 
 
   Missing my pun, Grace said, “We’ll need a doggy bag for Tukka when we’re done.”
 
   “What you buy for him is your business.  There’s no way I’m going to keep that monster in food.  I want to make a profit from this job.”
 
   Grace pouted.
 
   I gave her a cold, hard stare.  “That may work on Fenn or Shaun, but I’m immune.”
 
   “Do you happen to have some magic that will keep a fu dog out of your dreams so he doesn’t eat them inside out?”
 
     “He’d better not mess with me, or I’ll be responsible for his sudden demise.”
 
   Grace turned solemn, holding in a smile that twitched the corners of her lips. “Yes, Mr. Deathwalker.  I’ll see that he knows.”
 
   I motioned to the car.  “Get in.  I’ll drive us across the parking lot.”
 
   “You know, Mr. Deathwalker, there’s a hint of red glowing in one eye, and yellow in the other when you get mad.”
 
   We settled in the car and buckled up, slamming the doors shut.  I looked Grace in the eyes.  “Oh, I’m not mad.  You’ll know when it happens by all the bodies on the ground.”
 
   Playfully, she punched me in the shoulder.  “Yeah, right.”
 
   I turned on the headlights and started the car moving.  Grace thought I was joking.  That’s fine.  She’ll learn soon enough.  I have to go easy on her for now, but once we hit Santa Fe—there will be enough blood spilled to drown a herd of fu dogs.  I’m so looking forward to it.
 
   A minute later, we parked near Ol’ Tex’s Steak Emporium.  The sign on the window had an old cow-poke riding a wild-eyed bull.  Having lassoed its horns, he hung on for dear life.  It was the kind of place that would have wagon wheel chandeliers and walls decorated with wanted posters and branding irons.  We bailed from the car.  I locked up with a remote control, and Grace took my arm so I could escort her to the front doors.  
 
   We crossed to the sidewalk, about to go in, when I felt eyes on my back.  The small hairs at the nape of my neck bristled—a sure sign of danger.  I used the glass of the door as I opened it to see what was behind me without betraying obvious interest.  There, my car!  The black paint was lifting itself off the body in a formless wave.  But there was still paint on the vehicle.  The reared darkness gathered itself in and took on human form, that of an adolescent young man.  
 
   Grace went inside, never noticing my distraction.  The living shadow on my hood turned his head to follow her movements.  Apparently, she was his concern, not me.  He glided down the hood without moving his legs in an actual walk, and made a small hop from bumper to ground.  He headed for the sidewalk, coming closer.  Before he noticed me noticing him, I went in, letting the door swing shut on possible trouble.  
 
   I caught up to Grace.  A happy hostess appeared, a bemused expression on her face as she noticed Grace’s antennae.  The hostess kept a fixed smile on her face as she ushered us to a table for four.  I sat so I could see the front door, an old habit.  The waitress left us with menus, going off to get our drink orders.  I scanned my menu, deciding on the steak and shrimp skewers, using peripheral vision to track the young man who now appeared to be wearing black denim jeans, a black tee, boots, and a black leather jacket.  I had the feeling that the clothes were as much a part of the shadow man as any other part of him. 
 
   I warmed my tattoos, flushing the ink with the raw magic.  Activating them fully would require an offering of pain.  This was just prepping them for instant response if needed, the equivalent of having a hair-trigger on my various powers.
 
   The shadow man could be connected to Grace’s other heritage.  Her flame sword possessed such a dark core.  I was beginning to think her father was neither a shadow mage nor shadow fey, but something far more terrifying.  “Grace, do you have any enemies that are shadow men?”
 
   She looked up from her menu.  “That’s not possible.”
 
   The shadow man stopped behind her chair, staring at the back of her head with a great deal of intensity.  His monochromatic eyes had a polished hematite look.  His pasty skin looked like it had never seen the sun.  He was tall, slim, with an I-know-everything smirk on his face that invited death—or at least a sound thrashing. Someone should rip off his arm and put it up his ass.
 
   “Are you sure?” I asked.
 
   She dropped her menu to the tabletop.  “Yeah, they’d never hurt me.  My father would literally eat them alive, absorbing them into himself.  You remember, I told you he was a real tyrant?”  
 
   “You mean he’s Lord of the Boogie Men?”  How had I not known that?
 
   “Yeah, so why are you asking?”  
 
   I pointed past her shoulder.  “You may want to turn around.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   FOUR
 
    
 
   “Uninvited guests are like dead strippers, easy
 
    to handle provided there’s a vat of acid nearby.”
 
    
 
                                     —Cain Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   Grace turned in her chair and looked behind her.  Her voice spiked with surprise.  “Onyx?  You’re back.”
 
   The all-in-black youth smiled at her.  “Hi, Grace.  Mind if I join you?”
 
   She shrugged.  “I suppose not.” 
 
   “Yes,” I said.  “You’re intruding.”
 
   He shifted his smile to me while pulling out a chair.  “I’m good at that.”
 
   Grace stared at me with pleading eyes, “It’s all right.  He’s a friend, of sorts.”
 
   I lifted an eyebrow.  Of sorts?
 
   Grace elaborated.  “He has my father’s permission to court me, but not my mom’s.”
 
   “Really?”  That’s interesting.  I wonder if Cassie will pay me to get rid of the pest.  I should wait and see before doing the job for free.  Hmmm, I wonder how one goes about killing a shadow anyway?  I should google it.
 
   Onyx sat down and plucked the menu out of Grace’s hands.  “They got good food here?”
 
   “You eat human food?” Grace asked.
 
   “I intend to learn,” Onyx said.  “I intend to win you over and be by your side, in your world or mine.  I can be flexible.”
 
   Grace plucked back her menu.  “That remains to be seen.”
 
   Onyx grinned.  “Especially in bed.”
 
   “You have way too much confidence for your own good,” 
 
   Grace said.  “Better not let Fenn hear you talking like that.”
 
   The waitress returned, putting my beer in front of me and Grace’s soda by her silverware setting.  The waitress turned to Onyx.  “Can I get you something to drink as well?”
 
   He pointed at Grace’s glass.  “One of those.  And whatever else Grace is having.”
 
   “Malibu Chicken and fries,” Grace said.
 
   The waitress nodded, writing down the order.
 
   “Put that on a separate ticket,” I said.  “And I’ll have the steak and shrimp.”
 
   Grace shot me a glance that took in my sixty dollar designer sweats.  “Separate tickets?”  Her eyes said: Oh, c’mon, really?
 
   The waitress hurried off, leaving us to resolve our issues.  
 
   I smiled at Grace.  “If you want to pick up his check, feel free, but you should be aware that—as a semi-corporeal entity—he can literally eat half this building and everything in their walk-in freezer, and still manage dessert.”
 
   She stared at Onyx.  “Oh, I see your point.  That could get quite expensive.”
 
   He scowled faintly, at the edge of irritation as well as his seat.  “I am a prince, you know?  I have no need to freeload.  I have resources.”  He held a fist out over the table.  His hand opened and six glittery stones jostled onto the table top.  “See?”
 
   I didn’t need to activate my Dragon Sight tattoo for a magical evaluation.  My inner dragon stirred awake, inflamed with greed.  His race-memory knowledge of treasure flowed to me.  I said, “Black diamonds, one carat, natural color.  $1,700 a piece.”
 
   Grace looked at me.  “They’re real?”
 
   I nodded.  “Most black diamonds are actually white diamonds that have been irradiated to turn midnight-green, a color that only looks black, but really isn’t.  These are true black diamonds with color coming from graphite inclusions.”
 
   My hand started forward, itching to feel the textures, to snatch up the stones.  I remembered the ruby I’d reflexively eaten months ago.  It had come out all right in the end, so to speak, but the event had made me wary against casually handling jewels.  I 
 
   pulled my hand back.
 
   My inner dragon growled at me.  Hey, I was going to eat that.
 
   I know.  Behave.
 
   Onyx swept up the stones, absorbing all but one back into his hand.  That one he placed in front of Grace.  “Buy me dinner and you can keep that.”
 
   She snatched it off the table with blinding speed.  “Sure, just out of the goodness of my heart.”
 
   I felt a change of heart coming on: If shadow men can manufacture black diamonds at will, I’m going to have to develop a tolerance for them.  I shot Onyx a steely glance.  “So, how big can you make those things anyway?”
 
   “No more than a pound or two while in human form, but if I debase myself first…”
 
   I smiled.  “Prince Onyx, allow me to buy you a drink.” 
 
   “Sure.  And while you’re at it, who exactly are you, and what are you to Grace?”
 
   “Friend of the family?” I said.  “Cassie and I have a little history between us.”
 
   Grace picked up her drink and took a sip.  “He helped me out that time the ninjas kidnapped Tukka.”
 
   Onyx nodded, a bit of tension bleeding out of his posture.  He grinned at Grace.  “I’m glad, that’s all.  You do have an unfortunate weakness for older men.”
 
   “Do tell?” I said.
 
   “Don’t,” Grace said.
 
   Onyx leaned toward me a little, dropping his voice to a conspiratorial stage whisper, “That Shaun guy, he’s old enough to be her father.  She all but drools over him.  Sure, the guy knows how to wag a sword, but he’s not a good match for her.  Not nearly as good as me.”
 
   Grace glowered.  “Even if you say so yourself.”  
 
   He looked back at her, his face surprised.  “I have to say it.  No one else knows just how wonderful I am.” 
 
   Give the little shit a bit of power and he thinks he’s god.  He should have been born human.
 
   Taking a drink, Grace sputtered, choking, coughing.
 
   Onyx flowed to his feet, at her side in an instant.  “Grace, are you all right?  Grace?”
 
   She recovered, blinking tears from her eyes.  “Damn, don’t say things like that when I’m swallowing.”
 
   “I’m sorry, I should remember how vulnerable you solids are.”  His right hand pressed between her shoulder blades.  “I will be more careful with you.”
 
   “Just sit down already.  I’m embarrassed enough as it is.”  She coughed a little bit and took a careful sip to ease her abused throat.
 
   “Speaking of Tukka,” I said, “where did the mutt get off to anyway?”
 
   She frowned at the word mutt, but didn’t make an issue of the term.  “He heads the fu dog pack on Earth, so he can’t always hang out with me, playing canine-clown.  You know, he can use good English when he wants to.”
 
   Onyx took his seat again.  “So, that thing where he calls himself by name—all the time—is on purpose?”
 
   Grace grinned.  “He thinks it’s funny.  I wonder what he’d say if I started doing it too?”
 
   I took a pull on my beer and put it down.  “I’d probably have to kill you both.”
 
   A heavy silence fell across the table.  Onyx looked at me and his hand reshaped itself into a short sword.  Grace had gone all goggle-eyed.  
 
   Did I say that out loud?  I smiled and lied, “C’mon!  I’m joking, of course.”
 
   Onyx’s sword became a hand just in time.  
 
   Our waitress approached with a tray and our orders.  All smiles, she distributed the plates to the proper settings.  I got my steak and shrimp skewers and the others got their glorified chicken.  A companionable silence set in, disturbed only by the brandishing of silverware and groans of pleasure from Grace as she savored each bite.  She all but rolled her eyes in ecstasy as she progressed.  Onyx just touched the food on his place and it seemed to evaporate, absorbed directly into his pseudo-substance.   
 
   He watched Grace, puzzled.  “I’ve never understood this reaction you solids have to food.”
 
   She looked at him with withering pity.  “I know.  And all I can do is pity your lack of taste buds.  It’s sad really, how limited you lower life forms can be.”  The teasing smile on her face was anything but sad.
 
   We finished our dinners and were lingering over dessert and drinks when Cassie came in with a young man at her side.  He looked feral, as if being among humans disturbed him.  His amber-eyed glance was wary, taking in the room.  He moved with the sleek grace of someone who didn’t always run on just two feet.  He sniffed the air gently as he approached out table.
 
   I did, too, confirming that he was a shape-shifter.  I smelled coyote and human mixed together.  His glance slid over me, a moment of uncertainty in his eyes.  The kid had probably never smelled a dragon before, or in my case, a half-dragon.  His stare went to Onyx, burning with recognition.  He stopped by Grace, squeezing her shoulder in greeting, staring daggers at the shadow man.  “Onyx, you’re back.”  
 
   “Fenn!” Grace sounded happy, “grab a seat.”
 
   She pointed to the empty one on the opposite side of the table.  Probably hoping to keep them well apart.  She should have known that if violence broke out, a shifter and shadow man were not going to be hindered by a little thing like a table.
 
   I looked straight at Grace.  “If trouble breaks out, I’m not paying damages.  They’re on you.”
 
   Cassie was also staring at Onyx.  “I thought you were still off Earth.”
 
   Showing absolutely no fear or reservation toward Cassie, he grinned.  “I had to return to the love of my life.”  His adoring glance flickered to Grace, then chilled, returning to Cassie.  “When we’re married, can I call you Mom?”
 
   Grace’s face reddened.  She stared down at a piece of cheesecake drizzled with cherries and red syrup.
 
   Fenn’s eyes brightened from amber to yellow.  I could smell the rage simmering just below his skin.  He chose to answer the question, “When you’re dead, you won’t be calling her anything, 
 
   ever again.”
 
   Onyx cocked an eyebrow as if to say: You want to go right now?
 
   I was enjoying the testosterone-heavy atmosphere, wondering if these idiots were really going to go at each other with humans around to see.  That’s usually a big no-no.
 
   Grace jumped in with a question.  “Where’s Madison?”
 
   Cassie pulled over a couple extra chairs and sat down close to Fenn in case she needed to grab his ear or something.  She said, “Maddy’s parking the car.  She drove us here.  I’ll be driving her car back to Van Helsing’s.  He invited me to hang out a week or two and teach a few classes.  I took him up on it.”  Cassie switched her cool stare to me.  “How long is this job of yours going to take?”
 
   I shrugged.  “A few days probably.  And while we’re in Santa Fe, Grace can hit the Injun market and pick up some silver and turquoise.”
 
   Fenn stared at me.   “That sounds cool.  My father’s Native America.  Well, one of their legends anyway.  Maybe I’ll come along and reconnect with my roots.”
 
   Grace said, “You’re Kachina, of the star people.  Your father’s an Indian legend, but not a true Indian.”
 
   “Coyote,” Cassie said.
 
   “A dog?” Onyx said.
 
   “A mutt by any other name,” I muttered.
 
   Fenn shot us both flaming yellow stares.  He was keeping his temper reined—barely.  He looked to Grace.  “What?  You don’t want me to go with you?”
 
   “It’s a business trip.  I’ll be working most of the time.”
 
   I nodded.  “Yeah, I’m a real slave-driving son of a bitch.  Don’t even put me on your Christmas card list.”
 
   Grace said, “Fenn, if I let you go, Onyx will want to come, too.  I’ll spend all my time playing referee.  That is not going to happen.”
 
   Onyx shrugged.  “Just tell him were engaged, and let the beast go off and drown his sorrows in death or something.”
 
   Cassie peered at Onyx, her eyes flaming as bright as Fenn’s.  
 
   “You are not engaged to my daughter.  I didn’t hide her on Earth to keep her out of shadow man hands, just to have you swoop in and call dibs.  And the way you say “beast” makes me think you’ve forgotten that Grace and I are beasts as well.  Are you not concerned that marrying a kitsune might be beneath your station as a shadow man prince?”
 
   I nodded sagely.  “Good point.”
 
   “You stay out of this,” Cassie said.
 
   I looked into her shimmering eyes and let my gaze drift down to her tits.  Her knee already touched mine.  I sent out a low flow of raw magic into her skin while keeping it nonaggressive.  The very low amount of power would just make her skin tingle.  
 
   Cassie’s expression warmed a moment, but then chilled as she remembered where she was and the business at hand.  She spoke to me in a low tone.  “Stop that.”
 
   I reined in my raw magic and moved my knee away from Cassie’s.
 
   She moved her knee back into contact, whispering.  “No magic.” 
 
   The waitress was back, a look of anxiety on her face.  She stood behind Fenn, her gaze sweeping across us all.  She said, “Excuse me, but is everything all right here?  If there’s some kind of problem…”
 
   Fenn stood.  “We should probably take this outside.”
 
   Onyx grinned.  “Suits me.”
 
   Grace stood up, glaring at her admirers.  “You guys stop this right now, or else!”
 
   Fenn and Onyx stared at her; so did I.  Curious, I asked, “Or what?”
 
   A new voice cut across the tension, a hard female voice that was all sassy threat.  “Or I’ll take all you boys out to the woodshed and drive stakes where the sun don’t shine.”
 
   I looked at the speaker and believed her, my cock hardening in anticipation of doing anything with this Nordic bombshell.  Madison stood tall, proud, her C-cups tits begging to be groped.  Her dangerous curves were sheathed in black leather pants, a cut off black tee that showed off chiseled abs, and a leather coat.   Boots, gloves, and wooden knives—strapped everywhere—completed her look.  Her take-no-prisoners attitude reminded me of my ex-slayer minion Vivian who I’d left in L.A.  
 
   The swollen monster in my pants sang out, a voice only I could hear.  Oh, Honey, do I have a stake for you.
 
   I distracted the waitress by throwing money at her for the food, including a healthy tip.  As I returned my attention to the crowd around the table, Grace stood, her face set, her antennae bobbing, almost mesmerizing the waitress.  Grace used her pointer finger, first on Fenn, then on Onyx, driving home her words.  “You guys are staying here.  I’m not taking my personal life on the road.  I mean it.  If I see either one of you in Santa Fe, you will be off my date list for the next six months—and I’ll sic Tukka on you.”
 
   Fenn dropped his voice with a no-nonsense tone.  “Look, Grace, I’ve had your back for a while now.  That’s helped keep you safe.  That’s all I want to do.”
 
   Onyx nodded.  “Goes for me, too.” 
 
   Madison said, “A real woman keeps herself safe.  Depending on men is chancy.”
 
   I muttered, “I am woman, hear me roar.”
 
   Madison shot me a suspicious glance.  What was that?”
 
   I smiled at her and lied.  “I said, ‘Let’s take this out the door.”
 
   “Fine.”  Cassie led the way out.  We straggled along behind her.  
 
   Once outside, Grace rounded on her two suitors.  “I’m putting my sneakered foot down.”
 
   “Cute laces,” Madison said.  “I like watermelon colors.”
 
   Grace glared at Fenn and Onyx.  “Do what I say.  I don’t want to see either of you until I get back.  If you don’t respect me, you can’t date me.  I have spoken.”
 
   “Ooh-rah!” I said.
 
   Grace kissed her mom, hugging her.  “I’ll call and keep you informed.”
 
   She smiled.  “See that you do.”
 
   Fenn stepped in my way, staring down on me.  “I’m leaving Grace to you because Cassie is okay with that.”  He softened his tone.  “Please take good care of her, and I’ll own you one.”
 
   Hmmm.  That sounded interesting.  Fenn probably had little I needed, but his old man was the Trickster.  There might come a day when I might need an in with such a powerful entity.  I offered my hand.  We shook, and I used my other hand to grip his arm, staring earnestly into his face.  “You can count on me … now that we have a contract.”
 
   His feral grin met my own.  We men had an understanding.
 
   Breaking away, I headed for my car, noticing that Onyx had vanished into the shadows.  Cassie strolled away without a look back.  Grace and Madison followed me to my Shelby Mustang.  “Shotgun!” Grace called.
 
   “You don’t have a shotgun,” Madison said.
 
   “There’s one in the trunk if we need it,” I said.
 
   “A man after my own heart,” Madison said.
 
   And everything else.  I let her know my thoughts by the possessive heat in my stare.
 
   She looked intrigued for a moment, before remembering she was supposed to be the chaperone.  Cold professionalism obliterated her show of emotion.
 
   I used my remote to unlock the doors.  Madison slid into the back.  Grace took the front passenger seat.  They dutifully buckled in.  I paused with my door open, staring at the top of the car, at the black paint job.  I whispered.  “I know that’s you, Onyx.  I don’t mind if you hitch a ride, but not for free.”
 
   I waited, wondering if my guess was accurate.  After a moment, a black diamond oozed up out of the roof.  Smiling with satisfaction, I picked up the stone and put it in my pocket.  That business out of the way, I slid into the car, slammed the door shut, buckling up, and activating the biometric sensor that allowed only me to drive this vehicle.  The engine roared to life.  I backed out, drove to the street, and pulled out into light traffic.  Guiding us west, the sun blazed low on the horizon with darkness seeping in everywhere else, an omen of carnage, of flame, and death.  That made me happy.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   FIVE
 
    
 
   “Women hate desperation that’s not their own.”
 
    
 
                                    —Cain Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   I drove through the night, taking a route past small cow-towns until hitting Amarillo.  I saw its skyscrapers from a distance, nothing like those we have in L.A.  I wasn’t impressed.  I was tired.  Eight hours had passed and we had another four ahead of us.  The girls were asleep as I pulled off the highway for gas and an espresso.  I parked by a pump and opened my door.  
 
   Grace stirred next to me, her voice sleepy.  “Waz-up?”
 
   “Gas and fuel.  Want something?”
 
   “Nachos, and an orange soda,” Grace said.
 
   “Beef jerky,” Madison called from the back seat.  “Lots and lots of beef jerky.”  Her eyes were on mine through the rearview mirror.  The way she was saying beef jerky left a lot unsaid, especially when she batted her eyes coyly—an out-of-character ploy.  
 
   I said.  “You’ll take what I get you and like it.”  
 
   “Ooooo.”  She smiled.  “Tough guy.”
 
   “You got no idea.”  I slid out the car door and heard the girls giggling to each other as I cut off the sound by slamming the door.  Madison was an amateur tease.  Slayer-in-training or not, she was playing with fire.  I was one hard-on away from dragging her to the restroom and bouncing her on my joystick.
 
   Inside the store, between the nacho dispenser and the fountain drinks, I pulled out my phone.  It was time to check in with my second client.  Being a vampire, he’d not be irritated by a three-in-the-morning phone call.  The call went through.  No greeting followed, no “Hello, how are you?” or “What can I do for you?”  Just silence.  He was waiting for me to speak and identify myself first.  The arrogant prick was unsure if he needed to waste words on me.  
 
   I said, “Hey, Count Chocula, you there?”
 
   “Caine?  Are you there yet?”  The voice was deep, theatrical, and smooth as well-aged oak barrel whiskey.
 
   “Not quite,” I said.  “I’m on the road.  It will be another four hours.”
 
   There was a pause for consideration.  He said, “You know, with what I’m paying you, you could have flown in.”
 
   “I could have done a lot of things to draw unwanted attention.  Popping up on computer screens, there are certain names that grab the attention of the Federal Preternatural Response Organization, sending them into a slavering frenzy.”
 
   “Really?  I thought that was just me.”
 
   “Don’t waste my time,” I said.
 
   He sighed.  “I give you a lot of leeway because they tell me you’re good at … retrieving … things that fall into the wrong hands.”
 
   “I’m good at a lot more than that.  Don’t worry; you’ll get your coffin back.”
 
   “I hope so.  It was my first and has sentimental value, as well as a plasma-stocked mini-bar.  Remember, I don’t want you to harm the current owner.  I reserve that sacred privilege to myself.”
 
   “Understood.  It will be past dawn when we get in, so I’ll touch base again tomorrow night.”
 
   “We?”
 
   His spies would tell him soon enough.  “I’m travelling with a couple of young women.”  
 
   “Ah, I understand; men have needs, and strong men take what they want.”  
 
   Warning bells went off in the back of my head.  “They’re under my protection.  You can get your own eye-candy.”
 
   A long pause...  “Few dare speak to me the way you do.”
 
   “You may be a legend among your kind,” I said, “but you only play at being a dragon.”  The Drac in Dracula was Latin for dragon actually.  “I’m the real thing.  Sure, I’ve never nailed men’s hat to their head, or crucified thousands of my enemies for shits and giggles, but that’s just because it’s already been done, Old Timer.”
 
   He laughed at my audacity, a rolling sound, rich and echoing.  “As long as you deliver, I shall not have to learn new tricks—and try them out on you.”
 
   “One more thing, blood-sucker...”  By then, I’d finished adding the cheese and chili to a boatload of round corn chips and was pressing down the plastic cover.  
 
   “Yes?” he said.
 
   “In addition to my fee, I’m going to need an autographed picture.”
 
   “So, you are not as impervious to my celebrity as you pretend.”
 
   “Just have the picture sent to my clan house.”  I hung up on him and put my phone away.  Yeah, I want a signed picture.  It’ll go for a fortune on the dark web.  Some trust-fund teen vamp or leprechaun-eating bog beast will snap it up.
 
   Someone cleared their throat behind me.  I hadn’t lost focus on my surroundings, so I knew the person had to be able to move with total stealth, much like me.  “What do you want, Onyx?”
 
   I turned and saw I’d guessed right.  The shadow man stood there, his pale face adrift in his black mane of hair.  His gray crystal eyes reflected no emotion, as empty as his soul.  “Buy me something, too.”
 
   “Not likely.”
 
   “I heard your conversation.”
 
   “So?”  I strolled over to the refrigerator section and picked out a couple bottles of soda.  I dumped them in Onyx’s arms, along with the nachos.  “Here, hold these.  You might as well make yourself useful.”
 
   Absently, he clutched everything.  “I like that you stood up for the girls.  Who were you speaking to?”
 
   “A second client that I can handle on my own.  Grace is only along to deal with the ghostly end of things.”
 
   “If you mention your client is a vampire, Madison will want 
 
   to kill him for extra-curricular credit.  And because of friendship, Grace will get sucked into things, too.”
 
   “What they don’t know, won’t get them killed.”
 
   Onyx smiled.  “I like the way you think.”
 
   “Flatter me all you want, but your food is still on you.”  I went and got the beef sticks and my espresso, winding up at the register with Onyx.
 
   The cashier stared at him.  “When did you come in the store?”
 
   I distracted the cashier by handing him cash.  He rang up my sales, and bagged everything.  “Put the change on pump six,” I said.
 
   As I picked up my purchases, he nodded and complied.  In that moment of inattention, Onyx collapsed his physical form, becoming a pool of gloom on the floor under my feet.  Facing me again, the cashier stared.  He looked around for Onyx.  “Hey, where did your friend go?”
 
   I looked at him like he was crazy.  “Friend?  I came in alone.  You need to get off the night shift.”  I walked to the exit and went out, the shadow pool underfoot, sliding along to keep me company.  As I reached the car, Onyx flowed up its surface, adding another layer to the paint job.  I handed the supplies in through the window to Grace.
 
   “Thanks,” she said.
 
   “No problem.”  I went on to gas up the vehicle, and settle behind the wheel.  With a roar, we surged off, driving onto the highway.  Grace handed me my espresso.  I nodded my thanks, having adopted the fey practice of not using the actual words, which might imply a debt I’d have to repay.  As a new lord in fairy, I had to get used to watching small stuff like that.
 
   “Caine?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Are you really what my mom called you?”
 
   “A man-whore?”
 
   Madison sputtered on her soda, coughing in the backseat.
 
   “No,” I said.  “Whores get paid.  The more technically accurate term would be man-slut, but that implies I don’t have standards.  I do.  I won’t sleep with an ugly woman, unless she wears a bag over her head and has less than three percent body fat.”
 
   “Seriously,” Madison said, “a paper bag?”
 
   “Beauty is always a light switch away.”
 
   “Damn!” Grace said.  “Knowing you is proving educational.  I mean, I’d always heard men could be trough-feeding oinkers, but…
 
   “I make no excuse,” I said.  “Life’s too short to settle for less than a decent fuck.”
 
   I listened to Madison chomping furiously on her beef sticks as the miles passed.  At one point, she asked, “Want me to drive for a while?  I have my license.”
 
   “No thanks.  You might be tempted to touch up your makeup while driving and we’d all die in a tragic accident.  It’s safer this way.”
 
   She muttered, “You do remember I’m heavily armed and right behind you, right?”
 
   I smiled, checking on her in the rearview mirror.  “You do remember that if I lose control of the car, it’s not just you that will die, but Grace, too?”
 
   Madison snarled.  “Oh, bite me!”
 
   “Be careful what you offer.  I just might, and on a body part of my own choosing.”
 
   Grace commented around a bite of nachos, “Jeez, get a room, you guys.”
 
   They finished their food and drink, and returned to sleep as I piloted us through the darkness, with little else on the highway.   The surrounding hill country was cold, barren, and arid, which only got worse as we crossed the state line into New Mexico.  A sign sporting chili peppers for decoration informed me that this was the “Land of Enchantment.”  Not necessarily a good thing.  If an old crone showed up handing out apples, I was capping her witchy ass.  The same held true for Chupacabras; Illegal border-crossing preternaturals need to be shot on sight on general principle.  Invading a country is an act of war.
 
   To entertain myself as the miles passed, I mentally put 
 
   Madison on a stage so she could pole dance.  Her stakes fell in a rain around her, followed by knives and glass vials of holy water.  Her clothes followed.  Perky tits defied gravity as she grabbed the pole and hung upside down while spinning around it.  I had her in lacy-black thong panties—ass checks on full display—when a police and federal immigration coalition appeared alongside the road.  There were tents, batteries of lights, and drug-sniffing dogs.
 
   Over three-hundred miles from the Mexican border?  I don’t have time for this illegal crap.  These people seriously need to go read the fourth amendment to the Constitution.
 
   I activated my Demon Wings tattoo on my upper back.  The cost in magic was paid for in pain that felt like a dozen swords were running me through, making a porcupine of me.  The phantom sensation thinned away, and I pushed the magic to its limits, covering the entire car.  I barreled through the gauntlet, barely missing two officers in the way who spun in surprise, unable to see what had just missed turning them into pork patties.
 
   Try to violate my privacy rights, will you?
 
   I left the illegal-data-collection point in my dust, racing on.  A half-mile down the highway, I allowed my You-Don’t-See-Me spell to lapse.  Soon, the gray-tones in the sky told me I was getting close to Santa Fe.   Sunrise would be here soon, then the city limits.  Tiredness had settled deep in my bones.  I decided to find a hotel and catch up on my sleep.  Most preternatural business doesn’t really get settled until nightfall anyway.
 
   I left the highway where a sign stabbed the sky: the Quackalope Inn.  This variance of the jackalope myth tugged at my sense of fancy; I had an image of a duck with antlers in mind.  I pulled into the paved parking lot and easily found a spot near the office.  The place had about forty rooms spread over two stories.  The building was adobe, a butterscotch color.  The curtains shielding the office were chocolate brown, which made me wonder what Tukka was up to.  
 
   As I got out, the girls stirred.  Turning back to stick my head in the Mustang, I said, “Get your things and mine.  We’re checking in.”  I went on without them, strolling over to the office door.  It was unlocked.  I went in, stood by the desk, and looked around.  There were a few leatherette chairs, some vending machines, and nobody waiting to check me in.  I hit the bell on the counter and waited, my eyes drawn to a mallard on a wooden plaque stuck up on the wall.  The duck had stubby antelope horns attached.  If the thing had been alive, I didn’t see how it could waddle around and lift up a head that heavy.  It certainly didn’t have the neck muscles for it.
 
   A curtain to a back hallway rippled open and a two-hundred pound granny appeared with blue hair and reading glasses perched on her nose.  Her lipstick was violently red, and her blue eyeliner rather heavy.  The orange and green top she wore seared my eyes.  I almost drew my Berretta Storm to shoot her in self-defense.  Really, what jury would have blamed me?  
 
   She turned a registration book around and pointed at the blue pen nestled in the valley made by the spine.  “Sign here.  That’ll be sixty-nine dollars a night.  Cash up front.”
 
   “I’ll need a room with two beds, got my friends with me.”
 
   “That’ll be extra.”
 
   “I figured as much.”  I threw down a hundred.  “Keep the change.”
 
   She snapped it up and handed me a key for a room on the second floor.
 
   I took the key and pointed up at the Quackalope.  “What’s the story on that?”
 
   “We used to have a Jackalope, but some asshole stole it.”
 
   I tried to remember if I’d been through her before in a drunken haze.
 
   She said, “I got this replacement from an Injun at the annual Injun Fair, cheap.  Kinda cool, huh?”
 
   “It’s different; I like different.”
 
   I headed out and found the girls waiting for me.  “This way.”  I went up a flight of stairs, to our room, and unlocked the door.  Inside was rustic, rough-hewn wooden furniture, earth-tone colors, an Indian horse blanket on each of the beds.  A TV was mounted on a shelf, high on one wall.  I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen a non-flat screen like that.  An open door revealed a darkened bathroom.  A coffee table had a kachina doll on it, frozen with one foot in the air, caught mid-dance.  I looked closer.  It was cheap, painted foam.  I wondered if he’d start dancing when no one was looking.  I decided not to worry about it since I’d be sleeping with one gun under my pillow.  The girls shut the door.
 
   I stripped off my coat and shoulder rig.
 
   Madison eyed the hardware.  “Oooo, nice.”  
 
   “I need sleep.”  I stripped down to my pants.  “Don’t wake me up unless it’s an emergency, and even then, be careful how you do it.  I’ve been known to wake up shooting.”
 
   “You should get another bed,” Grace said.
 
   “You guys can share one,” I said.  “Or if not, somebody can sleep on the floor.”
 
   “You could sleep on the floor,” Madison suggested.
 
   “You could sleep face down on my bed with my massive cock buried deep in your tight little—” My phone rang.  “Excuse me.”  I answered, “Yeah?”
 
   “About time you got here!”  It was a little girl’s voice.  A dead little girl.  I looked around the room.  “You’re here?”
 
    “Yeah, just don’t expect me to materialize ‘til after dark.  That’s how it works for ghosts.”
 
   “And you couldn’t wait until after I got some sleep?”
 
   “I don’t like hanging around anymore than you, hot shot.  Find out who killed me so I can go into the light already.”
 
   I sat down on the edge of my bed.  “You got any more for me to go on?”
 
   “A song.  I heard it before I died, and I keep hearing it.”
 
   “How’s it go?” I asked.
 
   I expected her to hum the damn thing.  She didn’t.  Instead, a flute warbled.  A melodic flutter of notes appeared in the air of the room.  The music was beautiful, haunting, and nothing I recognized.  
 
   I noticed the girls staring at my body and ink work.  Grace was flushed.  Madison looked more fascinated. Maybe even a bit hungry.   Neither of them were experienced enough to be comfortable with their budding sexuality.   I found that kinda 
 
   cute.
 
   After a few minutes, the ghostly strains faded away.  I spoke into the phone.  “Well, that was a big help.”  Only silence answered.  “Hello?  Anyone there?”  More nothing.  I put away my phone, trying to remember a little of the melody I’d heard.  I hummed a few notes, hopelessly mangling a riff.
 
   “That’s not how it went.  Like this.”  Grace sang the melody with perfect pitch, capturing the entire thing like a human recorder.
 
   Madison stared at her.  “That’s awesome!  I didn’t know you could sing.”
 
   “I can’t.  My sister always told me to stop trying.  She said I make the dogs howl from five blocks away.”
 
   “Jealous,” Madison said.
 
   I nodded, looking at Grace with a smidgeon more respect.  “You’ve got talent.  I’ve heard professionals not half as good.  Sometimes, you have to ignore what people tell you and just pull the trigger.”
 
   Grace’s face had turned bright red with the sudden attention.  She hurried to change the subject.  “I’m not tired.  I slept a lot in the car.”
 
   “Me, too.”  Madison’s voice spiked with excitement, “Hey, Caine, how about we borrow your car and see a little of the sights around town?”
 
   “No, no, and hell no.”  I slid a gun under my pillow, with the safety on.  
 
   “What are we supposed to do all day, then?” Grace asked.
 
   “Not my problem,” I said.  “Just be here when I wake up.”  I kicked off my shoes, stretched out, and closed my eyes, relaxing.  
 
   The girls whispered to each other.  I heard one of them digging through a backpack.  There was a scrape as the room key was picked up off the nightstand.  Minutes later, I was still awake, faking sleep as Madison leaned over me.  Gently, she took hold of my hand and pressed a piece of sticky tape to my thumb.  I suppressed a grin, knowing she was going to try to fool the biometric scanner on the Mustang and hijack my ride.  Having stolen my thumbprint, the girls snuck out of the room.  It wasn’t going to work.  The print would have a human temperature if Madison pressed on it from the non-sticky side of the tape; she’d be too cool.  And neither of them matched my weight in the driver’s seat.  With those failures, the security system would demand a retinal scan.  There was no way they’d get past that without killing me and taking my eyeball.  Grace wouldn’t do that.  Madison would—if I’d been a vampire.  
 
   Just another example of how scruples are counter intuitive.
 
   I laughed silently as they returned grumbling, flopping down on bed and chair in utter defeat.  The TV came on.
 
   “Too loud,” I said.
 
   One of them used a remote to turn it up louder.
 
   Eyes still closed, I pulled out my gun and shot the TV, aiming by sound.  After that, I was able to get some sleep.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   SIX
 
    
 
   “Even monsters need to dream.  It gives them reason to kill.”
 
    
 
                                      —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   Like a dream, the world lay blurry around me, the edges uncertain, only the center of my vision perfectly clear.  A blaze of white light shone down from a light array suspended overhead.  I stood in a staging area at the same level as the audience in front of me, occupying fold-down black chairs.  All eyes were on me.  
 
   I looked down at myself.  I wore a pink dress with ribbons and ruffles.  My little shoes were black with straps across the bridges.  I wore white socks that matched my white gloves.  One hand held a violin.  The other held a bow.   This was a dream, but not one of mine.  I’d become a little girl.
 
   Fuck no!  My cock is gone.  I ain’t doing this cross-dressing anime shit.  I tried to “will” myself awake, but the dream went on with me as a hostage.  I sighed.  All right.  I’m here to do something, and the dream won’t let me go until I reach the end.  Let’s get this over with.
 
   I turned to the left, catching something dark at the edge of sight.  Over my shoulder, several feet away, stood a grand piano.  Balanced precariously on an ottoman, Grace’s teal blue fu dog sat, paws raised, ready to play.  His curly-haired head turned my way.  He held up a paw in greetings.  It would have been a thumb’s-up gesture—if he’d had a thumb.  He grinned with an awful lot of teeth, his lavender eyes blazing like magic pearls.
 
   His thoughts reached me, booming in my head.  Let’s rock!
 
   “Yeah, like I can actually play the violin.  Where’s Grace, anyway?  You two are taking separate vacations?”
 
   Not exactly.  Tukka just got interested in some things of his 
 
   own.  Hook up with Grace later.
 
   There was sheet music in front of the animal.  I didn’t have any.  I took this to mean that he was accompanying me, and I was the star.  At least that part was right.  “Hey, Tukka, what song am I supposed to be playing?”
 
   He looked at his music.  Tiny Dancer.
 
   “Hell no.”
 
   Tukka likes this song.
 
   “Too bad.”
 
   Tukka can’t play anything else.
 
   “How can you play anything at all?  You’ve got no opposable thumbs!”
 
   You want dream to end or what?
 
   There was a nervous stirring from the waiting audience.   I looked out and saw that several men and women in the front row had writing pads in their laps.  Damn, it’s a competition.  “Fine.  Let’s get this train wreck going.”
 
   Tukka nodded above the keys, his paws leaping over each other as he scurried the song to life.  The piano spewed a torrent of grandiose chord progressions in the air, something strikingly classical that quickly degenerated into rock and roll—Thank Buddha’s fat ass.
 
   I tucked the violin in place under my chin.  Lifting the bow, I set it against the strings.  My hands seemed to know what they were doing even if the rest of me didn’t.  I made love to the instrument, displaying the same sensitivity and dexterity as when I played a woman’s body.  My melody leaped with fire and grace, soaring into realms of glory.  This might not be so bad after all.  
 
   Tukka impressed, Deadfinger play good.
 
    “That’s Deathwalker because I walk with…  Never mind.”  I shot him the finger without a break in my playing.  “When this is over, I’m going to kill you.  I’ll find some way to explain it to Grace.  
 
   Temporary sanity, perhaps.”
 
   I looked out at the audience.  They waved cell phones so the glowing screens arced in the gloom.  
 
   In the front row seats, the critics sat mouths agape, pens still, 
 
   and pads forgotten.  Their wonderstruck eyes clung to my violin.  One old man with thinning white hair and extra-thick glasses was mouthing the words to the Elton John tune.  As I tore into the second verse, I happened to notice that the dream was starting to spiral into edgy directions.  Okay, sure, I’ll take the blame.  
 
   A pole appeared at the edge of the stage.  Madison was there in fishnet stockings and a black leather bikini with a couple wooden stakes strapped to a muscular thigh.  She gripped the pole with both hands, shaking her money-maker as drunken sailors—bearing a surprising resemblance to Popeye—crowded close, fanning the air with one dollar bills.  The dream version of Madison swung her closed legs up into the air, using the pole to hang upside down as she slowly spun back down.
 
   Madison glided in for a landing, knees swinging down to catch her.  Her butt toward me, one hand still on the pole, she bent backwards, arching so that could see her face—and her tits.  Completely out of character, she mouthed silent words, “Come fuck me!”  
 
   I thought of something else she could mouth once we wrapped up this gig, and found some privacy.   I smiled at her.  Hold me closer, tiny dancer!  No wait!  I groaned, suddenly remembering I had no cock.  This is way too fucked, even for me.
 
   I hung in there, fiddling away, watching Madison working the crowd.  She took the ones, snatched a wallet, emptied that as well, and took another guy’s watch.  One sailor had nothing in his hand.  He lunged for the bikini bottom.  Madison staked him through the heart, and never broke stride in her dancing.  
 
   Wow, that slayer training sure makes you supple.
 
   The main audience didn’t seem like they could see her there.  Their eyes were still on me as I finished the last chorus and played into the final chords.  Over my shoulder, I noticed that Tukka had kicked the piano bench back, letting it crash over.  He balanced on his hind legs, front paws a flurry of pounding exuberance.  The piano rattled a little, one wheel popping off a leg, shooting out to the audience where it was lost to sight.  This made the keyboard slant a little, but it didn’t seem to faze the fu dog in the slightest.
 
   Give ‘em big finish! Tukka bellowed.  Behind him and the piano, stage pyrotechnics ignited.  Jets of fire stabbed upward.  Colored smoke billowed.  It was like being at a rock concert where special effects compensated for a lack of talent—but that vibe changed as colored spotlights skidded across the stage and a 70’s disco ball dropped from the ceiling on a golden chain.
 
   My hands were possessed, doing things on the violin that I didn’t believe were even possible.  At one point, I played double lead, point and counterpoint, and still had time to drop in a couple of bars of the Star Spangled Banner, and to tap out some harmonic tones.  
 
   The audience was on its feet.  Voices surged in a roar of approval as I slashed out the last note and froze in a dramatic pose, chest heaving as if I’d just run a marathon.  Eventually the adulation—which I totally deserved—died down and the judges lined up to lift score cards.  The cards went up.  Each one a picture of a bullet on it.  
 
   I bowed, knowing nobody could ever follow that performance.  As I straightened up, my violin transformed into a golden-haired doll with cornflower blue eyes.  She winked at me.
 
   Someone ran in from the wings.   His child’s voice stabbed across the stage.  “No, no, no, no!  You can’t make her number one with a bullet.  She didn’t play all the notes.  I counted them, every one.  She adlibbed half the freaking performance.  You gotta play the music as written.  As written!”
 
   He stomped past Tukka and the piano and came up to me.  He poked a trembling finger in my face.   “You, you, cheat!  I should win, not you.  I played every damn note, everyone!”
 
   I used the doll to slap his finger out of my face and I used the bow to jab him in an eye.  Reeling back, my bow caught in his skull, he screamed and staggered off.  In response to my action, the audience went even crazier.
 
   I looked for Madison, but she was gone—and the sailors with her.  The audience clapped on, but the sound and lights dimmed.  I turned my head toward Tukka, suspecting he was eating the dream, stealing its life.  He was gone too, the grand piano now a child’s toy occupying a very small place on the floor.  I clutched the doll to my pink party dress, wondering what was next.
 
   As things do in dreams, the scene dissolved, one world torn away, another crowding in—everything in motion except for me.  As the surrounding area slowed, the blurring resolved.  I found myself on a sidewalk in a sleepy little community, near a town square.  Leafy trees caught and strained the gentle sunlight.  Tourist shops lured in the unwary.  This wasn’t New Mexico, the place lacked the rugged, southwest character.  And the buildings were made of chocolate.  One in particular seemed more real than others, with finer detailing.  It was an antique shop with an unlikely name: Ever As It Never Was AntiqueS.  
 
   Waving at me from in front of the store window, I saw the little ghost girl that had been haunting me.  Somehow, I knew her despite the wet brown sheet she wore that had cut-out eyes like something made for a kid to wear on Halloween.  The chocolate ghost ran to the door and through it, leaving a chocolate smear on the glass in passing.
 
   Okay, I can take a hint.  I’m supposed to go in there, too.
 
   Unlike Ghost Girl, I opened the door to go inside, a little bell tinkling overhead.  The shelves were disturbing: bell-domes over the decapitated heads of dolls, teddy bears with their button eyes all but gouged off.  I saw the same rocking chairs with faded paint, the wood distressed to make the thing look older in a kind of garage-sale chic.  I saw a Slinky tied into a knot that meant it would never walk again, and what a military action figure was doing to a Malibu Kenny doll was illegal in most states.
 
   Ghost Girl was everywhere, a dozen copies of her running around, grabbing things off the shelf.  
 
   All of them ignored me.  I walked over to the counter where a saleslady waited.  It was Grace, but with breasts swollen to D-cup size.  Her face had matured as well, going from pretty to knock-out gorgeous with a perfect, pale complexion.  Her hair cascaded, actually made of red velvet cake. 
 
   What the hell is with this dessert motif?  And why do I suddenly want to eat a blond brownie with maple butter?
 
   “Grace?  Is that you? Are you here?”  I had to ask.  Kitsune 
 
   were supposed to be able to dream-walk, just like fu dogs.  This might only partly be a product of my lust.
 
   The back of her blue cotton dress shredded as moth wings burst through, not the baby wings I’d seen before but overgrown, Mothra-style wings that kicked up a breeze.  Her forehead antennae waved languidly at me, the feathery strands writhing as they tasted the air.  Oddly, her eyes filled in as if injected with ink.  Maybe it was in her blood, too; after all, she wanted to be a writer.
 
   “Grace?  No, I’m Belinda, the Chocolate Whisperer.”  She actually did whisper.
 
   Okay, not the real Grace, just an unreasonable facsimile.
 
   The door crashed open behind me.  The little bell freaked out.  I heard scooting shelves and the sound of falling, breaking merchandise as I turned.  Suddenly the town’s chocolate motif made sense.  Like a teal blue bull in a china shop, it was Tukka, stupid grin and all, his eyes giant lavender pearls.   The chocolate ghost girl saw him and screamed, backing around a barrel of stick ponies that might have been popular in the fifties.  I understood; if I were chocolate, I’d live in fear of Tukka, too.  
 
   Tukka’s fevered stare caught the motion, giving Ghost Girl his full attention.  You there!  His boomy voice attempted to soften, becoming wheedling.   Want to come outside and play with Tukka?  We be bestive friends!
 
   I moved smoothly toward the girl, hurrying without seeming to.  Back in L.A., I watched over an adolescent girl.  Letting a young girl that reminds me of her be abused—or eaten by a two-ton fu dog—was one of the few lines I’d draw in the sand.  Just not happening, Tukka.  Go attack a vending machine.
 
   “Tukka!”  The ghost whisperer whispered.  “I’m your bestive friend.”
 
   Tukka shot her a dismissive glower.  You let Tukka get captured all the time.  Besides, Grace high maintenance, and not chocolate.
 
   Grace’s eyes flared with hurt.   “Tukka!”
 
   Sorry, only the truth.  His hungry stare returned to the little girl, or would have if I weren’t in the way.  He frowned, his fore-
 
   head furrowing.  Don’t get in Tukka’s way.  Tukka smash!
 
   “Oh, it’s the Incredible Hulking Tukka now.  Aren’t you the wrong color for that?”
 
   I willed my Berettas to come to me.  What popped into my hands was an AA-12 full auto shotgun in a sleek, no-frills casing with a round drum magazine.  Chills of awe went up my spine.  Oh, baby, I love you.  I didn’t bother wondering how this had happened; weird shit was always finding its way into my dreams.  I lifted the weapon and sighted down the barrel on Tukka’s face.  I only hope the magazine comes with the new fin-stabilized mini-grenades or maybe the dragon-fire incendiary rounds.
 
   “Back out of the store,” I told Tukka, “and save yourself a lot of pain.”
 
   But he was drooling like a zombie.  Chocolate.  Must have chocolate.
 
   I squeezed off a burst.  The recoil was minimal.  The THUDDA-THUDDA of the AA-12 put an end to arguing.  The rounds proved to be armor-piercing high-explosive.  Big holes appeared in Tukka, kicking him back into a shelf that splintered under his falling mass.  His bowels voided noisily as he shuddered, rasping for breath.  Red blood splatter painted everything around him 
 
   Can’t kill … Tukka—he main character!
 
   “Not in my book,” I said.
 
   Fake Grace screamed, “Tukka, noooooo!”  The sound spilled out across town.  Across the country.  To the edge of space.  Out past distant galaxies.  Where somewhere, a fifty-foot swamp snail lifted its head in startled surprise.  Just for the hell of it I shot Grace’s face off.  Her body called from somewhere, her voice still a whisper.  “Go into the light!  You must return to the great melting pot in the sky and be reborn as a milk chocolate bunny.”
 
   “I don’t want to go,” Ghost Girl said.  “My killer needs to be punished first.”
 
   A deep voice said, Oooooooh!  Tukka ghost now.
 
   I wheeled back, sweeping the auto-shotgun up to fire.  A murky translucent version of the fu dog was hovering above his body.  Tukka wore a wet, brown sheet, with eye holes cut out so he could see.  My heightened sense of smell caught an unpleasant odor.  I used a hand to cover my mouth.  “Unholy crap!”  He smelled like he’d bathed in excrement.   
 
   Tukka looked at himself.  Tukka chocolate!
 
   Not really.
 
   The fu dog’s head moved under the sheet, down and to the side.  I heard the chomp of oversized teeth and saw broken fragments of brown drop to the floor.  There was a loud swallowing sound, then another chomp.  Like the great snake Ouroboros which eats its tail in an ever diminishing circle, the ghost of Tukka consumed himself, becoming rapidly smaller.
 
   Gagging, I turned away.
 
   In time to see a headless Grace strong-arming Ghost Girl into the golden light.
 
   “Let go of me!” Ghost Girl demanded.
 
   I squeezed off a round that separated one of Grace’s arms into two pieces.  
 
   “Shoot and golly!” she whispered.
 
   But I was too late; stumbling, off balance, Ghost Girl fell into the light and was gone.  
 
   Leaving the shop, I plunged into the light, ready to kick down the Gates of Paradise and bring the little girl back to Earth, but the light collapsed as I hit it, and I fell for a long time.  If Bill and Ted showed up on this bogus journey, I planned to frag their asses.  The darkness thinned to midnight purple, and I seemed to slow down.  Eventually, I sprawled across the grassy mound of a grave.  The pastel glow of pink and blue toads on the nearby trees illuminated a small graveyard.  I looked up at the closest headstone.  It said: Ϭ Ͽ ϴ ⱺ ꜛ ♫ ♠ ≈ ∑ Ω ^.
 
   Weird.  A secret code?  Oh, yeah, I’m asleep.  The reading side of my brain is dormant.  
 
   I drew my limbs in and pushed at the ground.  A wavelike motion returned me to my feet as I straightened.  Looking over the headstone, I saw myself, a mirror image in a cage of black iron.  I held the bars, staring back with a look of utter boredom.  I needed a shave.
 
   “What are you doing in there?” I asked.
 
   He held up a hand and a Rock Star energy drink magically appeared.  He opened it and took a long pull, sighing with satisfaction.  I would have expected something alcoholic, but then, this was a dream with its own logic.  “I’m keeping myself under wraps, after all, I am the most valuable thing I own.”
 
   A tiny voice shrieked from the ground beside him.  “Let me outta here!”
 
   I moved around the headstone to where I could see.  Inside his cage sat a second, tiny cage, this one gold, holding a miniature golden dragon.  I said, “That’s supposed to be my inner dragon, I take it.”
 
   “You can’t take it,” the Rock-Star me said.  “He’s mine.  Mine!  Mine!”
 
   I looked at the sports drink in his hand.  “Dude, how many of those have you had?”
 
   The tiny dragon said, “Yeah, well, I got a cage of my own.”
 
   I stared down at the feet of the dragon.   He had a two-inch cage there made of grass and twigs.  
 
   Inside was an inch-tall version of me.  “Who’s got who?” the tiny dragon shrilled.  He spit and a yellow jag of electric fire shot into the turf and extinguished itself.
 
   Damn.  I’m getting a headache.
 
   The big copy of me with the sports drink grinned in what was supposed to be a friendly fashion.  It was a little scary to watch.  He said, “Look here, this nice guy stuff ain’t going to work.  It ain’t me.  I’m all chaos and murder with a little fucking thrown in.”
 
   I looked at him.
 
   “Okay,” he said, “with a lot of fucking thrown in.  That’s who I am, what I do.  I know Old Man wants us to develop a less aggressive leadership style, but we’ve always got by just fine by clubbing down all dissent and swiping whatever we wanted.”
 
   I nodded.  “I know, right?  What’s the point of changing now?  Everyone’s used to my leadership style.”
 
   The tiny dragon called up to us.  “Anyone care what I want?”
 
   All three of my selves spoke in unison.   “Not really.”
 
   The dragon spat again.  “This is so fucked up.”
 
   “Then get your own dream,” I told him.
 
   The chirping of crickets and the distant hoot of an owl were cut off in a moment along with a night wind.  The Rock-Star me stared over my shoulder.  “Oh, my.”
 
   I turned and looked.  The graveyard was still in place, but the surrounding forest was gone.  Endless blackness spilled away into infinity.  Out in that terrible abyss, red eyes stared back.  Without scale, it was difficult to know if this dark presence was close or far, huge or cosmic.  A red mouth opened under the eyes, a fanged mouth.  A white cylinder emerged like some kind of tongue.  There were fingering holes on it.  A flute made of white jade.  
 
   “Oh, demon scat,” the dragon said.  “He’s going to play again.”
 
   “Who’s he?” I asked.
 
   “Prophetic dream,” the dragon said.  “You’re supposed to figure that out yourself.”
 
   Rock-Star me said, “His name is…”
 
    A wall of sound hit me like being swatted by a building.  I staggered back, bouncing off the black iron cage.  It burnt me through the black silk, sequined jump suit I’d somehow changed into.  I smelled smoke.  I felt pain.  Can’t be, I’m not fey.  I sank to my knees, covering my ears until the muffled roared ended.  I felt wetness.  
 
   I think my ears are bleeding.
 
   Rock-Star me said, “You’re a fey lord now, bound to a fey kingdom.  Iron’s going to burn you, in your dreams, if not the real world.”  He sighed in mock sympathy and grinned again.  “Unfair, I know.”
 
   And suddenly, Ghost Girl was at my side, a regular looking nine-year-old in pink dress.  Matching ribbons tied up her ponytails.  She met my gaze with eyes that were cornflower blue, a shattered violin in her arms.  She used the bow, stabbing with it toward Flute Face.   She shrieked.  “There he is!  Get him.”
 
   But the flute was playing again, a cutting sound that cut into my bones like a meat cleaver.  The graveyard was rolling like a sea.  Headstones toppled.  Skeletons clawed their way out from wormy black soil, leaving the best parts of themselves behind.  They stumbled about, hands clapped to the sides of their heads where ears had once been.  The ghosts of the dead hovered above their remains, screaming in pain, their ectoplasm rippled savagely in the unholy piping.
 
   “Shit,” Rock-Star me said.  “Now you’ve let him wake the dead.  If he eats too many of those, we’ll never stop him.” 
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   “Pigs have made themselves essential
 
   tohumanity: they give us bacon.”
 
    
 
                                         —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   Evening had settled in by the time I stirred awake.  Groggy, on autopilot, I staggered to the bathroom with my shaving kit and a change of clothes.  I stripped.  A warm shower brought me a small measure of alertness.  I shaved, and dressed in a black, handmade Italian suit with gold stitching.  The crimson shirt had black stitching.  The only concession I made to the heat was to leave off the tie.  My dirty clothes went into a plastic bag from my suitcase.  I pulled on my steel-toe boots, and then considered my guns.  The Old Man had been lecturing me lately about not being so predictable in my methodology.  He’d actually said, “Violence as a first response to everything gives you too high a profile.”  I’d promised to work on it.  Besides, packing weapons in a shoulder harness under a coat among casually dressed tourists was obvious as hell.  
 
   My new satchel was the answer.  I picked it up from the floor near the bed and unzipped the soft leather case.  I threw back the lid.  Inside, on the bottom surface, a small spell circle had been inscribed with demon runes.  This was the same spell as the one in my armory that let me call forth my sword when I wanted it, through an altered space.  I put my guns and a butt-load of filled clips inside.  Every time the guns returned to the case, the spent clips would be exchanged for fresh ones.  
 
   I zipped the case shut.  My fingers tingled with raw magic as I activated the dormant spells.  Now for a test...  My hands hang at my side, empty.  I swept them up like a cowboy drawing six-shooters.  I aimed across the room as my Berettas materialized in my closing grip.  I set the semi-automatics on the bed.  With a thought, I reactivated the spell and the guns magically returned to the satchel.  A smile stretched my face.  Sweet.  Since my Berettas had the same come-and-go capability as my demon sword, I no longer had to encumber myself with holsters.
 
   The silence finally caught my attention.  Where are the girls?
 
   I looked around.  Their stuff was here, but they’d bailed on me.  The key to the room was missing as well.  Really, the girls didn’t seem to understand that waiting on my every whim was a great privilege.  Under the theory that they’d stepped outside for air and a change of scene, I decided to check the parking lot before calling Grace up and ranting at her and Madison.  
 
     I stepped out, closing the door behind me, and moved along the railing to the stairs.  They took me down to the parking lot.  There were no girls.  No sign of Onyx.  And my car was gone.  In the back of my mind, I heard the Old Man’s voice: Try being a kinder, gentler sociopath.  Bond your subordinates to you.  Let loyalty, not fear, be the word of the day.
 
   Loyalty, my ass.  If there’s a single scratch on my baby…
 
   My phone had Grace on speed dial.  I punched the number for her and waited for the connection to go through, staring past the parking lot at the desert landscape beyond.  In the near distance, off to the side, a plume of dust heralded a little excitement.  There seemed to be a small herd of something stampeding past.  Javelinas?   It was my first time seeing the wild pigs.  The adults were sixty pounds, standing over two feet at the shoulder.  A broad swath of bristles ran from the backs of their heads, down their backs.  And they had six inch fangs, uppers and lowers, which gave them their name; javelina was Spanish for javelin. 
 
   After numerous rings, Grace’s voice finally unfurled from my cell phone.  “Yeah-lo?”
 
   “Grace, where’s my car?”
 
   “We, uh, sorta borrowed it.”
 
   “I did notice.”  One of my Berettas materialized in my free 
 
   hand.  I lifted the semi-automatic and aimed at the lead pig, tracking his motion.  “Where are you?”
 
   “Burger World.  We got hungry.  Don’t worry, I’ll do you a favor and not tell Cassie you were starving me.”
 
   “How wonderful!”  I smiled like a crazy person.  For some reason it seemed to come easy.  “And I suppose I’m expected to let you live?”
 
   “We’ll bring you back a burger and some curly fries.”
 
   “A bacon cheeseburger.  I have a sudden urge for bacon.”  I moved my muzzle from the stampeding pigs, interested to see what was chasing them.  Sighting down the barrel, I saw another plume of dust, a smaller one.  There were three pursuers, chupacabras, Spanish for goatsuckers.  They were dusty hazel-colored beasts with stubby tails, raptor claws, spikes down their backs, and big black eyes.  The world lurched as my vision morphed from human to dragon.  It was like staring through high-powered binoculars.  Details were much clearer.  The reptoid vampires had long prehensile tongues wagging out of their mouths.  The tongue-tip bore three three-inch fangs. I personally believed them to be the descendants of stranded aliens.  
 
   “One question,” I said, “how did you manage to bypass the security devices on my car?”
 
   “Apparently—against my orders—Onyx stowed away for the trip out here.  I agreed to forgive him in exchange for him using his shadow powers to possess the car so we could drive it.”
 
   A thought send my weapon back to the satchel in my room.  “Okay, swing by a liquor store, have Onyx get me some Jägermeister and Red Bull.  Tell him I give permission for him to kill whoever he has to.”  Dropping a shot of Jägermeister into a sports drink is a Jägerbomb, the American variety.  In Europe, the shot is dropped into beer.  Watching the chupacabras had made me thirsty.  And having booze with her might just keep her alive when I see her next. 
 
   I killed the connection and put my phone away, continuing to watch the hunting chupacabras and their intended prey.  Not having a dog in that fight, I didn’t really care to root for either side. The hindmost pig skidded to a stop, turning to face the goat-suckers.  This was intended to let the rest of the herd get away.  The guardian pig would go down, of course, but might do some damage before he died.  That was my hope anyway.
 
   I want to see some blood.
 
   The three chupacabras slammed into Doom Piggy.  A dust whirl sprang up like the Tasmanian devil was cleaning house.  Doom Piggy slashed with his tusks.  A goat-sucker went down, throat ripped away.  By then, prehensile tongues had flipped the pig on his back and pierced him with incisors.  The surviving chupacabras carved up the pig’s stomach and a flank with their freaky claws.  Squeals of distress spiked, then fell off.  I didn’t need to notice the sudden stillness or glazing eyes to know Doom Piggy was gone.
 
   I was about to go back to the room when a Hispanic maid came out of a ground floor apartment, pushing a cart loaded with cleaning supplies, towels and sheets.  She looked hot, about twenty-five, her lustrous black hair tied in back.  She wore an apron over street clothes instead of some special uniform, and smiled as she passed.
 
   I felt the monster in my pants stirring with equal interest.  There was something special about her scent, something not quite human.  I drew a deeper breath.  A shifter? Fey?   No, something else.
 
   “Good morning, sir.”  Her purred words were accompanied by the slight squeak of a cart wheels and a little metallic rattle.  “Can I help you?” 
 
   I grinned at her.  “Most people think I’m beyond help, but there are a few possibilities that come to mind, though it will probably throw you off schedule.”
 
   “I have a break coming up, but the best things in life should not be rushed.”
 
   I leaned against the cart, and toward her.  “You have a name, sweetness?”
 
   Her voice was a breathy tease.  “Elena.”  She leaned on her side of the cart.  The tip of her tongue appeared, wetting her full upper lip.  “What about you?”
 
   “Caine.”
 
   She stared at me, eyes flaring with realization.  “I know you!”
 
   “I think I’d remember.”
 
   “Deathwalker, right?”
 
   My eyes narrowed.  “You got my name from the hotel register?”
 
   “No, from here.”  She brushed a towel back, reaching for something.  
 
   A flicker of thought caused one of my Beretta PX4s to appear in my right hand.  I didn’t let her see the semi-automatic—and wouldn’t—unless she pulled a weapon of her own.  
 
   She produced a folded tabloid.  I watched carefully as she opened the paper.  Nothing dangerous lay hidden inside.  I sent my gun back to its satchel.  The tabloid was the Dark Side News, one of the underground newspapers put out by our kind; a rag devoted to gossip, dark trends, and often comical conspiracy theories.  
 
   She spun the paper around and held it up, one finger stabbing a photo.  “This is you!”
 
   I looked at the photo as her finger came away.  The story caption read: Deathwalker fucks coven into submission.  Yeah, that was me all right: sitting in the back of an ambulance, surrounded by EMTs, a ritual dagger jutting from my shoulder.  That’ll teach me to fuck an aboriginal witch without disarming her first.  Bitch tried to feed me to Kurpannga, the hairless devil-dingo of the Dreamlands.  
 
   Infiltrating the EMTs was a pet project of the witches in L.A. who helped clean-up the city after major occult battles so humans could go back to blithe ignorance of the fragileness of their lives.    
 
   Inaudible to others, my cock spoke to me (as he often does): One of my best performances, ever.
 
   “It wasn’t actually a coven,” I said.  “More like an Australian dwarf and her demon familiar.”
 
   “Were you scared?”
 
   “Yeah, for a second; I was afraid I wouldn’t be able to get 
 
   off a fourth time, but I managed.  Fortunately, the EMTs were able to hang out in the driveway while I finished up inside.”
 
   She set the paper back on the cart and slanted me a look.  “They say you’re a demon lord.”
 
   “By adoption, my father’s the Atlantean demon who runs the L.A. territory.”  And me.
 
   “So what are you?”
 
   “That’s my question.  I can tell you’re not exactly human, but all I smell is—talc?”
 
   She gave me a mysterious smile.  “So, what does that tell you?”
 
   “Hell if I know.”
 
   There was a double honk as my Shelby Mustang pulled into the parking lot, looking fierce in its black paintjob with gold-lightning jags for contrast.  I turned and scanned the body for signs of damage.  I saw none, which—for the sake of the girls—was a good thing.  Of course, I was still planning on flipping them over my knees for a well-deserved spanking.  Madison at least.  The car rolled up into a nearby parking spot. 
 
   The doors opened.  Madison slid out from behind the wheel.  I think she was the only one with a license.  Wearing a pastel green cowgirl hat that hid her mothy antennae, Grace emerged from the front passenger seat.  Onyx came out from the back, sheathed neck to foot in black.  His denim jeans were slashed out at the knees, flashing skin as he walked.  His tee-shirt had a picture of an anime girl wrapped in chains, wearing hot-pants and halter top, one eye dark, the other ablaze with blue fire.  She had some kind of massive rifle.  The logo said: BLACK ROCK SHOOTER.  His black sneakers were laced with acid-green strings.  Apparently, the girls had decided to dress him funny, not that he’d know that.
 
   Elena came around the cart to stand beside me.  I shifted my head to watch her peripherally.  Her gaze locked onto the Mustang.  “Sweet ride,” she purred.
 
   I nodded.  “I like it.”
 
   “Want to take me for a ride?” she asked.
 
   “My bed or yours?”
 
   She turned and playfully smacked my arm.  The casual blow staggered me, telling me she possessed strength far above human levels.  Elena said, “Not on a first date.  I’m a lady.”
 
   Grace came up and shoved a paper bag at me.  “Here, we thought you might be hungry.”  
 
   I was.  I took the bag.  The bottom felt warm from the food inside.  They hadn’t taken my car too far to get fed.  That at least was considerate.
 
   “And we put some gas in,” Madison added.
 
   Onyx nodded, standing behind her.  “Five whole dollars.”
 
   Grace glared at him for outing her cheapness.
 
   He looked confused.  “What?”
 
    “Never mind,” Grace grumbled.  She and Madison shifted their attention to Elena, taking her and the cart in with a measuring glance.  
 
   Onyx smiled at her and waved.  “Hey!”
 
   Elena smiled back, then turned her attention back to me.  “I really ought to finish up my shift.  How about I give you my number, and you give me a call later.  We can go out for drinks, or something.”
 
   I took out my phone, and let her add her number to my contacts.  I put my phone away as she gave her cart a push, sending it rolling on to the next room in need of cleaning.  Grace waited until Elena was a distance away, then looked to me.  “She seems nice.  If you want some private time later we can always take the car and—”
 
   “Die a bloody death?”  I smiled like it was a joke, but my eyes stayed cold and dead, making my words a promise.
 
   “We didn’t want to take in the first place.”  Madison thumbed over her shoulder at Onyx.  “He made us.”
 
   From the shocked expression on Onyx’s face, that was news to him, but—nobly—he took the blame without protest.  
 
   I looked at Onyx. “So, you’re officially taking responsibility?”
 
   He shrugged.  “I guess so.”
 
   “Then when you don’t expect it, expect it.”
 
   “Go easy on him,” Grace said.  “He has a good heart, 
 
   mostly.”  She held out the bag with the Jägermeister and Red Bull in it.  Instantly, I felt a slight measure of forgiveness trying to be born, but squashed beneath a mental thumb.
 
   Madison said, “I think you should force him to take us clubbing tonight.  That will teach him!”
 
   By then, the last two chupacabras had finished their pork entrée and scampering off about their business.  I thought scampering off was a good idea.  I’d eat lunch, wash it down with a Jägerbomb, and then go see a man about some serial killings, and a stolen coffin.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   EIGHT
 
    
 
   “I’ve a hard and fast rule: don’t kill the 
 
   Informant before he’s done talking.”
 
    
 
                                      —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   Tinka-tinkka.  The pool hall was dim, the lights being concentrated over the green-felt tables.  The place wasn’t particularly busy having only a pair of pool players on the premises and the man behind the counter who nursed a silvery can of half-and-half lemonade and tea.  A flat-screen TV on the wall displayed a car race where the vehicles roared at one another as they maneuvered for supremacy.  The door swung slowly shut behind Onyx and me, tinkling the bell once more.  We’d left the girl’s behind; this was a guy’s-only mission.  No way was I having Grace tell Cassie I dragged her to a pool hall.  I like my internal organs inside me. 
 
   We walked over to the register, paid for a game, and went to a wall display of parallel cue sticks.  
 
   Onyx looked them over, his all-black jeans and tee soaking up all light that hit them.  “These weapons are poorly balanced.”
 
   “Assaulting people is only their secondary function,” I said.
 
   We watched a scrawny ponytailed brunette in a sleeveless, denim dress lean over a table, one hand knuckles up on the surface under a sawing cue stick.  The stick made a final slide.  There was a clack.  She straightened, watching the white ball crack off of a pair striped balls, sending them rebounding wildly.  Nothing went into a pocket.  She scowled at the results.  “I think there’s something wrong with this stick.”
 
   With her, a grizzled, biker-looking dude grinned.  “Yeah, operator error.”
 
   Onyx looked back at me.  “Some kind of game?”
 
   I nodded.  “Yeah, first person to sink all of their type of balls, and then getting the black ball, wins.  Some people bet on their skill in this area.”
 
   “And we’re going to play?”
 
   “We’re killing time while I wait to be contacted by an information broker, who will indeed leave us broker, but better informed.”  Old Man Lauphram had called ahead of me, contacting the fire-demon clan that held this territory.  Being small and often neglected by the big players in the preternatural world, the local demons had fallen all over themselves to be helpful.  For the usual price, they’d reached out to one of their informants, setting up this meet.  
 
   I chose my stick, looking down its length to check for warps.  Finding it adequate, I moved on to an empty table.  After a moment, Onyx joined me.  His gaze followed my every move as I pulled balls from the pockets, wracked them in a triangle, and put it away.  I looked across the table at him, as I placed the cue ball.  “I take it you’ve never played pool before.”
 
   He shrugged his shoulders in a very liquid manner that suggested having bones was just an illusion.   “I’ve been a pool, but never played it.”
 
   “So, looking human is your power, being shadow is your natural state?”
 
   “If you use the term ‘natural’ very loosely, sure.”
 
   I nodded, and took position for the break, sawing the stick on my knuckles.  “You probably don’t want to bet on the game then,” I said.
 
   “Money?”
 
   “A favor, payable on demand.”
 
   Onyx slanted me a look packed with suspicion. “What kind of favor?”
 
   “It will probably have something to do with keeping me alive at some point.”
 
   “How will I know we’re at that point?”
 
   “I will probably be screaming, ‘Onyx, do it fucking now!’”  I hit the white ball and watched it break up the triangular cluster.   Balls rolled everywhere, creating secondary impacts.  A striped ball and a colored ball went in.
 
   “So, which type of ball do you get to play?” he asked.
 
   “I’ll take solid.”  I moved for my next shot, rounding a corner.   Onyx stepped out of my way as I passed.  “If you sink both a solid and a stripe on break, you get your pick.”  I made a point of missing my next shot to sucker him in.  “Damn!”
 
   He grinned at my annoyance and circled the table, looking for options.  “Fine,” he said.  “You’re on.”  He smacked the striped purple twelve ball into the striped yellow nine.  Both rebounded with high energy, stirring up the table.  My solid red, number three ball went into a side pocket.  He looked up at me.  “That doesn’t count, right?  You have to knock in your own balls.”  He spoke with confidence, trying to convince me.
 
   “Yeah and a drunken unicorn’s going to do a horn-stand and puke me a rainbow with a pot of gold at the end.  My turn.”
 
   Onyx backed away as I passed him.  “We did say best two outta three, right?”
 
   “You wish.”  I took aim and sent the white ball smacking a bank, glancing off the black ball.  I dropped the solid orange five.  On a streak, I circled the table and was soon down to the eight ball.
 
   The door opened and a man with a crinkled, red face came in.  His shirt was yellow-and-white plaid with pearl-snaps instead of buttons.  A red bandana was tied to his neck.  He stood six-four in cowboy boots, not counting the feather and turquoise laden hat he wore.  What little hair could be seen back of his ears was iron gray.  His glass-faced belt buckle bulged, a small scorpion encased inside.  The door closed behind him as he looked around.  His gaze dismissed the biker couple, slid over Onyx, came to me, and went back to Onyx as if the stranger knew he was seeing something not of this earth.
 
   It pissed me off that my informant judged a mere shadow man to be more dangerous than a demon lord.  Of course, no one had mentioned I was part dragon as well.
 
   The Indian in cowboy duds stopped beside me, still watching Onyx.  He turned his face toward me to ask a question, but his 
 
   eyes didn’t move.  “One of you is Deathwalker?”
 
   “Me,” I answered.
 
   He looked at me then.  “That a real name?”
 
   “Sure, Kemosabe.  Picked it out myself because wherever I go, Death walks with me.”
 
   “Death?”  The Indian stared at Onyx again.  “That him?”
 
   Smiling, Onyx flattened himself into two dimensions, looming high, losing his human features.  It was only for a heartbeat, and he was back as he had been, smile and all.  “What do you think?”  
 
   “I think I’m leaving.”  The big guy turned and started for the door.  
 
   I sent out a thought and my semi-automatics filled my hands.  “One more step and you die.”
 
   He turned back and shrugged.  “Well, if you put it that way.”
 
   The proprietor hollered over at me.  “Hey, no guns.  This is a family place.”  
 
   I picked up a striped green, number fourteen ball with my free hand, and—without looking—chucked it at the guy.
 
   “Fuck!” he yelled.
 
   I think I hit his chest.  The sound wasn’t hollow enough to be his head, besides, he was still alive.  
 
   The biker dude stomped up behind me.  “That’s my brother-in-law, Clem.  Only I get to rough him up.” 
 
   I heard the whoosh of his swinging stick and ducked.  The pool stick went over my head.  From the corner of my eye, I located his left boot—and shot it.
 
   “Gawd-luvva-duck!”  He dropped the pool stick.  It smacked the floor with a sound almost as loud as a gunshot.  Biker dude hopped on his good foot, getting away from me while he could.
 
   Onyx called out.  “That was my ball you threw, so I’m counting it as going in a pocket.”
 
   “Fine,” I said, “you need the handicap.  Hey, if you see anyone calling the police, stop them, and they don’t necessarily have to keep breathing.”
 
   Onyx sighed.  “Whatever.”
 
   That’s when the biker’s old lady leaped on my back, track-
 
   marked arms circling my neck in a choke hold.  “You fornicating bastard!” she shrilled into my ear.
 
   “Is that an offer?” I asked.
 
   “Fuck you!” she said.
 
   Apparently it was.  “No thanks, I don’t fuck sub-human trash.”  Though there was that one hot zombie stripper a few years back…
 
   I spun so my back was toward the pool table, and jumped onto it backwards so she cushioned my fall.  Balls clacked around.  She groaned.  Her grip loosening at impact.  I rolled off her and, weapons extended, covered the whole room.  “Next idiot tries anything and I will continue to be irresponsible, only more so.”
 
   The woman rolled the other way, falling onto the floor with a whap and an inarticulate curse.
 
   Onyx scanned the table.  “I think we’re tied now.”
 
   “Yeah, but it’s still my shot.  Far corner pocket.” I fired a Berretta at the white ball and nicked it, smacking it off the black ball which rolled into the pocket I’d called.  What was left of the white ball bounced and attempted to roll, but the big crater in it proved less than helpful.  I looked at Onyx.  “I win.”
 
   Onyx looked from the table to me.  “It that legal?  You didn’t use a stick.”
 
   The Indian said, “He’s holding two guns.  That’s legal enough for me.”
 
   “You’re going to pay me for the damage!” the manager screamed.
 
   I pointed a gun at his pie-hole.
 
   “Or not,” he said.
 
   I told him, “I don’t mind paying; it just needs to be my idea.”  I willed my guns away, and pulled out my wallet, flashing a handful of hundreds.  I dropped two of them on the table.  “That should cover it.”  Putting my wallet away, I walked over to the Indian.  “So, you have information for me?”
 
   “Best money can buy.  Are we talking here?  Someone might have heard the shots and called the cops.”
 
   “Better make it fast then.”  I didn’t look at him as I spoke.  I 
 
   
  
 

would have had to crane my neck to look into his face.  Being short was bad enough.  I declined to emphasize my condition.
 
   He nodded.  “You wanted information on a series of child-killings that happened here in Santa Fe back in ‘95 and ’96.”
 
   “Right.  And anything you hear about a secret auction being planned in the next few days.”
 
    “I’ll look into the auction.  About that other business, don’t get nervous; I’m just reaching for what you want.”  Slowly, his hand went to the back of his belt.  He brought forth a bulging, white business envelope.  “These old news clippings will give you most of the details.  There’s not much else.”
 
   Taking the envelope, I tucked it in a jacket pocket.  “Tell me what’s not in there, what the preternatural community knows, or suspects.”
 
   Onyx drew closer, listening in.  The others had enough sense to make themselves scarce.
 
   The Indian watched Onyx carefully, but otherwise showed no tension, saying, “Rumor back then had it that there was a fey connection.  Some people thought the victims were captured or pacified by some fey relic.  At the time of the killings, some fey went around asking about a theft, offering a sizable reward for the guilty party to be revealed.”
 
   Hmmm.  Interesting.  “Did the fey ever recover the artifact?”
 
   “No.  The reward is still standing.”
 
   Great.  That will put a little more cash in my pocket, or maybe some kind of magical reward. “Do you know anything more about this relic?”
 
   The Indian held out his hand.
 
   I pulled out my wallet and handed him a hundred.
 
   He glared at me.  “I’m worth less than a cue ball?  You gave the manager two hundred.”
 
   I added another hundred.  
 
   He said nothing, hand still open, waiting.
 
   I gave him another hundred and a hard stare.  “If that’s not enough, I can throw in a bullet.  
 
   Which vital organ do you want it lodged in?”
 
   He closed his hand on the cash and stuffed it in a pocket.  
 
   “That will do just fine.”  He reached into a shirt pocket, pulled out a white linen business card, and extended it to me.  “Here’s the, uh, man you need to talk to.”
 
   I took the card and read it: Santa Fe Silver Gallery.  There was an address in the downtown area, and a phone number.  “This business is a cover for the fey?”
 
   The Indian nodded.  “They buy their turquoise from the local tribes, but the ultra-pure silver is imported from Fairy.”
 
   I shot a glower at the informant.  “The fey are in competition with Native American craftsmen.  You wouldn’t be sending me in there to get a little payback against your rivals, would you?”
 
   He huffed, some kind of a laugh I think.  “Just because I want them annoyed with your presence, doesn’t mean they don’t have things to tell you.”
 
   Okay, not a wild javelina chase then.  “Fine.  I’ll go see the man.  Anything else?”
 
   “Just this, the killings stopped as suddenly as they started.  You might want to look into the last victim.  Victims actually.  It was the only case where more than one victim was found, and one of them is still alive.  I can’t give you the name.  As a minor, his name was never released to the media, and somehow, it never turned up.”
 
   “That is interesting.”
 
   Red and blue flashes of light speared in through the front windows as a police car pulled up.  There’d been no sirens.  They’d rolled up silently to catch us by surprise.  Car doors were thrown open.  
 
   We were seconds away from a law enforcement invasion.  “Thanks,” I told the Indian.
 
   He scurried off to the side, out of the line of possible fire.
 
   I turned to Onyx, summoned my guns, put the safeties on, and flipped them in my hands.  “Here, hold these.”
 
   He took the guns.
 
   I got on my knees and raised my hands, and sang the theme to Cops.  “Bad boys, bad boys, what cha gonna do when they come for you…?”
 
   They kicked in the front door—which hadn’t been locked—
 
   and one of them screamed.  Freeze!”
 
   Another cop yelled, “Put the guns down!”
 
   Onyx stared at them, a puzzled expression on his face.  “Which is it?  Do you want me to freeze or put the guns down?”
 
   They clarified themselves:  
 
   “Put the gun down!”
 
   “Freeze!”
 
   “Drop the gun!”
 
   Onyx melted into a puddle of darkness, taking my guns to the floor with him.  He left them there as he scooted across the floor, under the cops’ feet, and out the door.  One cop stood frozen like a statue.  The other turned to watch the retreating darkness.
 
   “Holy shit!” he said.
 
   Quite inaccurate.
 
   The frozen cop got over his shock and came further into the pool hall.  He went to my guns and scooped them up, smudging any prints I might have left on them.  Avarice gleamed in his eyes as he smiled at my weapons.  “Nice.”
 
   “Can I get up now?” I asked him.
 
   He holstered his gun, it being awkward to hold three weapons at a time, and looked at me.  “Oh, yeah, sure.”
 
   I got off my knees, putting my hands down, and gushed with insincerity.  “Thanks, officer.  I don’t know what that was, but you saved us all.”
 
   “All in a day’s work, sir.”  He continued to pay more attention to the guns than to me.
 
   My ass, no way you know what work is.
 
   The biker chick picked herself up and ran at the cop while pointing my way.  “That’s the bad guy, right there!  He attacked me.” 
 
   From the corner of my eye, I saw her boyfriend sneaking out the front door, limping.  Guy probably has outstanding warrants.
 
   The cop looked at her as she stopped short of barreling into him.  By this time, his partner got there, too.  He holstered his gun.  “Hey, Joe, don’t we need to call in on that whatever-it-was?  
 
   It’ll get clean away.”
 
   “Let it, Rick,” Joe said.  “How would we keep it in a cell anyway?  We’re not L.A. or New York City; we don’t have special secret police units to deal with stuff that isn’t supposed to exist.  We’ll just get sent off to pee in a cup, and I got better things to do.”
 
   “Are you listening to me?”  The woman screeched, still pointing my way.  “He’s with that thing.  They’re in it together.”
 
   I looked at the cop.  “She’s obviously hysterical.  I think you need to slap her a couple times.”
 
   There was a sound of a motorcycle revving up out front.  The woman’s face jerked toward the front door as she apparently recognized the sound.  Her eyes widened.  She shoved between the cops struggling toward the door.
 
   “She’s getting away,” I yelled.
 
   Rick pulled his Taser and zapped her.  She dropped like a pole-axed mackerel.
 
   By this time, the manager had scooted out into the room.  “Hey, don’t hurt my customers.”
 
   I smiled at him, but my stare was a cold threat.  “It’s alright, I’m fine.  I just hope that shadow-thing doesn’t come back.  Someone could get hurt—bad.”
 
   The manager looked at me and visibly paled.  He swung his stare to the cops.  “I saw it all, she attacked you and you did what you had to.”
 
   After giving my statement, I was allowed to leave.  I lingered outside, watching as a second patrol car pulled up.  The backup hustled inside to get in on manhandling the woman.  I took this opportunity to pick the trunk locks of the police cars and steal their riot shotguns.  Hey, they had my handguns; I considered it a fair trade.  Of course, if they couldn’t hang onto my weapons, how is that my fault?  
 
   I sent out a thought drenched in raw magic.  A moment later, I heard consternation from within at the missing evidence as my semi-automatics went back to the satchel in my hotel room.  Too bad I couldn’t do that with the shotguns.  With a shrug, I carried them to my car, with Eric Clapton’s iconic guitar riffs sliding through my head.  I softly sang, “I shot the sheriff…”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   NINE
 
    
 
   “Why waste jewels on women who already have lovely tears.”
 
    
 
                                         —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   Rolling past the city square—where old adobe buildings lined a park with a fancy spire monument—we reached a lane with available parking.  I eased the Mustang into an open spot, killed the engine, and activated the antitheft devices.  Onyx and I got out, as did the girls.  I’d gone back to the hotel for them, figuring they’d be easier to handle after being dumped off to do some shopping near the Plaza at the best and priciest shops.  Grace had a credit card from Cassie, and a few black diamonds from Onyx who’d been kissing ass, metaphorically speaking.  Pragmatic where their own best interests lay, it wasn’t surprising how fast the girls forgave him for barging into their road trip.
 
   Grace and Madison followed Onyx and me to the Santa Fe Silver Gallery.  They planned to sell some of the black diamonds for hard cash.  Good idea.  Bad place to do it.  The fey were likely cheat the hell outta Grace.  I wasn’t planning to interfere; Grace needed to make mistakes as a learning experience.  If it looked like the fey were taking too big an advantage, I might say something.  Then again, she’d taken my vehicle without permission.
 
   I opened the glass door to the showroom and went in.  Behind me, Onyx caught the door and held it open for the girls.  I could hear breathes catching as the ladies noticed the surrounding display cases.  Without looking back, I could easily imagine just how wide their eyes had grown.  Me, I knew enough to appear uninterested and slightly bored by all this.  You can’t appear hungry and still get a good deal.
 
   I scanned the room for an available salesperson, and noticed there were no cameras, unless they were very well concealed.  That made sense.  If there were problems, the fey would want to deal with them in ways human society might frown upon.  There were employees in the room, both hot blond eye-candy with piled hair and low-cut dresses.  Their faces and figures were perfect, too perfect.  I fed raw magic to one of my special tattoos to awaken it.  The warm tingle was chased away by a new sensation ghosting in, payment for the magic I invoked.  It felt like someone had just stepped into me with a rumbling chainsaw.  I almost missed a step.  The phantom pain faded out, leaving me unimpaired, my vision magically enhanced.
 
   In the cases, the silver and turquoise necklaces, rings, and bracelets softly shimmered with a kind of color coding only I could see.  The pastel tones were benign, showing none of the murky tones for dark magic.  Hanging like ghosts in the air over various items were tags that defined the spell’s purpose, and numbers indicating complexity and strength.  Without an exception, everything sold here had low-grade compulsion spells that encouraged shoppers to buy generously. 
 
   Grace pushed past me and hurried up to a saleswoman who didn’t seem busy, whose smile was dialed up to high.  She wore a periwinkle dress with billowy sleeves, restrained pink lipstick, and hair piled in a French chignon.  She wore silver earrings with blue teardrops which advertised for the business, as well as a silver necklace supporting a flat, abstract flute-player—Kokopelli, a Native American legend, one of the faces of the Trickster.  
 
   Grace couldn’t see it, but to my enhanced sight, the woman had grown taller, skin shining with a moon-glow.  Her ears lost their human roundness, going pointy and long.  She was fey to the bone, and there was more to her mind-clouding glamour than I expected.  The tag I read over her head suggested she might be a strong illusionist.
 
   The saleswoman said, “Can I help you find something?”
 
   Grace put a cupped hand over the counter and let three dark stones spill out on the glass.  “I’m looking to sell these.”
 
   The woman glanced at the stones, then away, as if they held little interest.  “Hematite is not that valuable, but…”  She smiled brightly, “We might be interested in making an offer.” 
 
   Fey don’t lie.  They can’t.  In that way, they’re similar to kitsune like Grace.  The saleswoman didn’t actually say the black diamonds were cheap hematite which would have been a lie; she’d only said hematite wasn’t that valuable.  
 
   The saleswoman brightened, as if with sudden inspiration.  “How about I trade you one of these nice, shiny necklaces here?”  She tapped the case under the diamonds.  “We have some very nice work here.”  Assuming agreement, her hand moved to sweep up the stones.
 
   Grace was faster, covering the diamonds with a palm.  “Well, if you’re not going to be serious, I’ll take my diamonds someplace else.”
 
   “Diamonds?” the saleswoman used a tone suggesting that Grace had to be mistaken.
 
   Grace scooped up her stones and turned, as if walking away.
 
   “Wait,” the saleswoman said, “perhaps you’d like to speak to our owner.  He knows a great deal more about gems than I do.”
 
   Grace stopped, but didn’t turn back.  “I don’t know…”
 
   “Just give me a moment.”  The fey hurried toward a doorway blocked by a turquoise curtain, and pushed through.
 
   Grace turned toward me with a grin in place.  “Like someone can play me.”
 
   I pointed at Madison.  “You’d better go save your friend.  The spells on the jewelry have gotten a good hold on her.  She’ll buy everything she sees, until her cash is gone, and she’s masturbating on street corners with one of her stakes for money to buy more.”
 
   The other saleswoman had finished with a customer.  She’d turned toward us in time to hear my statement.  She frowned.  “Sir, you shouldn’t say such things.  We’re trying to run a business here.”
 
   I gave her a cold stare.  “We both know what you’re running here.  Behave, or I’ll sic my attack dog on you.”  I pointed at Onyx.
 
   Her eyes went to Onyx.  A small furrow appeared between her eyebrows.  She waved a hand, as if clearing the air, and froze like a mouse come nose-to-nose with a tomcat.  The opal she wore on a silver chain was an old, fey piece steeped in magic.  Dream Court magic.  The tag on it indicated the stone’s purpose was to bring understanding, its power similar to that of my Dragon Sight tattoo.  She touched a bracelet on her left wrist.  The tag on the bracelet indicated that it was a weapon from the Winter Court, the saleswoman looked back at me for help, but the second her spell-opened eyes landed on me she almost pissed herself, gripping the bracelet hard enough for it to pierce her skin and a drop of blue blood to seep out.   
 
   An ice weapon.  That won’t do a hell of a lot against a shadow man, much less me.  
 
   Onyx looked at her the way a friendly puppy might.  He smiled and waved to recapture her attention.  “Hi!”
 
   Meanwhile, Grace dragged Madison toward the door.  “Trust me, you need to wait outside.  I’ll explain later.”
 
   A high-pitched male voice cut across the room.  “What’s going on here?”  The new-comer pushing through the curtain looked balding, wrinkled, and as worn as any human, but he was fey under the illusion of normalcy.  Focusing through his glamour, I saw pointy ears, high arching brows, unwrinkled skin, and the golden glint of long curls.  The ring on his finger—a silversmith guild ring from Fairy—was entirely real.  
 
   “Your saleswoman was just trying to cheat my friend on the price of some jewels,” I pointed at his employee.  “I’d have thought you would have trained her better.  Knowing what you are possibly offending is a survival trait.”
 
   The fey paused to really look at us.  “And what are you?”
 
   Grace came back from shoving Madison out the door.  Hearing the question, she answered it by taking off her pastel green cowgirl hat.  Her feathery antennae bobbed.  Her eyes were coins of yellow fire as she shed her lightweight, pink windbreaker, fully revealing a cropped tee shirt as faded as her blue denim shorts.  Grace turned to show the baby moth wings on her back, fanning them a little to show they were real, and 
 
   finished facing the fey again.
 
   “Do I get the fey discount?” she asked.
 
   My lip twitched in an almost-smile.  Grace was the one being disingenuous now.  There wasn’t any fey blood in her that I knew about, but she was leaving that impression without saying so.  I thought there was an element of self-defense to it as well.  She probably thought if she were mistaken for fey, they might not treat her too badly.  Obviously, she didn’t know fey very well.  However, I approved of the way she kept her kitsune nature hidden.  
 
   Onyx moved behind Grace, draping his arms around her like he was a sweater she’d just tied on.  “I am shadow,” he said, “fear me.”
 
   “I’m here on other business,” I said.  “Take care of my friends, then we can talk.”
 
   The owner’s eyes came back to me.  “Talk about what?”
 
   “Demon business,” I said.
 
   The two clerks gasped in unison.
 
   The owner’s eyes widened.  “I have no business with your kind.”
 
   “That’s a sane policy,” I said, “but I’m not one of the locals.  You are going to deal with me.  I am Caine Deathwalker, the Red Moon Demon, a golden dragon, and a lord of Fairy.”
 
   “The three-crowned lord…!”  The owner bowed with great formality.  “Where there has been insult, I will see it punished.” 
 
   Showing surprise, Grace and Onyx looked at me as well.  Grace was gob-smacked.  Onyx enlarged his eyes and took a better look.  I smiled at the two.  Grace and Onyx went back to normal.  The shadow man’s smile was back on his face.  
 
   I lifted an eyebrow.  “And you are?”
 
   “Einion Silversmith, master of this shop, certified in good standing with the Silver Guild of the fey, at your service, exalted one.”
 
   Absently, I nodded receipt of his name.  “You will make amends by offering fair market value for what the girl offers you.”
 
   He looked at Grace.  “And what do you offer, little sister?”
 
   She went to Einion and spilled three black diamonds on the glass that lay between them.  “Black diamonds.”
 
   Picking them up one at a time for general inspection, he used a jeweler’s loupe to check for flaws.  
 
   “These stones have a natural color that hasn’t been tampered with.  They’re perfect.  Where did you get them?  You do understand; I need to remain free of legal entanglements.  I require your solemn oath these items were properly acquired.”
 
   “They’re not stolen,” Grace said.  “I got them as a gift.”
 
   “From a very thoughtful and considerate person,” Onyx added.
 
   Einion furrowed his brow in deep thought.  “A thousand dollars apiece should be adequate,” 
 
   Grace’s face broke into an indignant scowl.  “C’mon, I know enough not to take a first offer.”
 
   The silversmith laughed like someone who didn’t care he’d been caught with a paw in the cookie jar.  “Oh, you are just too smart for me.  What a bright child!  Very well, who needs a profit anyway?  Twelve hundred dollars.”
 
   Grace shot me a look.  I kept my face bland.  This was her bargain to make.  She needed to trust her gut.  Her gaze went blank a moment as if she were viewing something private inside her skull.  Her focus returned and brought a hard glower along with it.  “Fair market value would be seventeen hundred apiece.”
 
   A look of pain flashed across Einion’s face.  “How did you…?  Never mind.”  He sighed.  “Very well, the deal is done.  Wait here.”  He turned toward the curtain, moving toward the back room, stopping in shock as the front door jolted open and two men with guns burst in.
 
   The lead man was big and burly; a red bandana over his lower face, the rest of him clad in denim shorts and a black metal-style tee with Nevermore in front, the artwork featuring a surly girl child and a bunch of skulls on poles.  Somehow, the girl on the tee shirt reminded me of the ghost girl who’d been haunting me.  The second guy wore black shorts and a searing-green Hawaiian shirt with palm leaves and a parrot rendered in primary colors.  He had no bandana, just a pair of very dark 
 
   sunshades on.  Their Smith and Wesson .38s panned us.
 
   “Nobody move!” Bandana Guy barked.
 
   “And no one will get hurt,” Hawaiian Guy added.
 
   “You’re moving,” Onyx pointed out.
 
   “Shuddup!”  Bandana Guy surged up to Onyx, swinging his handgun at the shadow man’s head.  Onyx’s features sank into darkness, leaving him faceless.  The gunman’s pistol and hand fell into that darkness and emerged with a coating of frost.  “Crap!  What the freakin’ hell.”
 
   I lifted my empty hands, extending in front of me as if I held my Berettas ready for use.  I called to the robbers.  “Want to see a magic trick?”
 
   Hawaiian Guy and Bandana Man looked at me like I was crazy.  I launched a thought back to my motel room, to the satchel I’d left there.  A moment later my semi-automatics leaped the distance and materialized in my hands.  The robbers each got a full clip of rounds spread across their bodies.  Chances were good they were dead before falling over and sprawling on the floor.  With another thought, I sent my weapons back to the satchel.
 
   The sound of gunfire brought Madison running into the jewelry store.  She had a throwing star in each hand, poised to send the star-shaped knives flying on missions of death.  She paused, staring down at the bodies on the floor and back up at me.  “Just can’t play well with others, can you?”
 
   “I do my best,” I lied, “but trouble won’t stay away.”  
 
   She put the stars away.  “Well, they’re your bodies; you can clean them up.”
 
   The saleslady in the periwinkle dress with poufy sleeves came around from behind a display case.  “I’ll handle this.”  
 
   She whistled shrill and sharp, a rising tone that peaked and descended.  A moment later, a fey watchdog came from the back room.  The size of a Shetland pony, tar black with jade ripples along its side, the flop-eared beast bounded over the display cases, landing on clawed footpads.  Its four eyes were small embers, its open maw displaying slightly yellowed teeth and a sandpaper tongue the color of eggplant.  The fey lady pointed at 
 
   the bodies and said, “Lunch, Maximilian.”
 
   The hound grabbed one of the bodies—biting it by the head—and dragged it away, leaving a blood smear on the floor.
 
   Unfazed, Grace looked up at Einion.  “You were about to get me my money?”  She said the word with reverence, as if the Ark of the Covenant were being discussed.  
 
   I smiled.  Girl after my own heart.  You’ll go far in life.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TEN
 
    
 
   “Secrets are collected easier if no 
 
   one knows which ones you want.”
 
    
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   Madison stuck her head in the door.  “How long do I have to stay out here?  Hey, do you know there’s a car idling at the curb?  Driver looks kinda dodgy to me.”
 
   Grace pointed past the blood being mopped up by one of the fey salesladies, to the fey hound dragging off the second body.  “Tell the driver his friends are dead and stuff him in the trunk.  We’re borrowing his car.”
 
   “Good, we needed another vehicle,” I said.
 
   “Gotcha.”  Madison back out, closing the door.
 
   The owner returned and paid Grace for the diamonds.  She carefully counted the money, folded it, and turned her back on everyone to put it away in her sports bra.
 
   I went over and gave her a piece of paper with an address on it.  “Here, I want you to check out this old house, if it’s still standing.  See if there are any ghosts there willing to talk to you about past murders and the guy that did them.”
 
   She took the paper.  “We’ll work it into our busy schedule.”
 
   “I’m paying for this.  Do it before you get too involved in shopping.”
 
   “Now that’s a buzz-thrill,” Onyx said.
 
   “Buzz-kill,” Grace corrected.  She sighed in my direction.  “Okay, I’ll call you if I find anything interesting.”
 
   “Call me either way,” I said.  “Cassie expects me to keep track of you and I will.”  Her mother scared me a little.  Fucking hot and bat-shit crazy is a fun, but dangerous combination.
 
   “Fine.”  Grace snagged Onyx by the arm and dragged him away.  “Let’s go see our new car.”
 
   I waited until the kids were gone, and turned my attention to Einion.  “All right, time for the adults to talk.  Let’s go back into your office.”
 
   He inclined his head.  “This way.”
 
   I followed him through the curtain.  The back room had a desk, phone, laptop, and a bank of filing cabinets.  There was also a kitchenette area with a sink, counters, and microwave.  The fey beast was there with a slightly smaller version of itself.  They were gnawing on the would-be robbers.  Seeing me glance their way, the pair growled softly, protecting their food.  I ignored them, going up to a cream door with silver inlay.  The handle was silver as well.   Einion opened the door and stepped through.  
 
   My magically enhanced sight picked up a thin skin of energy across the threshold.  I paused, looking through—to Fairy.  The door was a portal from Earth to one of the kingdoms of the fey.  I had a magic door just like this in my Malibu mansion.  Nothing about the magic seemed harmful, so I went in as well.  A tingle of fey power rippled across me and I stepped into another world.
 
   The “Under-the-Hill” office looked entirely fey, adorned with handcrafted items, and no iron or steel anywhere.  The poplar desk—yellow and cream with gray wood-grain patterns in it—sprawled, six by nine feet at the heart of a fifty-foot room.  The visitor chairs near the desk were almond with garnet velvet upholstery and hand-carved dragon-toed feet.  There was an ink stand with upright quill pens made from peacock feathers, the areas near the tips banded with silver.  There were scrolls and invoice of a more human nature in separate piles.  
 
   Three-inch, butterfly people in jeweled gowns swept the open stretches of the desk as I approached.  They continued their work, ignoring me and their boss as we sat with the desk between us.  
 
   Several feet behind Einion, twin statues were posted like guards with a brazier of red coals between them, fending off a chill.  The statues were chiseled from a red marble with faint pink veins.  The creatures had snarling, man heads, shark teeth, lion bodies, bat wings, and scorpion tails.  Both monsters sat on their haunches the way a house cat might.  Oddly, someone had decided that the statues needed spiked collars made of gold set with rubies.  
 
   Behind the statues, the far wall was an expanse of hexagonal windows, like cells in a hive.  Midnight blue curtains occupied the corners, tied with ropes of silver thread.  They were supported by a track in the ceiling so the whole view could be cut off when desired.  Beyond the window cells lay a shadowed cavern where pastel-colored will-o-the-wisps bobbed in the air, creating zones of light.  More of the balls shot about on various errands.  
 
   Strutting about with picks, shovels, and lunchboxes were muffled figures in brown, hooded robes.  They could have been dwarves, fey, kobolds, or even children for that matter.  Since this was Fairy, winged monkeys weren’t out of the question either.
 
   Einion said, “I see you’ve noticed my statues.”
 
   Yeah, that and a whole lot more. Your office is located in a silver mine.  
 
   I felt my inner dragon stirring, his avaricious attention riveted on the surrounding wealth.  We should kill everyone, and annex this land to our own kingdom.
 
   Two problems with that, I told my other self.  If we kill everyone, who will dig out the silver for us?  Also, taking someone else’s kingdom would announce us to be a threat; nearly every fey lord and lady would raise arms against us.  I can’t afford to launch hostilities until I know I can win against everyone else, or have acquired allies other than the Winter Court.
 
   My inner dragon chewed on that a second and said, The Dream Court owes us.  If nothing else, they’d stay neutral.
 
   I’ll let you know when I feel we’re ready.”  Now, where was I?  Oh yeah, the statues.  I focused on the statues again.  “Very realistic, life-sized, too.”
 
   “They were a gift from the Summer King,” Einion said.  “We made him a suit of silver armor, enspelled with powerful protective runes.  He was also quite pleased with a set of wedding rings we fashioned.  Our business does well here, and in your world, demon lord.”
 
   There was a small “Eeeeeek!” followed by another.  My gaze went to a pair of tiny desk sweepers that had dropped their brooms and were staring at me like I’d just grown another head on my dick.  “I’m not going to eat you,” I told the winged sweepers.  “I’ve had lunch recently.”
 
   They snatched up their brooms and darted off for cover behind a decorative statue of a rearing unicorn made from pure silver.  The fey had reinforced with magic so it wouldn’t deform from its own weight.  Without magic, humans did these kinds of things by adding minor amounts of some stronger metal like copper to create sterling silver.  There also seemed to be a spell on the statue to enhance the owner’s virility, nothing I needed.  In this case, the spell was worth more than the metal—to the fey.  They were a dying breed, cursed with a low rate of child births.  It was why in times past they’d stolen human children and left changelings behind that—with the dawn—turned into bundled roots and leaves.  Cross-species fornication would have fixed this problem.  Too bad the older, more powerful fey were too proud, and humans too cautious or puritanical.   
 
     Einion leaned forward, elbows on his desk, his chin resting on his laced fingers.  His eyebrows arched.  “So, what exactly do you want with me?”
 
   “A secret, high-end auction is going to be held in Santa Fe over the next few days, by invitation only.  A certain Goth item will be offered of a vampiric nature.  I can’t imagine you won’t be invited.”
 
   He nodded slowly.  “I imagine you are right.”
 
   “I want to know about this auction, time and place.  And depending on the level of security there, I may need to go in undercover with your party.”
 
   “I know your reputation, demon lord.”  At the mention of my title, tiny shrieks of fear went up once more, and I heard the sound of tiny brooms falling over.  “You leave wrack and ruin wherever you go.  I wouldn’t want a stigma to attach to me by association.”
 
   “I won’t tell anyone you helped me.  Besides, I can make it worth your while.”
 
   Leaning back in his chair, he stared at me.  “I’m listening.”
 
   “In terms of empire, the force of destiny is on my side.  Those that don’t stand with me will be trampled upon.  More immediately, in addition to being allowed to live, you will be paid for your assistance.  And I will see to it that news of your helpfulness reaches the right ears.  One of the great lords of the vampires is in town.  I’m recovering a stolen object for him.  Do you think you can do business in the human world if his kind declare vendetta against those that hinder me?”
 
   I was threatening far more than I could deliver.  I sold it all with unblinking confidence, letting my gaze go flat and dead, channeling my inner sociopath.
 
   “We are on my home ground now.  I could end all your threats with a snap of my fingers.”
 
   I looked past him at the statues.  Golems, I suspected.  Once triggered, they’d probably come to life and attack.  Einion wasn’t counting on the broom fairies to save him. 
 
   I smiled.  “If you don’t want to deal with me, your replacement will.”
 
   He held up his right hand.  Above two folded fingers, the remaining three touched.  The snap he’d mentioned was coming.
 
   I lunged out of the chair, my human speed was already fast with training and years of combat experience.  Augmented by the power of my dragon side, raised it another level.  My right hip slid across the desk top, and away from the Einion, spoiling the work of the shrieking broom fairies that scattered into the air, taking wing.  With a thought, I called my demon sword to me.  The blade materialized in my hand, its endless hunger washing across my mind.  I swept ahead with the sword, and brought the blade back, its tip under Einion’s chin.  On the desk under his bleeding hand were three severed fingertips.
 
   I sighed heavily.  “Why does everyone want to test me?  Well, I suppose I’ll have to kill you now.”
 
   “That will not be necessary.  You’ve made your point.  I will do as you say the next time you call on me.”
 
   I pulled the sword back.  He wasn’t lying.  Like kitsune, the fey couldn’t lie.  They could misdirect and play with words, but there didn’t seem to be any wiggle room in his statement.
 
   Noooo!  My sword screamed in my head.  You called me here; let me eat!
 
   Sliding back off the edge of the desk, I stood balanced in a wide stance, not quite relaxing.  I watched as the fey lined up his finger tips and touched them with the bleeding stubs.  There was a flash of blue-green light and the hand became whole, healed.
 
   “Neat trick,” I said.  “An automatic process, or do you use a talisman?”
 
   “You have my services.  You’re not entitled to my secrets.”
 
   “Fair enough.”  I nodded and released my sword, letting it return to my armory in Malibu.  
 
   His left hand rested casually on the desk, along with his right.  His left hand snapped fingers without being lifted.  And then the statues were on me.  But they had to come around their master without harming him, and they were big enough to get in each other’s way.  This gave me time to duck and grab the lower, front edge of the desk, flipping it up so that all the clutter on top slid into Einion’s lap.  I heard him fall back in his chair.  
 
   The desk exploded as the manticore statues ripped through it, passing me in their murderous haste.  This brought their scorpion tails into range.  The stone barbs bludgeoned at me.  I moved to the side, guiding one tail past me to block the other.  There was a stone-on-stone boom.  The statues skidded to a stop and turned to face me, temporarily removing the threat of their hindquarters.  Their wings folded as they squatted to pounce.
 
   But then, I’d warmed up my Dragon Flame tattoo with a burst of raw magic.  Activating the spell flushed me with agony, a sensation like having my eyeballs shredded with a cheese grater while burning lava flowed through my arteries.  The pain ghosted away as fast as it hit, leaving my body sheathed in golden flames.  Part of the spell kept the flames from igniting my clothing, working against me.
 
   The statues hesitated, revaluating my threat level.
 
   I smiled and waved them closer.  “Here, kitty, kitty, kitty.”
 
   The one on my right jumped in as the second beast circled left to flank me.  I went ahead and to the right, blinding the statue with a burst of flame to his face.  Tougher than regular flame, my dragon fire clung like napalm.  The beast tossed his head, trying to fling away the blinding fire.  The beast’s claws slashed past me.  Beside the monster, I punched its ribs with a flaming fist, and then had to duck its flailing tail.  
 
   Cancelling the fire magic, I directed magic to my Demon Wings tattoo.  The skin of my upper back tingled with warmth.  Phantom pain swept through me, payment for the new spell’s activation.  It felt like someone had ripped out my spine and cracked it like a whip before putting it back through my dick.  The pain vanished, leaving me in stealth mode, my You-Don’t-See-Me spell acting like a fey glamour to hide me while in plain sight.  The damaged manticore wheeled about, clawing at the fire on its human face.  This cleared the way for the farther beast to spin my way and leap, but he hesitated, eyes scanning the room.  
 
   Beyond the beasts, Einion stood.  He, too, stared about in puzzlement.  “Now that’s a neat trick, too, Deathwalker.  How does it work?”
 
   Yeah, right, I’m stupid beyond belief; I’m going to answer and give my position away so you can kill me.
 
   I edged around the lions, stepping carefully so I wouldn’t kick the wood shards from the broken desk, or the loose papers scattered everywhere.  Some of debris had caught fire and was burning.  I avoided the hot spots and the smoke so it wouldn’t give me away.  
 
   Einion laughed.  “You know, I can do that, too.  Most fey have glamour.”  He faded away, becoming translucent, then invisible, magically bending light away from him—an illusion of nothingness.  
 
   Overconfident.  So sure of himself, he’s not even calling for the guards.  
 
   Of course, his voice would give me a target to shoot at, not that I didn’t know exactly where he was.  His little broom fairies didn’t have glamour, and they were circling over his head, having no problem smelling him out, the half-feral darlings.  I felt like 
 
   laughing, but held it in.  
 
   I summoned one of my Berettas, knowing my Demon Wings tattoo would conceal it as well.  Of course, once I fired, the muzzle flash and sound would probably betray me to the manticores’ magical senses.  My gun fit in my hand like a lover.  I caressed the trigger, squeezing off two shots.  I was guessing about placement of my shots, but thought I’d hit head and heart.
 
   The manticore screamed.  They lunged in my direction.
 
   Blood splatter appeared midair, and continued to fall to the floor.  Einion reappeared, dead on his feet.  He crumpled and lay still.
 
   “I thank all the sweet pussy in the world for iron ammo.”
 
   I turned to meet the attack of the statues.
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   “People need to obey or go to the 
 
   hell of their choice.  Either is fine.”
 
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
   The golem manticores lumbered my way, their gaits broken, awkward.  They slowed, then stopped altogether, slumping to the floor with massive thuds, their animating magic bleeding out, a haze of yellow light that thinned to nothing.  I suspected the gold and ruby collars they wore were keyed to Einion.  With him dead, the stone golems would stay lifeless until the spell was rekeyed.
 
   Like a cascade of flowers, the tiny broom fairies dropped onto Einion’s body, peering mournfully into his lax face and vacant eyes.  The death was a waste of resources, but necessary since he’d betrayed me.  I considered his earlier words to see what I’d missed in his promise of assistance: I will do as you say the next time you call on me.
 
   I nodded.  ”The next time,” his agreement had a built-in delay clause.  Until our next meeting, he could exercise any treachery and not be forsworn.  I should have caught that.
 
    A door at the left side of the chamber opened.  A fey looking like a teenager wandered in, female despite the white raw silk business suit she wore with no scarf, bow, or ruffles.  Her white shirt was unbuttoned down to her diaphragm so that her cleavage was well displayed.  With her slight build and B cup breasts, she had the classic build attributed to fey women by Hollywood.  Her liquid-silver hair was pulled severely back and tied with no slack so the shape of her skull was discernable, emphasizing sharp, striking features.
 
   She marched in, getting ten feet before stopping.  Her questioning gaze slid off the statues, to the body on the floor.  She stared, no emotion playing across her face, a face that could have been a mask—pale white skin painted an icy tangerine in a butterfly-wings pattern.  Her lips had a coating of silver glitter.  Hers was a striking, alien beauty.  
 
   Coming out of a daze, she slowly stepped toward the body.  Her steps quickened.  She ran around the desk and dropped to her knees.  One of her hands hovered over the bullet hole in his chest, her gaze absorbing the neat hole in his forehead where my bullet had tunneled in.  The pooling blood under the head came from the back of his head being exploded out.  I noticed that even in shock, she’d knelt in such a way as to keep her knees out of the mess.
 
   Smart.  Blood can be difficult to clean out of a suit.
 
   She roughly whispered, “Father.”  The word had been Elvin, but fey dealt with so many different entities, they carried charms that let those around them hear their own language instead of what was spoken. 
 
   Her head bent lower.  Her shoulders shuddered.  I thought she was about to cry, when a laugh pealed out.  She threw her head back, still laughing.  The sound possessed a slicing quality.  “Who did you try to cheat this time?”
 
   She had to ask because my Demon Wings tattoo was still active.  Her attention couldn’t settle on me.  I walked around the desk and stopped between it and her.  
 
   Feelings warred across her face: a mixture of relief, sadness, anger, and happiness.  The older fey tend to be heavy-handed, downright evil sometimes, while the younger—less than a thousand years old—tend to be more open-minded and cosmopolitan, treasuring their freedom, such as it is.   Seeing a parent die often brings conflicting emotions. 
 
   Her laughter broke off.  She looked in my direction, her eyes unfocused.  “Is someone there?” 
 
   I powered down my tat and became visible, a Beretta at my right side, hanging loose in my hand.  
 
   She lunged off the floor, a silver dagger sliding out of her right sleeve, into her hand.  There was a mechanical sound as if it had been spring launched.  She led with the blade thrusting ahead.  I shot from hip and the slug slapped the dagger.  It went spinning out of her hand, clattering to a stop.  
 
   Her body slammed into mine, her hands wrapping around my throat, squeezing.  I let her force carry us back, but by the time we slammed past the chair, I’d rolled her under me so she lay on the desk.  Her silver eyes were bright with rage, her lips stretched by a grimace that bared her teeth.
 
   Despite her fury, there was something sexual in her aggression.  I let her choke me, knowing that the dragon side of my nature considered this foreplay since she didn’t have the strength to really hurt me.  I let go of my gun, sending it back to my hotel room.  Unencumbered, I reached into her shirt, cupping her tit, rubbing a thumb across her pebble-sized nipple.  I squeezed harder, peering into her eyes all the while.  I shifted my weight to the side, unbuttoning her coat.  By the time I reached her pants, jerking on the belt, she was squeezing my throat with a desperate strength, no doubt wondering why I wasn’t dying.  The belt unbuckled, I slid the zipper down, reaching inside with soft, probing fingertips.
 
   Through gritted teeth, she said, “Red-tailed son of a bitch!”  Letting go of my throat, she stabbed at my eyes with her nails.  
 
   Tucking my chin ensured that her fingers skidded through my hair, missing more vulnerable targets, and it gave me time to snatch her wrists and  pin them past her head, on the desk.  
 
   I grinned into her face.  “You started the intimacies, young lady, jumping my body with fervent passion.  Too late to back out now.”  
 
   I held both of her wrists with one hand.  My other hand caught her jaw and turned it to the side, exposing her throat.  I nipped her earlobe, licked downward, and seized her throat with my teeth the way a wolf might.  Her body arched against mine, but oddly, she made little effort to free her hands, nor was she reaching for any fey magic she might have used.  
 
   I’m winning her over.
 
   I released her chin and returned my attention to her breasts, caressing them one at a time.  Her body relaxed.  I released her throat and her head rolled away, as if she couldn’t stand to look at me.  She sighed dramatically.  “Oh, you brute.  I suppose there’s nothing I can do to stop you now.”
 
   I tore her shirt open, sending buttons flying every which way.  I heard the flutter of tiny broom fairies chasing down errant buttons, and realized we’d acquired an audience.  I pinched her right nipple, my mouth closing on the left, laving it with my tongue, and biting gently.
 
   “Hmmmm,” she moaned.  “Ah, don’t you dare stop!”
 
   “Wouldn’t think of it,” I murmured.
 
   I slid lower down her body, trailing licks, flicking a tongue into the shallow well of her belly button.  My gentleness was counterpointed by rough, grasping hands that ripped her pants down her legs.  My feet returned to the floor.  I clutched her legs, pulling off her expensive pumps, flinging away what was left of her pants and panties.  
 
   The woman’s breasts were heaving as her breath came fast.  An excited flush warmed her face.  Her lips were parted, eyes closed.  I parted her legs, laying them down so they dangled from the knees.  I abandoned her long enough to pull the chair over.  Her face turned toward me.  She watched me through long, silver lashes as I stripped off my clothes.  The dragon-ink tattoos held her interest, until my pants dropped and my proud erection appeared.
 
   Her eyes widened with shock at my size, a gift from my dragon DNA.  Her tongue-tip slid across her upper lip.  “Oh, my Goddess…!”
 
   Sitting in the chair, my arms wrapped her thighs.  I lowered my face to her inner thigh, softly biting the tender flesh, kissing closer to her to glistening, pink folds of her vagina.  The area above held a silver triangle of hair, an arrow pointing to paradise.  I didn’t need such guidance, my tongue found its way, delving into her personal mysteries, sliding through her sensitive labyrinth.  
 
   “Ohhh!  Ohhhh!”  Her hips bucked.  She ground against my mouth.  
 
   The tip of my tongue circled her clit.  I sucked on it and gently tugged with my teeth, then went back to tongue lashing.  
 
   Her hips continued to buck as a flurry of orgasms caught her up in storm.  “Mmmmh, oh, Goddess!  Put it in, damn you.  Put it in!”
 
   “Since you ask so nicely.”  Rising from the chair, I dragged her closer to the edge of the desk, folding her legs toward the rest of her.  I leaned in and thrust my cock into her wet channel.  She screamed, a sound of pleasure, and maybe pain.  I waited, sheathed inside her, giving her a chance to adjust to my size, though the beast in me wanted to pound her into ecstatic abandon.
 
   After a few moments, the fey woman’s breathing settled down.  She stared at me with wide eyes.  “I think I’m in love with your manhood.”
 
   “I get that a lot.”  I began a slow drive and retreat, knowing it wouldn’t be long before the next round of orgasms.  This time, I intended to have one of my own.  
 
   The fit was snug.  Her legs rested on my shoulders.  I reached down grabbing her hips to guide he movement to a faster pace.
 
    “Ah, yesssss!” Her muscles clamped my cock, milking me with her contractions.  My balls happily unloaded in her depths.  After a brief squeal—very vocal girl—she slid into a satisfied daze.  I withdrew from her, gave myself a few more pumps to clear my own channel, and pulled her limp body closer, and pulled her limp body closer, nothing like the feel of a woman’s soft skin to calm the body after a workout. 
 
   I bent knees, ducking to let her upper body spill over my right shoulder.  Straightening, I carried her away from the desk, over to the door she’d come in through.  Beyond lay a hallway lined with wide planks of white cedar, tinted pale blue by azure crystals cupped in wall sconces.  To the left, the hall tapered to end at a vertical shaft covered by a slow-turning fan.  There seemed to be no electricity involved.  
 
   Magic.  A dead end as well. I wonder how deep we are underground.
 
   I turned right.  The high ceiling was arched, clouded with gloom.  The floor was polished stone with a royal blue runner stretching along the center, leading past infrequent doors.  The first I came to—on the left—stood open, spilling a golden light into the hall.  Where the illumination mingled, a greenish zone resulted.  
 
   I carried the still-nameless woman through the door, into someone’s private quarters.  This was a cathedral-sized pocket in the rock that had been made habitable with diligent cleaning, polishing on the walls, and woven tapestries hung to mute the harshness.  There were scattered islands of grouped furniture, and a section devoted to cooking where a cleft in the wall extended up through the ceiling.  A bronze fire pit stood on clawed feet beside the cleft so rising smoke had a way out.  The cavern seemed to curve out of sight into a much smaller pocket.  The bend was half obscured with standing screens hinged together, black lacquered panels with a pattern of mother-of-pearl cranes flying into a sun setting in a mountain scene.  The screen was obviously a Japanese import from Earth.
 
   I plodded naked across the space, my hot, half-dragon blood keeping me warm.  Rounding the screen, I found a bedroom. The lack of a feminine touch and the presence of heavy oak furniture made me think this was not my fuck-buddy’s room.  Still, it had a king-sized bed with an Earth-type mattress that smelled like her now dead father and a dozen females, covered with soft, sable furs; it would do for round two.
 
   I bent my knees and spilled the fey onto the bed.  I looked into her face.  She’d been uncommonly quiet on the trip here.  Her silver eyes brimmed tears.
 
   “What’s that for?” I asked.  “I thought we had a good time.”
 
   “My father is dead.”  She acted oblivious to her overexposure, looking incredibly sexy wearing only an open man’s shirt and suit coat.  
 
   “Oh, yeah, sorry about, but he left me no choice.”  I stretched out next her, lying on my side, and ran a hand over her taut abs.  I love a girl who takes care of herself.  
 
   Her face turned to mine as she rolled to see me better.  Two of her fingers traced some of my body ink.  Her brow furrowed.  “Well, it’s not like I’m unprepared to take over, and he never treated me or my sister like we were anything other than objects he’d collected.  That gets old over a few centuries.  Death may well have improved him.  So, who are you exactly?” 
 
   Considering, I slid my hand down to where her left leg joined her pelvis.  I circled a thumb over a major nerve center, providing a stimulating diversion.  “I have a number of names, depending on who you ask.”
 
   “Give them all to me.”  Her hand trailed lower, finding my placid cock.  Her fingers wrapped around me.  “And I want some more of this, too.”
 
   “Perhaps you should give me some encouragement.”
 
   “Fine…”  She slid lower, leaving a line of little licks on my flesh.  She kissed across my stomach, sliding ever lower, until her warm mouth engulfed the head of my dick.  Her tongue swirled.  Her tongue tip flicked across the piss-hole of my cock, and then she licked down my shaft.  “But keep talking.” 
 
   “Your father called me ‘The Three-Crowned Lord.’”  
 
   Whisking my balls lightly with her tongue, she paused, drew back, and stared up the length of my body, into my eyes.  “You’re the Outsider Lord with his own fey domain?”
 
   “Stole it fair and square.  I’m also the Red Moon Demon.”  My cock returned to life, stiffening, swelling, soaking up the adulation.
 
   She paused, eyes going vague as she searched her memories.  “Deadwalker?”
 
   “Deathwalker,” I said.  “Caine Deathwalker.”
 
   “That’s right.”  Her mouth returned, sliding down my manhood, struggling to swallow it all.  Growing tired of the effort, she straddled my hips and eased me into her.  She leaned on my chest, her breasts swaying as she rocked in place.  Staring down at me, her eyes had a dangerous and lusty intensity.  I had the feeling she didn’t get laid near enough.
 
   “So, Caine Deathwalker, what was it about our service you took exception to?”
 
   “Your service is just fine.”  I wrapped my palms against her breast, squeezing.  “I’d just finished making a deal with your father, and he decided to kill me rather than follow through on it.  
 
   I was going to pay him quite well.”
 
   “I wouldn’t want word to … umm … get around … oh, yes … that we’re untrustworthy.  Bad for business.  Perhaps I can … umm, I love your cock … make amends?”
 
   “Less talking,” I said, “more fucking.”
 
   “Anything for a … customer.”
 
   A flight of broom fairies buzzed into the bedroom, whirling above the bed.  They weren’t alone; I heard booted feet in the outer chamber, the clatter of armored warriors, and a mix of angry voices.  Einion’s security had finally discovered that they had a problem—a dead employer.  “Lady Lysande, are you here?”
 
   “Not now.”
 
   A deep voice boomed just beyond the standing screens.  “But it’s your father, he’d dead, and we found some of your clothing near the body.”
 
   “I’m fine.  And I’m finally the boss, so don’t piss me off.  Now, go away!”  Her eyes held a dangerous fire.  She quickened the pace of her ride.  Getting breathless, her eyes rolled back in her head.  I slid my hands to her hips, rolled her over, and pounded into her like she was the last slut left in a barren universe.  “Harder, harder,” she demanded.  “You’re not going to break me.”
 
   Oh, no? I’d like to see you walk a straight line after this.
 
   The armed men beyond the screen finally figured out what was going on, and left without another word.  Once again, my cock had saved my life—or nearly gotten me killed, not sure which; we have a complicated relationship.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TWELVE
 
    
 
   “It’s hard to kill what’s already dead, but I love a challenge.”
 
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   After a marathon bout of carnal pleasure, I napped.  Waking up, who knows when, I found myself alone in the bed, naked, half covered with a wolf fur.  The head was still attached, arranged so that it was the first thing I saw when opening my eyes.  I stared at the fanged face.  The glass eyes were very realistic.  
 
   A sound came from the foot of the bed.  I looked that way and saw my missing clothing had been located for me.  Thoughtful.  Beyond the clothing, a shaggy, silver-haired eight-year-old stared back at me, her hand covering a laugh, as if she’d not meant to give herself away.  She too had silver hair and eyes—a family trait, I gathered—and wore a vaguely Renaissance dress with a blood-red, hand-woven vest.  
 
   I pointed at the wolf head silently snarling at me.  “Your idea?”
 
   “You’re not afraid, are you?”
 
   “Terrified.”
 
   She giggled again.  “I’m Teramantha.  Who are you, and why are you in my daddy’s bed?”
 
   “I didn’t think he’d need it anymore.”
 
   “You killed him, didn’t you?”
 
   “Yeah, but we can still be friends, right?”
 
   “I’m sorry, but I have to kill you now.”  She flicked her fingers at the wolf skin and said something in Elvin that I didn’t understand because she had no universal translator charm on her.  The wolf rug lunged.  That I understood.  A reflexive block kept its fangs from my throat.   My left forearm took the damage instead.  The wolf skin bucked, trying its best to assume a wolf shape though its body was gone.  The biting rug fluttered as I rolled off the bed, slamming to the floor. My Berettas magically appeared in both hands.  More annoyed than anything else, I pistol whipped the wolf snout, calling it everything but a son of a bitch, which would have been accurate.  The thing stubbornly refused to let go.
 
   I released one gun—sending it back into the ether—to free a hand.  I wedged the hilt of my remaining semi-automatic in one of the hinges of the wolf head’s jaw.  This let me lever the teeth apart and free myself.  Snatching the rug at the nape of the neck, I held it off as it jerked wildly.  Blood dripped from my forearm to the floor, a lot less then there should have been.  My skin had gotten thicker, the more my dragon side grew in strength.  As it was, the slashes and punctures were getting tiny, already healing shut.  The pain was minor compared to what I normally inflict on myself, but I could have used a drink, maybe three or four.
 
   I pointed my Beretta at Tera-whatever.  “Which ear would you prefer to lose, left or right?”
 
    She ran for it, zipping around the screen, small feet clacking across the outer chamber.  With her absence, the wolf head settle down, becoming just a rug—with a bloody mouth.  I dropped it on the bed and dressed, sending my semi-automatic back into the ether it came from.  I left the bedroom, and headed for the office.  
 
   When I got there, the body was gone along with the blood splatter.  Lysande was dressed, lounging in her father’s chair, her boots on the desk, to the consternation of the tiny broom fairies that kept it clean.  The marble manticores were back behind her, acting like bookends, immobile, with only a few minor cracks to show wear and tear.  Their wary eyes following me as I approached.
 
   The salesladies from the Santa Fe shop stood facing the desk—and their new boss.  I stopped next to the shop girls.  Lysande’s gaze flicked my way a moment.  Wrapping up, she said, “I see no need to breathe down your necks.  Keep the books in order, show a profit, and one of you might well be promoted to run that operation on a full-time basis, with a commensurate pay raise.  And I want you to assist Mr. Deathwalker in any reasonable demand he makes, until I say otherwise.  One last thing, send my hounds back to me.  I’ve missed them.”
 
   The salesladies bowed formally, backed away several steps, and turned with great dignity, heading to the main office doors.  I watched as they crossed the threshold and vanished, returning to the Santa Fe shop.  I turned to Lysande.  “Those are your mutts in the shop?”
 
   “Yes.  Daddy didn’t like the fact that they obeyed only me.  He could be rather—what’s the human term?—ah, anal, that’s it.”  She gave my bloody arm an amused glance, smiling slightly.  “I see you’ve met my little sister.  Is she still alive?”
 
   “Oh, sure.  I don’t kill kids, as a general rule, but don’t tell her that.”
 
   Lysande smiled.  “Wouldn’t think of it.  Now, to business.  I understand that you have taken a kingdom.  Have you set a date for the official coronation?  Who shows up and the quality of their gifts will give you a good idea of those who are open to an alliance.  You’ll want the usual trappings of power.  You can’t get any respect from the fey gentry if you don’t look like a king.  I would be honored to design something appropriate for you.”
 
   “I haven’t really considered the matter, but if you’re talking about a crown and scepter, gold would be more appropriate for someone who’s half dragon.”
 
   “Hmmm, I have a cousin who married into a goldsmith clan.  She’d be grateful for the commission, and would probably pay me a finder’s fee for bringing her the work.”  Lysande used a thumb to point over her shoulder.  “She made the collars on the statues.”
 
   “Well, I suppose I could use some formal silverware for my reception hall.”
 
   “I can do that.  Who do I talk to?  You have a personal assistant, right?”
 
   “A combat butler, actually.”  I took out a red-satin business card.  Gold lettering spelled: Caine Deathwalker, Risk Management Specialist.  The back of the card was plain white.  With a pen off the ink stand, I wrote a number on the card.  I replaced the pen and left the card on the desk.  “Call this number and talk to Osamu.  He’ll bring in Izumi.  Between the two of them, they can work out the details, and keep me informed.
 
   “Izumi?”
 
   “That’s the name she used while hiding out in the human world, before reconciling with her mom, the queen of the Winter Court.  Izumi will probably want some jeweled silver tiaras from you while we’re at it—on my tab of course.  One will be for a werewolf make sure it can’t hurt her.”
 
   “Uh, that is a unique challenge,” Lysande frowned slightly, no doubt wondering if she could pull it off.  
 
   When people dream small, their conquests are small.  I said, “Just think, when everyone sees your silver work on the head of a werewolf, your fame as a silversmith will know no limits.  So, give me a discount for the advertisement.”
 
   “If I get new contracts from the occasion, certainly.  That won’t be a problem, and the rebate will give me a reason to come visit what’s in your pants.”
 
   The more I thought about it, a formal coronation was a good idea.  Everyone loves a party.  The demons that defended our Clan House against the Blue Star Priestess could use a reward for their service.  Besides, it would piss in the cornflakes of the fey that objected to an outlander ruling one of their kingdoms.  Secondly, the event would invite an enemy attack that I could turn to my advantage.  The Storm Court had already sent assassins after me.  If I could get that repeated in a very public setting, no one would complain if I took out that kingdom, expanding my power.  All fey understand and respect the right of retaliation.  And it would make the rest cautious in their aggression.
 
   “That’s a rather evil smile on your face,” Lysande said.
 
   Withdrawing from my thoughts, I looked at her.  “Just planning some fun.”
 
   Claws scrambled on the floor.  The arriving hounds from the jewelry shop lost no time in running to their mistress and leaping against her in joyful greeting.  Their pony-sized bodies should have overwhelmed her, seated as she was, but she didn’t seem to feel the weight.  Her hands rubbed their black coats, skimming across the dark green ripples on their sides.  Their heads nudged her, their ember eyes blazing in enthusiasm.  “Max, Millie, I’m happy to see you too, but settle down.”
 
   “These are the Mountain Lands of Fairy, right?”
 
   “Of course, where did you think you were?”  
 
   “I didn’t really know.  My first clue was the silver mine and that big cavern through the windows, and the fact that you’re drawing strength from the surrounding earth.  Mountain fey are known for that.”
 
   “I told you that you wouldn’t break me, though you’re welcome to try any time.”  She shot me a lusty glance.  “I am totally in love with your, uh, scepter of power.”
 
   “What about the rest of me?”
 
   She shrugged, suppressing a teasing smile.  “Not so much.  Maybe you’ll grow on me.”
 
   “It’s too late for acting coy.  Like your legs, all your secrets have been spread out before me.”  I stood, and the tiny broom fairies sweeping the desk flitted away for cover.  “Well, I have to get my ass back to Santa Fe.”
 
   “Take care of it for me,” Lysande said.
 
   “Of course, he’s my better half.”  
 
   I walked away from the massive desk, through the open office doors, and found myself in the back room of the Santa Fe jewelry store.  There was no sign of the gunmen I’d killed.  Someone had cleaned up here, too.  I continued on to the front of the store.  The two fey ladies behind the counter turned toward me as I passed.  They bowed deeply, their social positions among the fey a lot better now due to my visit this day.  I placed a business card on the counter and wrote the name of the hotel I was staying at on the reverse.  I told them, “I’ll want word on all preternatural auctions occurring locally as soon as you know something, and I’ll be attending as well.”
 
   They bowed again.  The one in the periwinkle gown said, “It will be done.”
 
   I crossed the store and let myself out.  Evening had fallen.  
 
   The sky was awash in deepening shades of blue.  A few streaks of cloud caught dying red sunlight on their bellies.  I made my way to my Mustang and let myself in.  Satisfying the security scanners, I was allowed to start the engine.  The car rumbled as I pulled away from the curb and entered traffic.  Stalled by a red light, I called home.  Osamu picked up.  “Yes, Caine-sama, how can I be of service?”
 
   “Is Izumi still visiting at the Clan House?”
 
   “That is correct.”
 
   “How would the two of you like to join me in Santa Fe for fun and games, and maybe a little shopping?”
 
   I heard Izumi’s voice, “Gimme that!  Hello, Caine?  Is that you?”
 
   “Yes, love.  Care to join me out here?  I have a party I need you to plan, and there’s a fey jeweler here I’ve commissioned to make us some things for my mountain keep back in Fairy.  You do like jeweled tiaras, right?”
 
   She squealed in my ear.  I drew the phone away for a moment in self-defense.  “I take it that’s a yes?”
 
   “Where are you straying?” she asked.  “I’ll portal over.”
 
   “I’m in the Mustang, so that won’t work.  Here’s the address.”  I rattled it off.  
 
   “Sure, anything else?”
 
   “Yeah, watch out for vampires.  I’m working for a vampire lord, so he’s going to be all in my business.  You know how they are.  Actually, why don’t you see if Gloria wants to come along?  Having a pure-blood vamp on my side might be a good thing before all this is over.”
 
   “I’ll ask.”
 
   “Fine.  Gotta go.  Later.”  I put the phone away as the traffic light went green.  Time to catch up with my troops and figure out our next move.  I called the number Madison had given me when we’d left the motel, wanting to know if she’d given me the real one.  Girls don’t often do that to me, but you never know.   She picked up on the second ring.
 
   “Yeahello?   Madison here.”
 
   “It’s your lord and master.”
 
   “In your dreams.”
 
   “Yeah, there, too.  Give me an update,” I said.
 
   “The old house where those kids were found was bought up a few years ago.  Several buildings were added to it, one of them a performance hall.  The place is a school of music now.  The old mansion is a co-ed dormitory.”
 
   “Has Grace done her ghost whisperer thing there yet?”
 
   “She and Onyx crossed over, as she calls it.  They came back saying there weren’t any ghosts around.  That’s suspicious, right, given this place’s history?”
 
   “Grace is the expert.  What does she say?”
 
   There was a long silence.  
 
   “Madison, is Grace there?”
 
   “Not exactly.”
 
   A longer silence.
 
   “Madison, where’s Grace and Onyx?”
 
   “They went into the concert hall.  Grace said she caught a whiff of demon.  She’s checking it out.”
 
   It was time to ask a very important question.  “Stock from extra-dimensional demons that migrated here a long time ago, or the fallen angel type?”
 
   “Number two, I think.  But don’t hold me to that.”
 
   “I’m on my way, meanwhile, go after her and try to keep her alive.”
 
   “But Onyx is with her.  How dangerous could things get?”
 
   “I’ll tell Cassie you said that at Grace’s closed-casket funeral.”
 
   “Oh, crap!”
 
   I hung up to better concentrate on driving.  Fuck me blind!  This could get very bad.  I slammed down on the accelerator pedal wove around traffic.  I cut across the occasional sidewalk when people were too slow getting out of my way.  All I could think of was that if Grace died, I’d need to take out Cassie before she got the news.  I’d need that little advantage against a kitsune warrior that could well have a thousand years of experience on me.  I’d never seen the dark side of Grace’s mother, but I’d heard a few chilling stories.  
 
   Before I was halfway through an intersection, a yellow light turned red.  Horns sounded.  A traffic camera flashed, and I knew someone was going to try and mail me a traffic ticket.  Unfortunately for them, the special chemical coating applied to my license plate kept it from being recorded—though the human eye saw it just fine.  
 
   The wonders of modern technology…
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THIRTEEN
 
    
 
   “If wishes were corpses, we’d all be victims of someone’s envy”
 
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
   I pulled up in front of a free-standing concrete slab that had an embedded brass sign saying: Branden Conservatory.  Beyond lay an old Victorian-style mansion, a red and white brick expanse with a tower and a wraparound wooden porch.  Next to the Victorian, the school’s modern, three-story building looked out of place, all steel and blue-tinted windows.  There was a separate hall for performances with a large, mostly empty parking lot adjoining it.  The flowerbeds with their sprinklers allowed blooms to grow that the desert would otherwise have killed.  The buildings enjoyed quiet, sitting on the edge of town, the closest neighbor being a housing development under construction where work was done for the day.
 
   Parked ahead of me was an older model black Nova.  The driver’s door opened.  Madison bailed, slamming the door shut behind her.  She stomped over to my Mustang and got in next to me.  She pointed.  “Over there.”
 
   I drove onto the property and followed a side road over to where Grace was supposed to be, a great, arch-roofed building with three sets of double doors, colonial pillars in front, and a wide flight of stairs.  The parking lot we entered was empty, a concrete expanse with freshly painted lines.  I parked and stepped out.  Madison did the same.  I locked up with the remote, and led Madison toward the front of the hall.  
 
   I wasn’t sure what I could do if Grace was still crossed over to the ghost realm adjoining ours.  I couldn’t cross that barrier on my own, nor could Madison, but if Grace saw us, she could pull us across the dimensional divide.   
 
   I ran up the stairs to the middle set of double doors.  I tugged on the handle and the door opened.  I didn’t know if that was normal or not.  Inside was a foyer carpeted in deep red.  The walls were Brazilian rosewood.  High track-lighting blazed down.  There were a few couches separated by long-legged tables, and far left and right, broad staircases winding upward.  The foyer had a number of open doors leading deeper into an auditorium that sloped downward to a half-circle stage.  I went into the main part of the building, following an aisle with red upholstered seats and more of the blood-hued carpeting.  High in the cavernous space, crystal chandeliers were switched on, but not turned full on.  
 
   I stopped to scan the place, looking for motion.
 
   Madison yelled, her voice moving past me, echoing, naturally amplified by the design of the place.  “Grace!  Onyx!”
 
   The curtains at the back of the stage rippled.  A phantom wind sprang from nothing, hitting gale force in moments.  The curtains whipped in great billows, tearing under the attack.  Mixed into the wind-scream was the howl of spirit voices, a sliding, keyless keen that cut like a sword.  I staggered back a step and went down on one knee.  Summoning my guns would have done no good.  I still had nothing solid to fight.  
 
   Madison knelt with me, yelling into my ear to be heard.  “What do we do?”
 
   Hell if I know.
 
   And then Grace was there, popping into view mid-stage.  A shredded black mist roiled around her.  She hung in the air.
 
   With a savage growl, I leaped ahead, feeling a surge of strength from my inner dragon.  I landed, went to my knees, and skidded under Grace.  Gravity won out against whatever force was suspending her. She plunged toward the hardwood stage, but it was all right—I’d gotten there in time.  Grace hit my chest as my arms came up to scoop her.  She lay stunned, unmoving against me.  I laid her down. 
 
   Above, in the tearing claws of the wind, the black vapor churned in on itself, spooling, thickening, and hardening in defiance.  A black man-shape formed, dropping on the other side of Grace.  Onyx.  He leaned over her, his hand feeling for a pulse at her throat.  His face emerged from darkness to make him human, in appearance anyway.  
 
   Struggling up against the press of the wind, Madison waded up to us.  At the edge of sight, I saw the glint of throwing knives in one of her hands.  Confronted with the inexplicable and dangerous, it was human nature to get armed fast.   
 
   She asked, “Is she okay?”
 
   “Yeah,” Onyx said.  “Just give her a minute.”
 
   Somewhere, a chandelier snapped free of its chains and crashed into the seating.  Before more damage could follow, the wind dissolved, suddenly remembering it had someplace to go.  A normal silence set in, but it seemed eerie.
 
   Grace’s eyes flickered open.  She stared into a great distance as if she hadn’t fully returned from the ghost realm.  A deep, shuddering breath filled her lungs.  Her gaze sharpened.  Her lips trembled as she spoke.  “O-ow-ouch!  What hit me?  A truck?”
 
   “Dissonance,” Onyx said.  “Something like spectral sound that’s been tortured into madness.”
 
   Grace groaned and closed her eyes.  “So weak.  Damn bastard ate a chunk off my life force.  Gotta … recharge.”
 
   “’Damn bastard?’” Madison asked.
 
   “Ghosts,” Onyx said, “very hungry ones.”
 
   “I thought you’d said there were no ghosts on this property,” Madison said.
 
   “Nowhere else, just here apparently.  Somehow, they don’t have free range.”  Grace’s eyes opened again.  She reached toward me.  “Help me up.”
 
   I bent forward and offered my right arm.  Grace latched on and I pulled her up.  She leaned into me a moment, one hand pressing into her right ribs.  Finding her balance, she stepped back, her motion stopped by Onyx’s close presence.  Madison came around me and went up to Grace, peering into her eyes.  Madison still had the throwing knife in one hand.  She used her free hand, holding up two fingers.  “How many fingers do you see?”
 
   “Five,” Grace said, “but only two are stickin’ up.”
 
   “Smart ass.  I don’t think you have a concussion.  Ribs hurt?”
 
   “Yeah.  Can we get outta here?”
 
   “Wait a second,” I said.  “Did you learn anything about the serial killer I’m after?”
 
   “Yeah, some of his ghostly victims are here in the hall, what’s left of them.”
 
   Onyx came around her so he could see her face.  “What’s that mean?”
 
   Grace wrapped her arms around herself, as if feeling the cold of the grave.  These aren’t regular ghosts anymore.  They’ve been distorted, contaminated in some way.  Their energy is all wrong.”
 
   At last, this was getting somewhere.  I’d assumed I was after a normal serial killer.  If the killer were making use of the ghosts he created, he might well be more than human.  Maybe not human at all.  This also seemed to indicate he was tied to this property in some way.  I thought about what Grace had just said.  “How is the energy wrong?”
 
   She shrugged.  “Ghosts have a kind of color coding to them, usually purple or green.  Demons are hazed with a cold, black smudge that dances like fire.”
 
   She meant the fallen angel type.  None of the demons in my clan had shadow fire, though one or two could cloak themselves in darkness, going into stealth mode.  ”So, what kind of energy did these ghosts have?”
 
   “Muddy red,” she said.  “It gave the air an odd stink like rotten blood.”
 
   “Ewwww!” Madison said.  “How do you know what rotten blood smells like?  Stood over corpses much?”
 
   Shadows stirred in Grace’s eyes, dimming them.  “Yeah, I have.  Like my Mom, I sometimes get called on by the Texas branch of the PRT.”
 
   Just like Cassie.  Now, why wasn’t that in my background report?  Someone’s doing shoddy work.  Someone’s going to hear about this when I get back to L.A.  Hear about it with a two-by-four across the head.  Well, if nothing else, it means Grace is a little more capable than I thought.
 
   A quivery voice swatted at us from the side of the stage.  “You there!  Who are you people?”
 
   Footfalls echoed as someone drew closer.  A glance assured me I didn’t need to summon my guns and cut loose.  We were being approached by a white-haired old guy piloting a silver-headed cane, in a salmon colored suit with a pink shirt and chocolate brown tie.  I felt like shooting him anyway because of his fashion sense.  I relented only because I approved of the deep shine on his shoes.
 
   I gave low-voiced instructions to the group huddled around me.  “Follow my lead but don’t get too carried away.  We need to infiltrate this place.”
 
   I stepped out to block the old man’s advance with a raised palm.  “Please wait.  My client hasn’t finished her assessment of the acoustics in this place.  It will be an important element in my decision whether or not to have her attend your quant institution.”
 
   Grace intoned, “Mi, mi, mi, mi … do, re, mi … fa, sol, fa…”
 
   The old man’s eyes narrowed under thick, furry eyebrows.  “I was not informed that visitors were touring our facilities.”
 
   I gave him a measuring glance and a frown to show that I did not approve of what I saw.  “We shall probably be gone soon.  I have yet to see anything here worthy of Grace.  Place is shoddy.”  I pointed out at the fallen chandelier.  “That bit of crystal couldn’t even withstand the force of her high notes.  What kind of place are you running here?”
 
   He sputtered, falling silent as his eyes alighted on the damaged chandelier.  “My god!  Someone could have been killed had that occurred in a live performance!”
 
   “Exactly.”  I turned my back to face Grace and murmured, “Sell it.  Show him what he’s missing if he doesn’t let you in.”
 
   There was doubt in her eyes, a lack of confidence.
 
   Madison nudged her with an elbow.  “Go on.  We believe in you.”
 
   “Show us the power of love and friendship,” Onyx said.
 
   I caught his eye.  “You’ve been watching too much anime.”
 
   His eyes went wide.  “Is such a thing possible?  Isn’t it the major art form of your planet?”
 
   “Definitely,” Madison said.
 
   “Give me some room.”  Grace waved us off with fluttery hands, lifting her face to the soaring space above.  A crystalline note pealed out, sharp and cutting, incredibly high.  It tore across the seating, a slashing sword, flying into the gloom where the chandeliers couldn’t reach.  For a moment, I felt the weight of something’s attention bleeding through the dimension walls.  
 
   No, the attention‘s on Grace, not me.  Her father?  Something else?
 
   Just when I thought the note had to fail from lack of breath, it gathered strength from somewhere and leaped even higher in range, a sound more like an instrument than anything a human voice ought to be able to make.  It seemed to me that her vocal cords had actually changed in use to produce more than human results.  Well, she is Kitsune and Shadow.  As much as she clings to the human form, she really isn’t human.
 
   The note was clipped, leaving a ghostly resonance of itself out in the theater that was slower to fade.  The returning silence seemed living and fragile, as if it begging to be broken once more.
 
   The old man pushed past me, his eyes on Grace.  “That was incredible!  Such a voice…  Please, you must let me show you around.”
 
   She smiled in satisfaction, but said, “Thank you, but we can’t stay.  There are several more schools we’re checking out in the area.”  She took Madison’s arm.  “Come on, Sis.”
 
   They only got to the edge of the stage before the old man caught up to them, hobbling swiftly.  
 
   “No, please, you must give us a chance.  There is so much we can do for you.  A talent such as your must be carefully shaped and nurtured.”
 
   Grace paused.  Turning back, she made a show of chewing her upper lip in indecision.  “You need to inspect those chandeliers.  I’m not staying someplace where people are going to be killed.”
 
   “Just a freak accident, I assure you.  I’ll have them all inspected at once!”
 
   “Well, it is getting late,” I said.  “I suppose the rest of the schools can wait ‘til tomorrow.”
 
   “Certainly,” the old man said.  “Oh, where are my manners?  I haven’t introduced myself yet.  I’m Dr. Shawcross, president of this institution.”  He offered his hand.
 
   I ignored the gesture, handing him one of my red and yellow business cards instead.  
 
   Blinking owl-like, he took the card and read it, “Caine Deathwalker, Risk Management?”
 
   I smiled.  “I do celebrity representation as well as private security.  Because of her talent, Ms. Grace has her share of hormone-driven stalkers.  I hope this place is more secure than its first impression indicates.  I want my niece to be safe.”
 
   Grace looked at me when I claimed kinship, but she didn’t contradict me.
 
   “We haven’t had much trouble out here on the edge of the city, Mr.,” Shawcross looked at the card again, “…uh, Deathwalker.  We do have a groundskeeper.  I will alert him to keep an eye out for trouble.”
 
   I sighed.  “Well, I suppose I can lend you my man here.”  I gestured to Onyx.  “Mr. Black is Grace personal bodyguard.  He will stay with her at all times.”  
 
   “At all times,” Onyx said.
 
   Grace smiled brightly.  “He’s like my very own secret service agent, just without sunglasses or a gun.” 
 
   “I hope his presence will not be a problem?” I said.
 
   Dr. Shawcross hastened to shake his head.  “No, not at all.”  He swept a hand toward the front entrance.  “If you will all come with me…”
 
   Onyx crowded in front of Grace.  “I go first, remember?  I’m all about protecting your body.”
 
   Dr. Shawcross led the way down an aisle.
 
   Madison muttered to Onyx, “Just so we don’t have to protect her from you.”
 
   Onyx’s eyes got big.  “But I’m her fiancé.  I’m expected to take liberties.”
 
   Grace pulled a laser pointer from a pocket.  She turned the 
 
   box on and a green, pencil-thin beam stabbed harmlessly into Dr. Shawcross’ back.  She killed the light and pocketed the device as they moved after the good doctor.  She gave Onyx a steely glare.  “Don’t forget I have this.  Piss me off at your own peril.”
 
   Madison and I followed Grace and Onyx.
 
   I considered what Grace had just let slip.  Apparently, shadow men were vulnerable to coherent light.  Laser light.  Good to know.  I was going to have to start carrying one.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   FOURTEEN
 
    
 
   “It’s funny who you meet skulking in the dark.”
 
    
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   The vaulted sky—an endless sweep of ever deepening blue—was pierced by only a few stars, with more coming.  The sun was down, but not quite vanquished, leaving a last slick of red on the underbellies of stray, cotton ball clouds.  The lampposts on the school property were black poles capped by frosted glass globes that flickered on, creating zones of golden light along a flagstone path to the main school building.  Only half the building was lit and in use.  I saw a pack of students on another path heading for the Victorian.
 
   Ahead of us, Dr. Shawcross stopped, pointing to draw Grace’s attention to the old mansion.  “That’s our dormitory and mess hall.  Girls on the third floor, boys on the second.  We have a resident manager who lives on the ground floor.”
 
   “It’s a lovely building,” Grace said. 
 
   “Real craftsmanship,” I said.
 
   Dr. Shawcross continued on toward the steel and glass class complex.  Grace, Madison, and Onyx were right behind him.  As he reached the main entrance, Shawcross stopped by a post that rose to his stomach.  On top of the post was a box with a keyhole and a keypad.  He used the pad and entered a number.  I used my phone to video record the pattern for my later use.  
 
   The door automatically opened.  Dr. Shawcross led us inside.  “The students use a key.  The teachers have the code.”
 
   “Same system at the Victorian?” I asked.
 
   “Well, uh, no, but there is a receptionist on duty during the day, and at night, the students know who is supposed to be 
 
   there.”
 
   I nodded.  So the security here is really to protect property more than the people. 
 
   Dr. Shawcross swept across a lobby with real potted plants, a charcoal gray rug, and cream colored walls.  There was a receptionist’s desk, empty at the moment.  He took us to a section of wall with glass display cases.  Most of the space was empty, waiting to be filled.  In one of the central cases a shelf was devoted to the history of the conservatory—nothing about it ever having been used by a serial killer.  The next shelf down had some laminated newspaper clippings from a handful of competitions and some open boxes displaying various medals won by students currently attending.   For a small outfit, new to the world, the conservatory seemed to be off to a good start.  
 
   There was a newspaper article about an alumni, Dr. Shawcross’ grandson winning a national competition in Paris, a first place medal and ribbon.  Another article announced the grandson—a Dr. Martin Shawcross—as returning to Santa Fe to teach flute here.   One of the teachers here I haven’t met yet.  I wonder what he remembers about the attack all those years ago.  I wonder if he knows the ghost girl that’s plaguing my sleep.  I’ll have to look him up.
 
   “Give us a few more years,” Dr. Shawcross said, “and we will be nationally recognized.”
 
   “Then comes the world,” I said.  Those are my plans anyway.
 
   He smiled at me, nodding vigorously.  “Exactly!”
 
   We went past it to a set of elevators.  Our guide pushed the call button.  “Classes are out for the day, but I can show you the facilities.  The practice rooms are still in use.  You’ll see some of our most gifted students sharpening their talents.”
 
     The doors opened and we piled in.  I looked for a camera and saw a small one in a corner of the ceiling.  I suspected it was cosmetic, used to influence the students toward decorum.  A small conservatory like this one probably didn’t have a security room with a full-time security guard on duty.  
 
   The doors opened and the tour continued.  Dr. Shawcross led 
 
   us right, down a hallway with a cranberry carpet and fawn-colored walls.  Over several doors, signs numbered the practice rooms.  Each door had a small glass window.  The old guy peered into a few as we passed.  Three doors down, he smiled, his face brightening as he knocked in a perfunctory manner and went on in.  We clustered behind him, but there was a lot of open room inside.  Acoustic panels adhered to the walls, breaking their smoothness, cutting down on the echoes.  
 
   There was a baby grand piano, and a brunette playing it, her head bent down in hard concentration.  Her fingers flew furiously across the keys.  A storm of notes filled the air, a backdrop to the metallic soar of a flute.  Wearing a black Nightwish concert tee, jeans, and unzipped hoodie—the hood thrown back—a young man stood near the piano, adding the second instrumental voice.  He watched us watching him, his eyes muddy brown, his hair a mass of bronze curls.  The body that went with this package was rail thin and unimpressive.  
 
   Dr. Shawcross waited, drawing a deep breath as if he could smell the notes, not just hear them.  
 
   From my position, I couldn’t see his face, but I assumed his eyes were closed as he absorbed the music by osmosis.
 
   In a hushed voice, Grace identified what we were hearing: “Mozart’s Flute Concerto in D Major.”  
 
   Onyx showed no surprise Grace would know that, but Madison gave her a reappraising stare.  From the profiles I’d reviewed, I knew Grace had a nearly eidetic memory.  She only needed to have enjoyed the song once to have it filed away in her mind for immediate recall.  I felt there were depths to her still waiting for exposure.  Some people, you just knew were special, and not in a Special Olympics kind of way.  All the great powers of the preternatural world were once just uncertain outcasts being kicked around by the world.
 
   My phone chimed.  I checked the caller ID.  Speaking of great powers…  I stepped out of the room to take the call.  “Caine here.”
 
   “I would hope so; otherwise you’d be wasting my time.”  The tone was dry and somehow managed to convey an air of 
 
   superiority.
 
   “What do you want, Drac?”
 
   “A world drowned in sweet, fragrant blood, fresh enemies to humble, a faster car, and faster women…”
 
   “Tired of your gypsy sluts?  I’ll take a few.  Anything to help.”
 
   “Speaking of helping, how does the investigation proceed?”
 
   “Making progress.  I’ve enlisted the assistance of the local demon clan and the fey.  I’ll have advance notice of the auction.  If I can’t recover the item before the auction, I plan on buying it during the event, which may increase my price.”
 
   “Money is no object.  Vengeance is beyond value.  Do not fail me.”
 
   “As if.  One thing, Drac…”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I haven’t been able to get a handle on who runs the vampire community here.  Apparently, there’s been a big shake up.  I need to know if my presence on your behalf constitutes stepping on someone’s toes.  I like to anticipate trouble and prepare when possible.”
 
   “The response of a sane warrior.  I have already looked into this.  The new Master of Santa Fe is Dominika Volkov.  She connected to the Russian mob and a descendant of Grigori Rasputin the mystic monk, therefore her vampiric mesmerism is more potent than any you have dealt with before.  I think it best you avoid her and her people.” 
 
   “And if my mission brings me into conflict with them?”
 
   “Kill whomever you need to.  I give permission.  Even those who owe me no direct allegiance know better than to challenge my will, something to bear in mind.”  He ended the call without another word.
 
   I pocketed my phone and went back in.  The song had ended.  Everyone was piled up over by the piano.  I went over, listening to the conversation.  The flute player stared at Grace.  How he could still play with his panting tongue in the way, I didn’t know.  As it was, his synchronization with the pianist showed hints of suffering.  She frowned in irritation.  The look was mirrored by Onyx who stood behind the flautist, his right hand blurring into flutter of shadows, reforming into an all-black version of a Roman short sword.  The blade might have been made of obsidian, but shed no glossy refractions, swallowing all the light that touched it. 
 
   Madison stomped on his foot and whispered.  “Behave.”
 
   The sword fluttered away.  The collapsing shadows became a hand once more.  Onyx hissed back, “I wasn’t going to kill him.  Just bleed him a little.”
 
   “That’s not how we deal with things in the human world,” Madison said.
 
   “At least, not in front of witnesses,” I said.  
 
   Grace gushed, “That was fantastic.  The way you two were completely synchronized…”
 
   “Hard work,” the pianist said.
 
   “Natural greatness.”  The flautist grinned.  “I’m Justin.  Who would you be?”
 
   “Cultivated greatness,” Dr. Shawcross said.  “Accredited teachers and an environment supportive of artist achievement cannot be underestimated.”
 
   Grace said, “I’m Grace.  These are my friends, Onyx and Madison.”
 
   She left me off the list.  I tried not to take it personally, lifting a hand into the air to snag Grace’s attention.  “Go ahead, finish the tour.  I’ve got to take a conference call.  I’ll touch base with you in a while.”
 
   She lifted an eyebrow in inquiry, but just said, “Sure.”
 
   Madison followed me back into the hall.  She closed the door behind her.  “What’s the play?”
 
   I held up a hand to stall out her question as a brown-haired male approached who looked too old to be a student.  A flute case under one arm, he ignored the other rooms and came straight toward the one Grace was in.  He wore black slacks and a light blue shirt with a navy tie.  His windbreaker was dark blue as well.  A patch near the heart said: Branden Conservatory in gold lettering.  The name waving across the fluid lines of a treble cleft that bisected a circular seal wreathed in laurel branches.  His bifocal glasses were rimmed with thin, gold wire.  He ignored me, his interested glance evaluating Madison through her clothes.
 
   She visibly bristled at the attention.
 
   He pushed past her, cracked the door, and peered in, only to close the door at once, a soft curse falling from his lips.  
 
   “Something wrong?” I asked.
 
   “This is my time to have the room.  Students are supposed to be precise about such things.”
 
   “You look a little old to be a student here,” Madison said.
 
   He looked at her once more.  “I’m not.  I’m Paul Hastings.  I teach voice and flute at this school.  Just now, I’m on my own time—and that time is being wasted.  If the old fossil weren’t in there with them, I’d kick everyone out.”
 
   By old fossil, I assumed he meant Dr. Shawcross.  
 
   Hastings sighed like one well put upon by the universe.  Without a goodbye, he turned and marched back the way he’d come.
 
   “You guys stay here,” I said.  “I’m going to check out a few things, starting with Shawcross’ office.”
 
   Madison nodded.  “Okay, just don’t get caught.  It would reflect badly upon Grace and me.”
 
   “Caught?  Not possible.” 
 
   The ink across my upper back was a tribal version of demon wings.  Treasure-seekers got these so they could search cursed ruins and fool demon spirits into thinking the wearer was a demon, too, and so could be ignored.  It worked better in theory than practice.  Fortunately for me, my demon wings were powered by demon magic.  I tapped my lifeforce and poured raw dragon magic into my tat.  Pain—Magic’s price—engulfed me, as if I were held by a not-so-jolly green giant and he were twisting me by the head and feet in opposite directions.  I could swear I heard my vertebrae popping like firecrackers.  The sensation ghosted away, leaving me undamaged.  
 
   “Caine?”  Madison took a step toward me, her hand fanning the air, her eyes searching the corridor.  “Where the hell did you go?”
 
   I didn’t bother to answer.  The You-Don’t-See-Me spell 
 
   which diverted her visual attention from me would have done the same for anything I said.  In this state, I could even brush past her—letting a hand stray too freely—and the magic would convince her mind she’d only imagined the touch.  The potential for abuse in magical powers was great.  
 
   Good thing I’m such an ethical person.
 
   I went to the elevator and pressed the call button.  The doors opened at once since we’d brought the car to this floor, and no one else had used it since.  I entered and pushed the button for the first floor where the offices were.  The doors closed and I was carried away.  A short ride later, I disembarked and went strolling around.  The administration and faculty offices were clustered together, all of them seemed empty—at least, I didn’t see light under the doors.  Beyond them, I found the faculty lounge.  And there it was, a door labeled: PRESIDENT.  I tried the knob.  
 
   Locked, as expected.
 
   I could have used a lock pick, but I’d been way too nice lately.  Congeniality, I’d discovered, was a terrible burden.  I gripped the knob tighter, drew a deep breath, and my dragon-born strength nearly ripped the whole door off the hinges.  The frame splintered with multiple cracks.  As the sounds faded, I paused to listen.  No sign of anyone taking notice. 
 
   I went inside the office and turned on the light.  In the wash of bright illumination, I took stock of very expensive furnishings: a big red Chinese urn next to display case with old song books, antique instruments, and a few bronze busts.  There was a decapitated doll’s head under a bell dome.  A complete doll wore a cheery yellow dress, leaning against the glass dome.  There was an antique metronome there, its single arm still, no longer counting off the seconds.  
 
   The carpeting was honey gold, a yellow with a hint of brown, as were the drapes to the window beyond a triple-sized desk rendered in the violet-purple of Brazilian heartwood.  The color didn’t seem natural.  Neither did the spectral mist swirling in the chair around a core of pulsing green.  Something small and spectral was slowly taking form, human form; a little girl, her hair twisting in a phantom room that stirred nothing else.  Her eyes were fixed on me, immune to the warding-off magic of my tattoo.  I understood: the dead have their own way of seeing.  Her misty body solidified, doing little to fill the seat she occupied.  
 
   Ghost Girl scowled at me.  “About time you got here.”
 
   Rising up off the floor, having curled behind her chair, a teal blue mound drew my focus, especially when it swung a leathery face, framed with tight curls, toward me, blinking sleepy lavender eyes.  
 
   I stared back.  “Tukka!  What the hell?”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   FIFTEEN
 
    
 
   “I like to fill in the gaps whenever
 
   possible, but enough about my sex life...”
 
    
 
                                     —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   “Dead Man Walking,” Tukka said.
 
   “That’s Deathwalker,” I growled.  “And where the hell have you been?”
 
   “Tukka hang out with ghost child.”
 
   “Grace getting too old for you?” I concentrated and a Berretta Storms appeared in my left hand.  I raised the semi-automatic and aimed at Tukka’s head.  “You know, the only good perv is a dead perv, right?”
 
   His jaw dropped in shock.  “Not perv!  Tukka respectable fu dog.”
 
   “Tukka good doggie,” Ghost Girl said.  “He saved me from Big Bad.”
 
   I lowered the gun.  “Big Bad?”
 
   Lives at theater, Tukka rumbled.
 
   Ah, the unseen presence I sensed.  “What is it exactly?”
 
   Tukka came around the chair and stopped with his massive head hanging above the heartwood desk.  Ghost Girl reached sideways to run her little hand along his leathery back.  Not appearing to notice her touch, Tukka kept his lavender eyes on me.  In their depths, violet shadows stirred.  He said, “Not ghost, stronger.  Can’t see, can’t touch, but it there.”  
 
   “A haint,” Ghost Girl said.  “The ghost of something that was never alive.”
 
   I sent the gun from my hand, letting it return to the satchel in my hotel room.  Crossing my arms, I considered what they were saying.  “I have to tell you; that makes no sense at all.  Any idea what this presence wanted?”
 
   “Wants to be heard,” Ghost Girl said.  “It tries to sing to me.  Hurts, a lot.”
 
   Tukka nodded grimly.  “Tukka wanted to bite own ears off.”
 
   I’d pay money to see that.
 
   Ghost Girl leaned over to give him an awkward hug.  “Awww, poor Tukka.”  
 
   I had the feeling Grace would have her hands full trying to get Tukka back.  So, how did you guys know I was coming here?” I asked.
 
   “This is where I have to stay,” Ghost Girl said.
 
   “Except when Tukka take her into dreamscape,” Tukka said.
 
   “You don’t live in the old Victorian?  This building wasn’t around when you were killed.”  I moved to the side of the desk and turned a laptop around to face me.  I powered it up and lifted the screen.  
 
   “Some ghosts haunt the place where they died and some haunt people.”  Ghost Girl pointed at the damaged doll on the wall.  “That was mine.  It was there when I died, becoming my anchor.  It holds enough of me so that my killer can’t find the rest.”
 
   I looked over my shoulder at the doll in question.  “You’re using some kind of ghostly bi-location that keeps him from adding you to the other spirits in his collection?”
 
   “I suppose,” Ghost Girl said.  
 
   She seemed confused by bi-location.  Note to self: use smaller words.  Neither she nor the fu dog are mental giants.  I said, “So if the bad guys get the doll…”
 
   “Tukka not let that happen.”  The fu dog looked at me like he wanted a second on the motion.  
 
   “Promises are a waste of breath,” I said.  “A man of action needs no words.”
 
   Ghost Girl grinned.  “Yeah, you showed that door a thing or two.”
 
   I shot her a steely glare.  “You got anything else useful to say?”
 
   She nodded.  “Pops, the security guard, comes around about this time every evening.”
 
   “Just one?” I asked.  “How often?”
 
   “Supposed to be every hour, but later in the night, he falls asleep and misses a few rounds.”
 
   “Security office, second floor,” Tukka said.  “Lot of TVs there, but shows aren’t very good.”
 
   Ah, so the cameras do work.  “Good to know.”
 
   I could hear the guard out in the hall; the tinkle of keys on a ring, an off-key whistle of notes.  Time to look elsewhere.  I stood and strolled to the shelves, taking the doll from the display.  Ghost Girl gasped.  From the sound, you’d think I’d touched her unexpectedly.  “You’ll be safer if this stays with me.”  I turned to look at her.
 
   She paled with transparency, dissolving at the edges into a cold swirl of motes.  Soon, only that flurry of green static remained and then that was gone.   Tukka looked from the empty chair to me.  “Keep doll safe.”  He said the words like there was an “or else” attached.
 
   “Things that threaten me don’t last long, fu dog.  You should remember that.”
 
   He smiled in reply.  It wasn’t pretty.  As if preparing a place to lie down, Tukka turned in a tight circle.  He nudged the chair away and vanished from snout to tail, as if walking around an invisible corner.  That left me alone in the room as the security guard appeared.  I saw him from the edge of sight, but kept working the keyboard.   Tap-tap-taps accompanied me, but he couldn’t hear them.
 
   The guard was an old man with a glasses and beer belly.  His skin was the color of coffee with cream.  A white mustache adorned his upper lip.  The man wore a brown uniform with a Taser, nightstick, handcuffs, and flashlight in a thick leather belt.  I suspected he had a radio in back as well.  His clothes were crisp, clean, and pressed.  His shoes had a high glossy polish.  A badge from a private security firm gleamed on his chest.  A name tag said: Miller.
 
   He blinked at the door which was obviously off one hinge.  
 
   His glance took in the broken frame as well.  His right hand rested on his nightstick as he peered into the well-lit office.  His gaze slid across the room, the desk and off-center chair, and past the point where I stood.  With my Demon 
 
   Wings tattoo in effect, he didn’t notice me, but his gaze did go to the wall behind me, to the gap I’d made in the display.  
 
   “Damn kids, always playing games.  Making my job harder.”  Strolling into the room, he reached behind his back and his hand came out with a radio.  He reported the break-in.
 
   I held the doll in one hand, using the other to check the various files on the laptop.  So far, nothing looked suspicious.  Still talking on the radio, the guard left the room.  I assumed he was checking the entrances to see if any other doors had been forced.  
 
   I was still there minutes later when Dr. Shawcross arrived, out of breath from running.  He scarcely looked at the damaged door, rushing in.  I stepped back from the desk, letting the laptop become visible.  If he thought it had been stolen, this might all get more attention than I wanted.  The man went to his laptop, frowning to see an open document on display.  He closed down the computer and checked the desk.  Apparently all else was normal; he abandoned the desk at once, going to the wall behind me.  
 
   I turned and watched him stop by the big Chinese red urn.  He leaned over it and gripped the top edge, giving it a twist.  The thing moved more easily on its base than I would have thought.  In response, a section of shelving swing out—a hidden door.
 
   I smiled.  Great, we’re getting somewhere.  
 
   He went over to the secret door, passed through, and pulled the shelf closed behind him.  If I followed, he wouldn’t know, not with my magic in effect, but I figured I’d just come back later when I could take my time with whatever it was he was hiding.
 
   Better make sure my troops get off-campus first without a hitch.  There’s too much weirdness around here to risk the people I need to keep alive.  Besides…   I remembered the hot maid I’d met this morning at the hotel.  She’s good at making beds and I’m good at messing them up.  We’ve a lot in common.  With any luck, she’d keep me amused for quite a while.  Just because I have two jobs pending doesn’t mean I should neglect the essential point of life, getting laid.
 
   Doll in hand, I returned to the elevator.  On the ride up, I cancelled the Demon Wings magic, letting the tat go dormant.  Minutes later, I was back upstairs at the music room, arriving as everyone was filing out except for the pianist.  The flute kid had an arm draped over Grace’s shoulders.  “You have to come back in the morning and let me show you the place.  It looks much better in daylight.”
 
   “She’s claimed already,” Onyx said.  
 
   I shoved the doll into his shadow-body.  “Hold that for me.  It’s an important clue.  I’ll want it later.”
 
   “Sure,” he said.  
 
   I wondered if that would still be his answer if I wanted to drive a dump truck into his darkness as well.  
 
   As we strolled en masse to the elevator, Madison shot Onyx a glare that landed with little effect.  “So Grace is property?”
 
   He nodded eagerly.  “Something like that.  All shadow-kin belong to her father, the high king.  I’m a prince in an adjoining kingdom and even I am property.” 
 
   Onyx’s alien perspective was going to raise troubling questions.  I needed to head him off from these types of revelations.  “Onyx, shut up!”
 
   “Yeah,” Madison shot me an appreciative glance for inadvertently supporting her.  “Lincoln freed the slaves.”
 
   Yeah, ending slavery was the popular excuse for the criminal invasion of the South that had legally succeeded from Northern federal tyranny.  Gotta admire Lincoln’s PR spin; history barely noticed him wiping his ass with the constitution while destroying the liberty the Southern states.   
 
   Grace dislodged the arm weighing her down.
 
   Onyx pouted.
 
   Grace shot me a glance.  “So, did you get your business taken care of?”
 
   “For now,” I said.  “I ran into a friend of yours, too.  Tukka says hello.”
 
   Her face brightened like a phosphorous grenade going off.  “Really?  I was wondering where he’d gotten off to.”
 
   I decided to stir the pot for the general hell of it.  “He’s got a new girl-friend, but hey, you’ve still got Onyx.”  
 
   He smiled at me.  “She certainly does.”  
 
   Grace growled.  “Men!  You can’t live with them, and you can’t nail-gun them to a wall with an eraser in their mouths.”
 
   “Yes, you can,” Madison said.
 
   “I’ve done it, minus the eraser,” I added.
 
   “You can nail me, if you like,” Onyx told Grace.  “Really, I don’t mind.”
 
   Smiling with saccharine sweetness, Grace murmured, “Soon.  I just need to stock up on railroad spikes.”
 
   We piled on and let the car take us down to the ground floor.  When we got there, Dr. Shawcross was in the lobby with several security guards, talking about the break-in.  It hadn’t taken him long to check on his hidden room.  I’d have been tempted to believe he had abducted ladies down there, but he was way too old to be Kid Psycho from the dream I’d had.  
 
   “What’s going on?” Grace asked.  Her gaze was on me, her eyes narrowed in suspicion.
 
   “I gave her my most innocent look.  “Why ever would I know?”
 
   I walked up to Dr. Shawcross, touching his frail shoulder.  “Security is my business,” I reminded him.  “What with the “accident” at the music hall and this trouble over here, I think someone is targeting your school.  If you’d like me to look into it—”
 
   He turned and made brushing-away motions with his hands.  “No, no, I’m sure it’s fine.  Just kids.  Probably some kind of scavenger hunt, youthful hijinks.”
 
   I shrugged.  “Well, call me if you change your mind.”
 
   He nodded.  “Yes, yes, of course. 
 
   We went past the security men and the professor, pushing out the exit.  The air felt cool, fresh, bringing the scent of sage.  Grace walked beside me.  I said, “I don’t mind you coming back tomorrow, but I want you to stay away from the music hall.”
 
   “Oh, yeah,” Justin said, his flute case under his arm, “you said there’d been an accident over there.  Weird, that chandelier falling right after you guys showed up.”
 
   I gave him a cold, flat stare, the kind I give people just before I kill them.  “Don’t give it too much thought.”
 
   We took the path that led us close to the Victorian.  Justin split off and went in.  The rest of us headed for the front parking lot.  I smelled vampire, but not the usual kind.  The difference wasn’t easy to pin-point.  Then I saw them, three guys around the car Madison had “borrowed” for us.  
 
   She tensed, drawing a pair of wooden stakes from hiding.  “Vampires!” she hissed.
 
   They had the trunk of the black Nova open.  One of the black-suited vamps had the car’s owner by the shirt, pulling him out.  
 
   I made my voice hard and cutting, “I think you’re about to eat something that doesn’t belong to you.”
 
   The vamps finally looked our way, though I know their heightened hearing had to have picked up our footsteps—our very heartbeats—long before this.  Two of the vamps looked to be mere thugs, the knuckle-dragging, mouth-breathing type, but the closest one to us had a more cultured look.  He had cuff links, a red silk kerchief in his jacket pocket.  His hair was dark blond, slicked back, and he wore fancy cowboy boots that were pink leather with black sequins, and engraved in front with bat-winged hearts.  
 
   He offered the ladies a wide smile, and settled his gaze on the stakes Madison carried.  “My goodness, a slayer.  We are in trouble now, boys.”  His laughing tone resonated with confidence.
 
   “He’s mine!” Madison announced.
 
   “I need him alive,” I said.  “I have questions.”
 
   “Fine,” Madison said, “the last piece just needs to be able to talk.”
 
   Pink-Boots smiled at her.  “Darlin’, you should save yourself a lot of pain.  We were sent to pick up your boss for a meet.  If we don’t, the next group will be bigger.  Much bigger.”
 
   I held up a hand to stall Madison, happy to get answers quickly.  “Dominika wants to see me?”
 
   The vampire goon holding the kid from the trunk glared at me.  “Mistress Dominika is the new 
 
   Master of the City.  Speak her name with respect.”
 
   I curled my hands in front of my crotch, as if holding a massive log.  “She must want me to choke her with my cock.”  Mentally, I reached into the mystic ether calling my demon sword to me.  I stayed absolutely still, knowing it would be useless to match vampire speed this close, not without activating my Vampiric Speed tattoo—which had a delayed, though nasty price tag.  Still hoping for sexual conquest, I didn’t want to be crippled later with muscle ripping cramps.  
 
   I barely registered the kid being released by the vamp, allowed to fall.  The thug blurred for a moment but I could still follow his movements.  His huge hand wrapped my face in a punishing grip.  I suspected he wanted to lift me by the head and shake some sense into me.  The Old Man used to do this to me when I’d mouth off at him as a child.  
 
   Vamp dude froze in place, his plan aborted by the sword I held.  Moving at Mach speed, he’d impaled himself.  My sword went through him, his heart, and stuck out about a foot.  My blade’s red fire fondly licked the vamp.  A last rattle of breath escaped him.  His eyes went flat and unfocused.  His hand fell from my face.  I grabbed his neck and squeezed.  His throat exploded.  His spine poked out, as his head fell back and his neck broke.  And still he stood.  I wasn’t sure his body really knew it was dead again.
 
   No soul, my sword complained.  Damn, I hate vampires.  Nothing to eat but the life energy of the blood they feed upon.  This one doesn’t even have any magic for flavor.
 
   “Suck it up anyway.”  The dead vamp I’d skewered slumped, his legs buckling as his skin grayed, going gaunt.  If he were older, he’d have burst into dust.  I tipped my sword down and let him slide off the blade.
 
   Seeing what had happened to his minion, Pink-Boots didn’t rush to close with Madison.  They circled, feinting, wary but into the game.  Grace had a fire-wrapped bar of shadow in her hands that looked a lot like my demon sword.  The difference was my sword was alive.  Hers was shadow and fox-fire, an extension of her double nature.  
 
   The remaining thug picked up the fallen kid who’d come from the trunk.  The kid hung limply, on the verge of passing out.  He also seemed to have pissed himself.  The vamp’s fangs tore open the kid’s neck.  The vamp guzzled, getting a blood spray down his chest.
 
   A deep, fluttering blackness with hell-red eyes Onyx, loomed over the thug.  Fluidly, the shadow man wrapped himself many times around the feasting vamp.  He and his dinner vanished in a churning, lightless vortex. 
 
    Grace walked up to the vortex and shoved her sword in and moved it high and low.   She stepped back and let her sword collapse into nothingness.
 
   Onyx stepped away to join her, taking human form again.
 
   What was left on the ground was a lot of half raw, slices of bloody flesh.
 
   We all turned our attention to Pink-Boots.  
 
   He held up his hands in surrender.  “Okay, you’re busy.  I get that.  What message do you want me to take back for you so this doesn’t happen again?”
 
   I grinned at him.  “You know, I ought to kill you just for wearing those boots.”
 
   “But I think they’re cute,” Grace said.
 
   I slanted her a glance.  “Proves my point.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   SIXTEEN
 
    
 
   “With or without fangs, a bitch is a bitch.”
 
    
 
                                      —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   I’d parked in a section town that looked like it had been transplanted from Moscow.  There was a book store, art gallery, deli, and cafe here, all of them Russian, possibly with ties to the Russian mob, certainly with ties to the vamps.  The gallery had a light crowd visible through the front windows, a party.  Visitors were well dressed and loaded down with canapés and Champagne.  Shelves in the window displayed a few religious icons, stacking Russian dolls, and a life-sized, carved swan with wings sweeping forward as if to lift itself into the air and fly for its life.
 
   Onyx and I had driven here in Pink-Boots’ dark red Caddy as he gave directions.  The black Nova had been left behind with the kid’s body.  So the rest of my troops could follow us over, I’d entrusted Madison with my Mustang, giving her a promise: “Put one scratch on her, and you’ll die, slow.”  She must have believed me—or the glow in my eyes reflecting in her’s—because they arrived without damage.  
 
   On the sidewalk, by the vehicles, Madison, Grace, and Onyx formed a crescent facing me and Pink-Boots.  I was getting verbal static as usual.  Manfully, I resisted the impulse to stab someone in the eye.
 
   Grace whined.  “I can be backup, too.  Why does Onyx get to have all the fun?  It’s because I’m a girl, right?”
 
   “I don’t care what happens to Onyx,” I explained.  
 
   He said. “Thanks.”  
 
   I continued, “Grace, I can’t put you at risk.  Your mother 
 
   would sic her Preternatural Response Team on me.  I don’t need federal heat.”
 
   Madison said, “Then tell me why I can’t go in.” 
 
   “It’s just one of my rules,” I said.  “I don’t allow hot chicks to die before they get to sleep with me. It wouldn’t be fair if they missed out.  And as a general rule, I don’t do corpses.”  Though there was that zombie pole dancer in Seattle…  They shouldn’t keep those places so dark.  I shook off the memory.   “Besides, there should always be a contingency plan, Grace.  You’re it.”  I handed her one of my business cards.  On the back, I’d written Dracula’s phone number.  He’d be in town by now, at the most expensive hotel probably.  I gave Grace an imperious stare.  “If we don’t get back in the next hour, call this number and tell the client the shit’s hit the fan and he needs to make himself useful.”
 
   Madison took the card.  “Who is this client anyway?”
 
   I let go of Grace, shifting my stare to Madison.  I smiled so she’d think I was joking.  “Vlad, the Impaler?  Got a problem with that?”
 
   “If you don’t want to tell me, that’s fine.  You don’t have to lie so outrageously.”
 
   A choking sound escaped Pink-Boots.  As a vampire, he could hear my heartbeat.  He knew I was telling the truth.  “Virgin’s blood!  He’s real?”
 
   “You don’t want to find out.  Let’s hope your Mistress has enough sense not to escalate matters.”  I put icy death in my eyes as I turned to the vamp.  “One more thing you should know, however bad you may think anyone else is, I’m worse.”
 
   He bristled.  “We’ve dealt with demons before.  There’s a small clan here in Santa Fe.”
 
   I smiled, reverting to the camouflage of charm.  “Some time when you’re out drinking with them, ask them about the Red Moon Demon.”  I gave him a push.  “Now take us to your leader.”
 
   Onyx fell in with me as we followed Pink.  I wasn’t really surprised when we headed for the party in the art gallery.  Vamps are posers to the core, always playing more Goth than thou, the bigger the audience the better.  My first instinct was to go in, guns blazing, dragon magic scorching the air.  These guys knew one of the sites we needed to be able to investigate without hindrance.  They could complicate things.  The kid’s body back at the Nova was going to stress out the conservatory as it was.  If I could buy time and wrap things up quickly, that would make things easier on me.  Otherwise, I might have a war on my hands.  The rest of the Santa Fe preternatural might be grateful to see the vamps wiped out, but they’d be pissed at me, thinking my demon clan was moving in to take over everybody’s territory.  The Old Man was right; diplomacy didn’t always need to come from the barrel of a gun, fun as that is.
 
   Still, if one person makes a crack about how they thought I’d be taller…
 
   We went in through the front door and Pink was stopped by a vamp in a dark suit with an open-collared, lavender shirt.  The new vamp was at least half Native American, with black hair and eyes, and prominent cheekbones.  He stood six foot four, but without the over-muscled look of the goons we’d killed earlier.  He wore a silver ring with a rounded square face, a mosaic of ice blue and medium blue turquoise forming a thunderbird design.  
 
   Heap strong medicine.  Maybe.  I wondered if he was a shaman.  
 
   He blocked our path, addressing himself to Pink.  “This isn’t where you were told to bring them.  And where’s Ripper and Nightshade?”
 
   “They found a cure for vampirism,” I said.  “They’re dead, again.”
 
   Pink said, “I didn’t bring them, Chief.  They brought me.”
 
   Chief’s nostrils flared as he looked Onyx and me over.  Our scent made him frown.  His eyes bored into me.  “You’re human, but something else I’m not familiar with.”  His stare slid over to Onyx.   The frown deepened.  “You don’t even have a scent.  It’s like you’re not really here.”
 
   “I get that a lot,” Onyx said.
 
   Chief’s gaze went back to Pink-Boots.  “What are they?”
 
   “Is this the place you want to go into that?” I asked.  “A lot of humans in this crowd, a lot of ears.  Maybe we could take 
 
   things to a back room or something.”
 
   Chief shifted into a quarter turn with the efficient smoothness of a martial artist.  He looked across the crowd and caught the eyes of two men chatting up an elderly matron wearing diamonds, high class stones I wouldn’t mind stealing.  The men had “blood-sucking fiends” written all over them.  
 
   At the signal, they excused themselves and started over.  
 
   They were joined in route by a hot blonde slinking along in a silver dress.  Even her nail polish was metallic silver.  She reminded me of a wiggly fishing lure.  Her features were sharp, hungry.  Her stare went to my throat; I was being considered for dinner.  Considering my own dinner and her rudeness, I retaliated by staring at her vagina as she came up to us.  After that, I returned my attention to Chief, who seemed to be calling the shots at the moment.
 
   He said, “We will escort through the crowd, and I promise you,” his stare went to Pink-Boots, “all of you, that anything but your best behavior will bring crushing retribution.”
 
   About to say something outrageously offensive and funny, I smiled.  
 
   Onyx touched my arm, interrupting the moment.  
 
   I raised an eyebrow at him.
 
   He said, “You get to make all the cool, smart-ass answers.  It’s not fair.  I want a turn.” 
 
   I looked at him.  “Have you got any cool, smart-ass comments?”
 
   A corner of his mouth quirked.  His forehead furrowed.  “Not really.  Got something I can use?”
 
   Kids.  So embarrassing.  I sighed.  “Just do that thing where you swell up and your face sinks into darkness—except for the eyes.  Even vamps find freakish weirdness intimidating.”  
 
   His features turned circus-clown happy with a huge smile and popping eyes.  “Yeah, that’ll work.”  
 
   Like black ink welling up through his skin, his paleness was swallowed.  His black clothing smoothed out, losing texture, becoming an even deeper blackness than should have been possible with the bright lighting in the room.  It was as if he’d become a man-shaped door to a universe where darkness reigned supreme and alone.  His edges fluttered, turning ragged in wind that touched nothing else.  Once eyes, only red stars remained to stare back at us all.  Those stars rose as his height increased by a yard.  I stayed where I was, but the vamps pulled back an involuntary step, bodies hunching with tension.  My heightened sense of smell picked up the acid scent of their fear.  
 
   I decided to have some fun sowing seeds of misinformation.  I put on a puzzled expression, addressing the vamps.  “What’s wrong, never seen an Elder God from the Great Outer darkness?”
 
   Onyx played along with a sudden, deep echo of voice, “Tremble and despair, mortals.  The dream of this universe is passing.  Chaos awakes.”  For several long moments, he held the looming blackness pose, out-posing the posers, then condensed, allow the illusion of humanity to surface once more.
 
   He looked at me.  “What are those things on the napkins that everyone is eating?”
 
   “Hors d'oeuvres,” I said.  “Cheese puffs with bacon bits.  I also smell smoked salmon.  Want some?”
 
   He smiled at the blonde in the silver dress.  “If it wouldn’t be too much trouble.”
 
   If it were possible for a vampire to get even paler, she would have, knowing he was anything but human.  She hurried ahead, snatching a tray from a passing server in black pants, vest, and white shirt with rolled up sleeves.  She shoved the entire tray at Onyx.  He took it happily, and we allowed our escort to direct us through the party.  The self-absorbed guests continued to chatter among themselves, scarcely looking our way.  I chalked that up to the mind-rolling aura vamps usually put out.
 
   I looked up at the vaulted ceiling.  At the back of the room, where a second story floor would be, I saw one-way glass.  Someone up there was looking down on the party, keeping track of things like Zeus on Olympus.  I had the feeling that the Mistress would be up there with her higher ranking court members.  
 
   We went under the overhang of the second story, passing tables and cabinets that were transparent islands in the back warehouse space.  Track lighting in the ceiling focused upon these glass cubes and their enclosed shelves.  I scanned a row of lacquered boxes, and egg icons on little stands.  There were silver platters as well, dotted with a menagerie of multi-colored glass sculptures: a unicorn, dolphin, mermaid, bluebird in mid-swoop, a blue elephant … and nothing was cheap.  Paintings hung on the back wall, many by well-known Russian artists, and quite a few forgeries as well.  If the vamps weren’t using this place to launder Russian mob money, for a cut, I’d be very surprised.  
 
   Still relatively newborn to self-awareness, my inner dragon peered through my eyes, his greed a rising fog in my soul.  His thoughts touched mine: A lot of trash here, but some good pieces, too.  Think they’ll miss one of two if we—
 
   Later, I do some of my best shopping when stores are closed.
 
   In the link we shared, I felt the sleepy nod of the dragon’s head.  I’ll draw up a list of what I want.  
 
   Yeah, you do that.  The dragon had no concept of other people having property.  In his view there were two kinds of things: what he had, and what he was going to get.  I couldn’t fault him though, I shared the same attitude.
 
   We were led up a spiral staircase that pierced the second floor of the loft.  We moved on to an open door that led into the room overlooking the main part of the gallery.  Chief stopped us all on the threshold.  “Wait here.  I’ll announce you to the Mistress.”
 
   He went in.  My gaze followed.  From where I stood, I saw a large room lined with crimson drapes tied open by gold ropes.  There were 19th century settees and chairs inside, holding down a burgundy carpet.  And several guests like those below, but in even more expensive clothing.  Chief went out of sight.  I waited for his return as murmured voice from the crowd in the private room washed over me.
 
   Having finished the snacks on his tray, Onyx held it with uncertainty, looking for some place to put it.  
 
   I snatched the tray, and my inner dragon knew at once this wasn’t real silver.  No need to keep it.  I shoved it into the hands of the blond vamp.  “Here, goes with your dress.”
 
   She bared fangs and hissed at me, and flung away the tray.  It embedded itself in a wall.   
 
   “They’re going to take that out of your pay,” I said.
 
   “Behave!”  One of the big vamp goons looming over me hit me in the shoulder with the heel of his hand.  
 
   I barely moved.  While I had to use magic to match their speed, my dragon-born strength and toughness of body probably exceeded theirs.  I warmed up my Dragon Roar tattoo and paid for it with a phantom pain that reminded me of ritual disembowelment.  Fortunately, this cost didn’t require actual damage.  I turned to face the vamp who’d shoved me.  Foolishly, he thought me the lesser threat and probably safe to pick on.
 
   With magic in my voice, I gave him an order.  “Kneel and beg my forgiveness.”
 
   He laughed.  “Like I’m going to … what the hell!”  His knees buckled.  He caught himself with his hands.  As if driven down by a monstrous weight on his neck, his head dropped to smack the floor.   “Please … forgive … this worthless … dog.”  The words came out staggered, forced, but he’d obeyed me.  I wasn’t totally sure he would.  There was a possibility that with their power to roll minds, the vamps might have some immunity to this power of mine.  Apparently not, or at least, not at his power level.  An older vamp now…
 
   The humbled vamp surged to his feet.  Trembling with rage, he came at me—but the other vamp guard got in the way.  He said, “No, not until the Mistress gives the command.”
 
   Chief returned, his eyes scanning us, taking note of the tension.  He looked at me.  “Didn’t I say no games?”  
 
   I gave him my best, most-practiced look of utter innocence.  “What?  You’re saying I started this?” My voice grew colder and dead.  “They forced me to show them just how far down the food chain all of you are from me.” 
 
   He could tell there was no lie in my words.  A quick second of doubt showed in his eyes about bringing me inside.  He vanquished the moment of fear, remembering he was a predator, too, and motioned for us to advance.  
 
   The lady in silver went first.  Pink-Boots went next.  I 
 
   followed with Onyx a step behind.  The two vamp guards brought up the rear.  My dragon senses went on overdrive as our group threaded the crowd.  I wasn’t hearing much breathing from them, just what was needed for speech.  No heartbeats.  The wine glasses they held smelled of blood, not alcohol.  Except for when they were moving on purpose, they could have been statues.  They were all vampires.  Rich vampires that might have paid well for the bloodsucking version of immortality.  They were new; not yet good at hiding the fact their muscles felt no fatigue.
 
   The crowd respectfully thinned where a throne stood on a dais, its back to a wall.  The glorified chair was carved from ebony in an Imperial, Old World style.  The back and seat cushions were red velvet, held in place with brass studs.  The throne should have dwarfed the woman on the seat, but her aura of power remained undiminished.  This was Dominika Volkov, Mistress of Santa Fe, Goth pale, with searing red lips, smoky cat-eyes, and black braided hair coiling around her head like a crown.  She wore a black gown with see-through lace panels that teased without abandoning all modesty.  On the arms of the throne, her hands were slim and long-fingered with expensive manicures, black polish with red tips like they’d been recently used to slash open someone’s throat.  
 
   There was a distance to her expression, to her gaze, as if all this didn’t touch her, as if nothing had warmed her in ages though she only looked twenty-five.  There were glossy bits of obsidian sewn into the fabric so that it twinkled as she drew a deep breath, releasing it as a long, slow sigh.  
 
   I’d seen this before on some of the Old Ones who’d been bored for too long and just want death to come.  The mental disconnect in this situation was that she was very young as vampires go to be having this kind of crisis.  
 
   I felt the impulse to widen her hazel eyes and shock her out of her icy distraction.  I wanted to rip aside her dress and pound myself into her until she could scream my name in delirium, heated with incandescent passion.  
 
   Really, it would be a public service.  Everyone needs a good fuck now and then.
 
   Chief stopped us well away from her.  He grabbed Pink-Boots, pulling him ahead, saying, “I believe this creature has some things he needs to explain to you.”  Pink swallowed audibly, trying to clear the terror choking him as he dangling from the grip on his collar.  
 
   Speaking of being fucked…
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   SEVENTEEN
 
    
 
   “Managing a willful woman is much like catching
 
   bullets in your teeth; dangerous if you fail.”
 
    
 
                                      —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   Chief flung Pink-Boots to the floor in front of the dais.  He sprawled and recovered himself slowly, kneeling, putting hands on his knees.  He gave a bow of respect and straightened, but kept his eyes down, his head bent.  There was no desperation in his posture though I knew he must be feeling it.  A predator, he knew better than to show weakness and fear; that would only incite additional cruelty.  
 
   His voice emerged calm and polished.  “I have returned with the one you wanted, Mistress, and await your pleasure.”
 
   I grinned.  Nothing about him suggested he had anything to explain.  
 
   “He returns alone,” Chief said.  “The two soldiers we sent with him are dead.  This coward returns without a scratch.”
 
   Pink-Boots shrugged.  “Soldiers die, it goes with the job.  We didn’t have enough men for the task.  Getting myself damaged—to accomplish nothing—would have been stupid.”
 
   That touched something in her, for her gaze came back from infinity, settling on the kneeling vamp.  “Yury, are you saying I made a mistake in sending only three of you?”
 
   There’s no good answer to that question.  
 
   He lifted his head, meeting her eyes.  “No one is at fault.  None of us knew what we were dealing with.”
 
   Dominika stared at him, weighing his answer.  Finally, a hint of warmth entered her voice.  “Is that so?”  Her glance roved freely, settling on Onyx and me.  I made a point of watching her chin, not her eyes.  Let her think I’m a weak human, afraid of having my mind rolled.  The dragon in me laughed at the thought that a vampire could ever resonate their hypnotic thoughts to match draconian patterns; the frequencies were just too far apart even in a half human version like myself.
 
   I slanted a look at Onyx.  He matched her stare for stare.
 
   Chief passed Yury, stepping up on the dais without being summoned.  “Mistress,” he pointed at Onyx, “that is not human.  The form is only a convenience.”
 
   Her voice developed a curious lilt.  “Fey?”
 
   “Dark fey, demon...”   Chief shrugged.  “Elder God for all I know.”
 
   Dominika leaned forward on her throne, more of her interest thawing out.  Eyes still on Onyx, she waved Chief away.  “Shoo.”  
 
   He looked puzzled.  “Mistress?”
 
   “You’re standing on my dais.”
 
   “Oh.”  He hopped back.
 
   Dominika shifted her eyes to Yuri.  “Go find something to do until I want you.  Crawling is not a thing proud vampires should indulge in.”
 
   He stood, bowed, and backed away.  “I shall remember.”  He left without telling anyone I had Dracula in my back pocket.  He was doing me a favor that he’d want repaid at some later date.
 
   The vampire queen motioned Onyx closer.  “Come here.”
 
   He moved without taking a step, sliding ahead on a slick of shadow to the edge of the dais.  Only there did he step up.  Silent, the shadow man moved closer to her.  Wrist bent down, he swung his hand up and a sword made of darkness flowed out of his fist, its tip at her throat.  
 
   A pause hit the room, a hush falling hard.  Dominika’s chin inched up, clearing the way to her throat as if she were inviting death.  Her hazel eyes glowed, fully engaged with the reality before her.  Me, I was enjoying the show.  Purposely, I’d reined in my wild-assed charm and animal magnetism, staying hyper-still.  This martial arts trick, dampen my lifeforce, encouraged people to forget me.  I hadn’t tried this in a while, usually depending on my Demon Wings tattoo.  I was glad to see I still had the touch.  Chief gathered himself to leap at Onyx, forgetting I was standing right next to him.  
 
   A flash of thought caused my Berretta to materialize in my hand.  A small swing of the weapon brought it into line with Chief’s foot.  My weapon bucked.  A cartridge casing spun into the air.  A bloody hole appeared in Chief’s foot, throwing off his leap.  It was just a lead slug, so the damage would heal quickly for the vampire.  Never-the-less, it was painful as hell.  As was the second round I put in his spine to get my point across.
 
   Most of the vamps in the room were the filthy rich and pampered type that had other people get their hands dirty.  They hired security, or called a cop.  They didn’t fight street wars for territory.  They weren’t by any stretch actual soldiers.  None of these people had ever taken slugs and had their vampire bodies spit them out while regenerating.  Psychologically, risking their precious immortality wasn’t something they were wired to do gladly.  As soon as I’d started firing, those around me had stampeded away in desperate haste, impeding the vamp guards that had come in with me.   I had no trouble spinning and firing, targeting security.  I went for head shots.  Vamps could survive them, but the reconstruction took longer.
 
   That finished, I moved to the dais, coming up behind Onyx.  He’d held Dominika’s eyes through the gunplay, his sword tip kissing the underside of her chin.  As I watched, he collapsed the sword, reabsorbing it into the darkness of his body.  His hand fell to his side.  He stepped close to her and reached out, a forefinger caressing her cheek.   “I give your life back to you because we are friends.  If I were your enemy, I’d show no mercy.”
 
     She rose from the throne and stood taller than both Onyx and me in her heels, with her hair piled high.  “For friends, you killed two of my people.”
 
   “You sent them to interfere in my business,” I pointed out.  “Their deaths are on you.”
 
   She tore her gaze away from Onyx and really looked at me for a change.  Her stare caught on the gun I held.  I flipped a wrist, a small tossing gesture, and the gun vanished.  The next time I summoned it, the magazine would have a fresh clip.
 
   “You are full of tricks,” she said.  “Yury was right.  I did send too few.”
 
   “Why send at all?” Onyx said.  “We’re passing through.  In a few days, we’d have been gone.”
 
   Good boy, Onyx.
 
   “Suddenly, there are a lot of strangers coming into my city.  I need to know why.  My rule is new.  There are those who’d prefer another Master of the City in my place.  My duty is to protect what is mine.”
 
    “Let us conclude our business, and we will go in peace,” I said, “touching nothing of yours.”
 
   Staring past us, she made a warning-off sign.
 
   I made a quarter turn and saw fresh guards spilling into the room, shoving the party-vamps out of the way.  At the Mistress’ gesture, the newcomers slowed to a stop, milling in confusion.  She called out in a piercing tone, “Those who wish to withdraw may do so.”
 
   These are a lot of new vamps.  They look uncomfortable in their new skin, and they keep forgetting to breathe.  I don’t think they even know how to be vampires yet.  Weird.
 
   The guests were quick to escape. 
 
   Onyx and I held our ground next to the vampire princess.
 
   The new security helped the fallen vamps to stand.  They formed a wall between us and the door.
 
   Dominika called to them.  “Go, make sure that no one calls the police to report gunfire.  Failing that, if the police come, send them away believing it was just a false report.  We handle our own affairs.”
 
   Chief had collected himself to respond, pointing out several men, sending them off, as even more vamp soldiers came into the room, weapons drawn. 
 
   Arms folded under her breasts, Dominika looked at me.  “We have not been formally introduced.  Who are you, what are you, and what is this business of yours that brings you among us?”
 
   I faced her with a show of confidence, setting my back to her men, though I could hear clothing rustling as they eased closer despite the order they’d received to stand down.  Vampires forget that they aren’t the only preternatural species with heightened hearing.
 
   Still not meeting her eyes, I gave the Mistress a relaxed bow in the European fashion.  “I am Caine Deathwalker, the Red Moon Demon, heir to Lauphram’s demon clan in L.A.”  I flicked a few fingers toward Onyx.  “This is my bodyguard.”  I didn’t mention he was a shadow man, a rare creature considered mythical by most preternaturals.  
 
   It’s better if they assumed he’s a demon, earlier theatrics aside.
 
   Dominika cocked her head as she spoke to me.  “You smell human, mostly.  Not demon.  I did not know the demon clans accepted half-breeds.”
 
   “They accept what I tell them to,” I said.  “Hey, you got anything around this place to drink that isn’t blood?”
 
   A strong voice, slightly accented with Russian, swept the room.  “Yes, don’t be rude to our guests.  We did invite them after all.”  It was a voice accustomed to power, pulling at the senses, demanding attention.  A shimmer went through my soul as the raw magic in me thrummed in sympathetic vibration.  Normally, I needed to use my Dragon Sight tattoo to detect magic.  His power shouted, a lion’s roar.
 
   Magic user, and a high class at that.
 
   I turned to see a lean man who stood six-four.  A black mane of hair and a trim beard following his jaw line served to frame blunt features and deep-set eyes.   He had the usual white complexion of the undead, and followed the Goth practice of overkill with an uncompromising black motif: high gloss boots, linen suit, and turtleneck shirt.  Standing there like doom itself, his hands were locked together over his stomach, clutched so as to keep them occupied.
 
   The guards let him slip past.  None of them seemed anxious to get too close.  He walked with a bit of jerkiness to his step that might be from an old injury.   He came up to the dais and stopped, concerned eyes searching Dominika.  “Princess?  It is well with you?”
 
   “As always.”
 
   Hmmm.  Not really an answer.
 
   She linked arms with Onyx and dragged him past the newcomer.  The smile on her face looked determined.  “Come along, you need to get to know me better.”
 
   All of us watched them leave.
 
   The dark man turned back to me.  “I know who you are, though we have not yet been introduced.  I am Grigori Yefimovich Rasputin,” he smiled, a twitch really, “whom men have called ‘The Doom of Russia.’”
 
   Hiding the shock that hit home, I made the obvious comment.  “You’re supposed to be dead and dismembered ages ago.”
 
   “The dead part is accurate.  Come with me.”  
 
   He turned toward the door, waving away the guards.  They hurried off, delighted to be out of the dark man’s presence.  I knew why: Rasputin had a reputation as a mad monk, by which I mean bat-shit crazy.  On top of that, his occult powers of mesmerism and near indestructibleness were legendary before becoming a vampire.  I’d known Dracula had founded a new cursed line, all other vampires being born that way, or being made by the older line.  I had to wonder which branch Rasputin sprang from.  Either way, he might now be the equal of True-Blood royalty like my friend Gloria.  There’s a lot I want to know that only he can tell me, but I needed to be careful getting it.  
 
   I made a point of warming up several tattoos with raw magic.  If things turned suddenly violent, I’d have little enough time to react.
 
   I followed across the room, back to the stairs, and down to the first floor.  The man moved in a dark cloud, with an air of gloomy introspection.  He seemed to have forgotten I was even there.  Instead of going back to the main part of the gallery, he led me away to where a standing screen hid a white-painted door with a glass handle.  We went through, into a hallway.  There were restrooms and a door that might have been a janitor’s closet.  Past these, the hall ended in another door that led us into the Russian café.  The voices of diners and the clinking of glassware and silverware made a cheery greeting, as did a host of smells: shrimp in a butter-brandy sauce being set alight, mushroom caps with snails and garlic, baked scallops wrapped in bacon…  The floor was hardwood, the walls marble-tiled, and the wooden furniture was red lacquered.  Booths were red leatherette with white table cloths, cloth napkins, and unlit candles.  There was a bar along one side wall.
 
    A public place.  This was good.  It meant he wasn’t taking me to a private killing field, or maybe a dungeon.  With high ranking vamps, you never know.  We wound up settling a private booth.  The speed with which the waiter arrived to offer drinks and take our order showed my host was well known.  
 
   I took the menu offered me.  “I’ll have a Midori Green Russian.”  I looked forward to the sweet green melon flavor of the drink.  It had been a while since I’d ordered one.
 
   Rasputin shook his head, indicating he wanted nothing, and the waiter withdrew.
 
   “I like to bring guests here,” Rasputin said.  “I can’t enjoy the food anymore, but I can savor others’ pleasure.  And the smells remind me of home, so comforting...”
 
   I got right to the point.  “I assume we’re here to put our cards on the table?”
 
   He nodded.  “I will match you truth for truth, and the moment I decide I am being lied to, I will kill you.”
 
   I lifted an eyebrow.  “In a busy restaurant?”
 
   “No one will see or hear anything I don’t want them to.  I’ll even allow you the first question.”
 
   “What makes you think I won’t simply destroy you out of hand?”  I idly picked up my salad fork, running a thumb over the tines.
 
   “The fact that you are avoiding my eyes proves your inferiority of mind.  Let us not play games.”
 
   I lifted my eyes to his, making contact, and spoke very softly.  “I do not fear you.”
 
   He met my gaze, a small smile twitching his lips.  “Ah, that is better.”  The darkness of his gaze brightened as a hell-red glow swelled in his eyes.  His irises became bloody stars pulling at my thoughts with considerable gravity.  The rest of his face was hazed by the infernal radiance.  He leaned toward me, his palms flat on the tablecloth.  He spoke deep and slow, in a hypnotic rhythm.  “That’s it; look deep into the flames of my will.  All that you are is as wax, melting into obedience.  Your will is mine.  You are mine.”  
 
   My right hand was under the table, fingers curled to hold a sword hilt.  My thoughts raced out into the ether.  My demon sword came to me.  The materializing black-steel blade with its infernal red haze stabbed diagonally up through the table, the tip a few hairs away from the underside of Rasputin’s chin.  The psychic howl of hunger from the sword was a gale in my head.
 
   Rasputin drew back, flattening against the back of the booth.  
 
   My sword tip followed.  He could slide sideways, but not at full speed.  Hi knew it too.  His life was mine to take, if I wanted—unless he had some trick of his own to whip out.  
 
   
  
 

I smiled coldly.  “I thought you didn’t want to play games.”
 
   He smiled with warmth this time, holding the expression—not that I was fooled.  He said, “I stand corrected.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   EIGHTEEN
 
    
 
   “Naked vixen look good on a leash.  Hey, don’t judge me!”
 
    
 
                                      —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   “At last,” Rasputin said.  “I have drawn out your true strength, the power I sensed in you from the beginning.”
 
   My inner dragon laughed at that idea, ready to burst out of my skin.
 
   “No,” I said.  “If you were to see my true power, this place would be a shattered, bloody ruin, as would the entire block.  The people would all be dead, and I’d be frying your ass with lightning since I prefer to cook my meals.  Your ultimate destiny would be to become dragon dung fertilizing the daisies.  Now, are we going there, or are you going to behave?”
 
   Sitting across the table, I continued to meet his eyes.  
 
   His will rolled in like an ocean wave, crashing against the breakers of my resistance.  
 
   I laughed at him.  “Give it up, already.  It’s not going to work.”
 
   “You are a dragon.”
 
   “There’s some truth for you.”
 
   “Yes, indeed.  A little more than I expected.”
 
   I nodded.  “Because I’m heir to a demon clan, people assume the non-human half of my nature must be demon of some kind, but my mother was a golden dragon.  If I can overcome the stigma of tainted blood, the dragons might one day accept me as more than the clan’s royal bastard.  My dragon blood that insulates me from vampire mesmerism, much to the irritation of vampires everywhere.”
 
   The red light went out of his eyes, the returning darkness 
 
   more empty than before.  “Yes.  And you mention being royalty because you know I served Russian royalty in my day.  You are hoping I transfer my reverence for royalty to you.  However, my peasant days are long behind me.  I am quite the American these days.”  
 
   You say that but old habits die hard—just like exes.
 
   I willed my sword away.  
 
   He reached out, picked up a glass of water, and took the smallest sip.  “Odd, I would not have thought I could still know fear.”  He set the glass down.  “The next question is yours.”
 
   “Fine.  How did you survive what history calls your assassination?”
 
   “Now that is a story!  But let it wait a moment.”
 
   Our waiter returned with my drink.  I hadn’t looked at the menu.  I picked it up and handed it over.  Looking at Rasputin, I asked, “What’s good here?”
 
   “The spicy lamb sausage, I hear.  It comes with rice pilaf and an apricot-shallot relish.  Try it with the citron vodka.”
 
   I nodded at the waiter.  “You heard the man.”
 
   Rasputin said, “I’ll have a bottle of the special stock you keep for me in the basement.”
 
   “Yes, Sir, at once.”  The waiter left.
 
   “Human blood?” I asked.  
 
   “Lambs’ blood.   Symbolic that I have lost my soul, but not abandoned my faith in the Lamb of God.”
 
   “You think a vampire can get into heaven with a few hail Marys?”
 
   “I’ll never know if I don’t try.”  He lifted his head to stare into infinity.  “You asked about my death.  It happened as history says, for the most part.  Prime Minister Yusupov—may he rot in hell forever as devils eat his intestines—invited me to tea.  As I would find out later, he served me petit fours laced with a vast amount of cyanide.  I refused the fool and his food.  Ever since an earlier assassination attempt put a knife in my stomach, I suffered from hyperacidity which meant I had to avoid sugar and wine.  As time dragged on, and it was thought I’d eaten, but stubbornly wouldn’t die.  
 
   Quite humorous, no?”
 
   I nodded.  “Heaven protects fools and madmen.”
 
   Rasputin laughed.  “Hah, we should know.  It was quite stimulating.  Yusupov played a few gypsy ballads on his guitar.  We discussed spirituality, the occult, and politics through the night.  Morning approached and I still would not convenience them by falling over dead, so they panicked, these conspirators.  If I were die in the morning as the palace came awake, it would become hard to quietly dispose of my body.  The secret of the murder would be out.”
 
   “So they shot you to hurry things along.”
 
   “In the liver, stomach, and kidneys.  Left for dead, I did die, but only briefly.  I attribute this to the fire of hatred for those who had betrayed me.”
 
   There is precedence.   I thought of Dracula—who’d cursed himself to create his own line of vampires—was rare, gifted with a superhuman force of will that had been dragged his corpse back to a semblance of life.  Apparently, lightning had struck twice.
 
   Rasputin continued, “Eventually, Yusupov came to check on me.  I remember his horror as I opened my eyes and lunged at him.  I was strangling the bastard when he clubbed me down with his gun, caving in half my face.  We broke apart.  Still hoping to live, I shambled up the basement stairs to the ground floor.  I found the door to the courtyard with Yusupov hot on my heels.  Having reloaded his gun, he shot at me four times, missing twice.  My head exploded with agony.  I fell into the snow.  And darkness rushed in.  I think I died a second time.”  The waiter came by to deposit a bottle and a glass.  He asked, “Would you like me to pour?”
 
   Rasputin waved him away.  “Let it warm a bit.”
 
   The waiter left.
 
   “I know this part of the story,” I said.  “You were wrapped in a curtain, driven to the Bolshoy Petrovsky Bridge, and thrown in the Malaya Nevka River.”
 
   “It was still dark.  I remember coming out of an inner darkness to find myself wearing my beaver coat, dangling over the railing.  I lost a rubber boot on the bridge, and so, with one stocking foot, I dropped into a hole in the ice that fishermen had cut.  That might have been the end of me, but the fools had forgotten their plan to weigh down my body with chains.  The twine tying my hands parted, and by the grace of God, I was able to surface long enough to make the sign of the cross.  Weak, with cold turning my limbs to lead, I sank into a kind of breathless sleep, currents dragging me along under the ice.”  He paused to scan my face, making sure I was enjoying the story as much as he was.
 
   “You know, I can’t help but notice your eloquence.  History says you had little skill in speech, and in fact, were quite incomprehensible most of the time.”
 
   “True.  I had neurological issues, tics, and such.  One of the benefits of being a vampire is that most of that has straightened itself out.”
 
   The waiter returned with food and drink.  I sipped the flavored vodka with pleasure.  “Excellent.”
 
   I sampled the food and found the quality high as well.  As I ate, Rasputin poured and drained his first glass of blood.  I scarcely looked at him as he continued speaking.  
 
   “I remember thawing out in a dim-lit mortuary where the attendant probed my wounds and removed the bullets that hadn’t passed entirely through me.  My face was further damaged by the grapnels used to drag me out of the icy river.  Someone had also kicked in my genitals.  Odd, you’d think I’d remember coming by that injury.  Anyway, once some of my strength seeped back into me, it wasn’t that difficult to damage a similar corpse to myself and leave him in my place.  With my vampire strength, I used a fingertip to pierce the corpse’s forehead to leave a ‘bullet hole’ there.  You see, death had brought a new wisdom; I understood that I was no longer alive needed to go into hiding so I would not be hunted down as some unholy, accursed thing.”
 
   I nodded, taking another sip of vodka.  “That certainly answers the question.”
 
   “Then you can answer one for me.  What is your true purpose in coming to our city?”
 
   “Money.”
 
   Silent, he looked at me.  A tiny muscle jumped in his cheek.  “Don’t you think you owe me a few more words than that?”
 
   “Lots of money,” I said.
 
   He sighed.
 
   I relented.  “Okay, I was hired to recover a stolen item that is coming up for sale in a local, private auction among the preternatural community.  Once said item is restored to the original owner, a person of European nobility, I will pocket a huge chunk of change.  After that, said owner will descend upon the thieves like a zombie apocalypse, but without the zombies.  There, happy?”
 
   “So this has nothing to do with the vampire community here, or a territorial invasion of demon kind?”
 
   I gave him a rather cold smile that complemented my dead, killer’s stare, the kind that show how much I enjoy killing.  “If the thieves are vampires, they will be destroyed.  If vampires get in my way, they will be destroyed.  If a vampire so much as breathes on me…”
 
   “He will be destroyed.  I am sensing a theme here.”
 
   “Vamps can keep what they have,” I said.  “This territory is too far from L.A. for me to care about who runs it.”
 
   I’d heard approaching feet, but hadn’t anticipated that anyone was coming to see me.  Madison stopped by the table.  Tall, blond, and Nordic, she was everything you’d want in a Valkyrie.  She carried a young fox in her arms.  I looked at the fox, all rusty orange and white fluff with black legs.  The fox looked back—and grinned, which was as freaking weird as the little antennae bobbing from her forehead, and the baby moth wings folded flat to her back.
 
   Grace.  She’s shape-shifted.
 
   Madison ignored me, her focus set on Rasputin, careful though not to look him in the eye.  I felt killing rage roll off her, an aura of impending violence totally at odds with her sweet tone of voice, 
 
   “Can I join you?”
 
   “No,” I said.  
 
   “But of course,” Rasputin answered.  “Such a pretty young 
 
   girl.  And a fox!”  He winked, “Both of you.”
 
   As pick-up lines go, I thought it was pretty sad.  “Rasputin,” I said, “don’t embarrass yourself.  She’s a vampire slayer in training with not enough sense to back off a target she has no hope of staking.  She’s going to force you to kill her.”
 
   His smile widened.  “Really?  That sounds like fun.”
 
   “Not so much,” I said.  “If you hurt her, you’ll have to deal with Grace, the fox, and she will kick your ass six ways to Sunday.”
 
   Rasputin stared at the fox.
 
   The fox stared back, tongue lolling out of her mouth.  Feathery antennae rippling in the air. 
 
   Rasputin looked back at me.  “This fox does not seem as formidable as you suggest.”
 
   “She’s not really a fox, or rather, not just a fox.”  I finished my drink and slid the glass away.  “Tell him, Madison.”
 
   Her voice resonated with deep pride.  “Grace is the legendary Shadow Fox, a creature of extra-dimensional prophecy, and my best friend, next to Fran who didn’t make it for this trip.”
 
   Rasputin raised an eyebrow at me.  “You certainly travel with interesting people.”
 
   “You haven’t heard the best part yet,” I told him.  “Grace’s mother is an insane kitsune assassin who does wet work for a Preternatural Response Team out of Texas.  Potentially, that means federal heat on your operations.” 
 
   Rasputin smiled.  “Then I suppose I had best behave.”
 
   Madison said, “Did I mention her father’s High King of the shadow men?”
 
   Rasputin shot me a shred glare.  “So, the young man who was with you, he’s not security for you, but for…”
 
   “The fox, why would I have security weaker then myself,” I said.
 
   Grace yipped and whined, nudging Madison with a black-button nose.  The girls exchanged glances.  Madison looked at me.  “Grace wants to know where Onyx is.”
 
   I gave Madison my best don’t-cross-me stare.  “He’s fine.  
 
   Don’t start trouble that will complicate my business.”
 
   The fox whined.
 
   Madison said, “You didn’t answer the question.”
 
   Rasputin smiled widely.  Delight danced in his eyes.  “Deathwalker, are you not able to control your people?”
 
   The waiter came up to Madison.  His smile was strained.  “I’m sorry, Ma’am, but we don’t allow animals in this establishment.”
 
   She glared at him and lied.  “She’s a service animal.”
 
   The waiter looked unconvinced.  “A fox?”
 
   Madison pointed at Rasputin.  “You let walking corpses in here.  What’s the big deal?”
 
   “Mr. Rasputin owns this establishment.  You should show him respect.”
 
   “What I should do is stake his heart, cut off his head, and burn him to ashes.”  Her glance slid from the waiter to the vampire.  “Vampire scum!”
 
   The waiter had grown red-faced.  “Leave at once, or I will call the police and have you arrested.”
 
   I shook my head sadly.  “Can’t we all just get along?”  And summoned one of my semi-automatics with a thought.  The Berretta PX4 appeared in my fist, pointed at Madison.  “Stand down,” I told her.
 
    A new, male voice insinuated itself into the conversation, drawing the waiter’s eyes to someone past Madison that was still out of sight to me.  I knew that voice, speaking English but with a slight Romanian accent.  
 
   Shit, not him, not now.
 
   Forgetting to breathe, Rasputin studied the newcomer with intensity.  The Russian’s lips moved, but no sound emerged.  Having trained myself to read lips, I knew what he said: Vlad Drăculea, Prince of Wallachia.  Rasputin hurried to rise and formally bow.  His voice shook with deep emotion, “I am honored, my Prince.”
 
   Dracula angled toward Rasputin and returned the bow.  “Do I know you, Sir?”
 
   I made introductions.  “Vlad the Impaler, this is the Doom of 
 
   Russia, Grigori Yefimovich Rasputin.  He’s the power behind the throne of the local vampire house.”
 
   Hearing Drac’s name, Madison whipped out a stake, dropping Grace to the floor like an old habit. Her moth wings snapped open, fluttering on the way down.  I knew what was flashing through Madison’s thoughts: Vlad Dracula was the head of the “cursed” type of vampires.  If he died, those descending from his line would also expire.  One fell swoop could end the existence of hundreds, maybe thousands of blood-sucking fiends—at least, a lot of people thought so.  I blamed Anne Rice and her novel Queen of the Damned for this.  Killing Dracula would do nothing but deprive me of a paycheck.  
 
   Fortunately, he didn’t need my help.  Dracula caught Madison’s wrist in a steel grip and pulled her in—for a passionate kiss.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   NINTEEN
 
    
 
   “I’ve always wanted to be the kind of person
 
   who’s still alive after a round of cards.”
 
    
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   It was the one attack the slayer-in-training had not been prepared for by her school instructors.  Drac had a hand in the small of her back, offering support while he leaned her off balance, lips pressed tight to hers.  His other hand didn’t relinquish her knife-wielding hand.  No one really wants to die for love, though many bad songs have been written about it.  Madison had her eyes squeezed tightly shut so her mind couldn’t be rolled by the vampire.  Otherwise, she was too surprised to struggle.  
 
   Then like a switch being thrown, she remembered that kissing vampires was bad.  Her head dipped even lower as she wrenched her face away.  Eyes closed against mesmerism, she whipped her head forward in a head butt that should have split his nose and splattered blood into the air.
 
   But he’d drawn back as well, looking down at the floor from where a vicious, high-pitched growl arose.  He let go of Madison and she fell backward onto her lovely ass.  Dracula sort of danced on one leg while he shook the other.  A small winged fox had his ankle in a death grip.  The beast’s tail went every which way, a battle flag wagging with exuberance.  
 
   The waiter that had been standing by knew this was above his pay grade.   He ran off, no doubt to summon the manager.
 
   “Spirited … beast.”  Dracula kicked with more vigor.  “Someone want to … get it … off me?”
 
   From the ground, Madison pulled out a vial of what I could 
 
   only assume was holy water.  She threw it at Drac’s face.  
 
   I already had my gun in hand.  Squeezing off a shot sent a lead slug through the vial, exploding it before it reached its target.  The slug went on across the room, between two diners, burying itself in the wall.  Rasputin’s aura washed out in the wake of the slug, and the diners remained oblivious to the disruption of their meal.  
 
   I pointed the muzzle at Madison’s leg.  “Stop, Grace, or you’re friend’s going to catch a bullet with her knee.”
 
   Grace let go of Drac’s ankle, looked at me, and whined.
 
   I glared at her.  “I don’t care if I am ruining your fun.  If I don’t get paid, you don’t get paid.  College fund, remember?”
 
   Grace sat on her haunches and smacked the carpet with her tail, one last thump of impudence.
 
   Madison stared daggers at me.  “Traitor!”
 
   I smiled at her sweetly.  “You might want to go fix your face.  Your lipstick is smeared.  Oh, and Onyx is still in the art gallery, being seduced by an uber-hot vamp chic.  You better go save his virtue.”
 
   Madison pointed toward the back of the restaurant.  “Sniff him out, Grace.  I’m right behind you.”
 
   Grace gave off an excited yip and flounced away.
 
   Boobs heaving spectacularly, Madison scrambled up and ran after her.   
 
   “Uber-hot?” Rasputin said.
 
   Vlad said, “Someone travelling with you has virtue?”
 
   I turned my attention to Vlad.  “Need a Band-Aid?  Maybe a rabies shot?”
 
   He shook his head minimally.  “The damage has already healed, but I am moved by your concern.  I am also grateful to have heard your comments on what the fox really was, or I might have shown less restraint.”
 
   “You are indeed a hell of a guy.”  I gestured at the other end of the booth.  “Want to join us?”  
 
   “If it would not inconvenience…”
 
   “Please, do,” Rasputin said.  “I had hoped one day that chance might bring us together.”
 
   Dracula locked glances with Rasputin.  “Kind of you.”
 
   “Not at all,” Rasputin said.  “We were just sharing stories over food and drink.  Perhaps you have a tale that might prove entertaining, informative even?”
 
   Vlad nodded gravely.  “First, let me assure you that I am passing through with no designs on your territory.  I offer my pledge of peace, if you will receive me as a humble guest under the protection of your house.”
 
   “You are known as a cruel man,” Rasputin said, “one quick to take insult, but your honor has never been tarnished.  I believe we can rely upon your … peace.  If one of mine gives offense, allow me to mend the discourtesy.”
 
   “Of course, but if actually attacked, I will defend myself rigorously.”  Vlad moved to the edge of the table.  Either Rasputin or I were going to have to move and take the center in the seating.  I didn’t budge.  I liked where I was.  Having to watch two superfast vamps at once was easier if I didn’t have to look to both sides of myself.
 
   Vlad glared at me.
 
   I glared at Rasputin.
 
   Rasputin slid over to the middle spot.
 
   I smiled in victory.
 
   Vlad took the place Rasputin had vacated, and slid the cup of blood over to the Russian.  Vlad picked up the bottle and sniffed delicately.  One of his eyebrows rose.  “I do not believe I can identify the animal this came from.”  He looked about for another glass, as if one ought to magically appear just because he’d sat down.
 
   I warned him, “I wouldn’t try that.  Rasputin can drink what you can’t; he’s still a creature of 
 
   Eastern Orthodox faith.  That makes his Blood of the Lamb as sacred as holy water.”
 
   “Interesting.”  Vlad set the bottle down and slid it well away.  “So, we are telling tales, are we?”
 
   “Your turn,” I said.
 
   But we weren’t done with distractions: the manager appeared at our table, his eyes on Rasputin.  “Sir, is everything 
 
   alright?  I understand there has been some trouble.”
 
   Rasputin furrowed his brow in puzzlement.  “No, I don’t believe so.  You may return to your duties.”
 
   The manager inclined his head and backed away.  Another moment, and he was gone. 
 
   Vlad ran a finger across his upper lip, as if the thin mustache needed taming.  “Very well then, let me recount for you the tragic tale of a missing coffin and the mercenary band that took it one dark night from one of my secret lairs.”
 
   Not so secret, apparently.
 
   Vlad’s voice acquired a dancing lilt as he got into the theatrics of the situation.  “I was ghosting across the sky, a sentient mist in the setting light of the moon, when I glanced down at a host of black vans tearing away from the country estate I was renting just outside of Denver.  
 
   Ah, ha! I thought.  This is suspicious.”
 
   Rasputin was listening closely.
 
   Me?  I was impatient for the punch line.  I’d heard much of this story already.
 
   Vlad glared at me to make sure I was paying attention.  “With dawn mere moments away, I could not pursue the vehicles to sate my curiosity.  I settled into my violated home, still immaterial in case a nasty surprise had been left to deal with me.”
 
   “Wait,” Rasputin said.  “You can truly shift your molecular structure to a coherent plasma state?  I’ve been attempting that for years with little success.”
 
   Vlad’s voice took on a tone of condescension.  “Well, I am half a millennium older than you.  
 
   The longer a vampire lives, the stronger he grows.”
 
   I caught Rasputin’s eyes.  “You’re just a spring chicken hawk.”
 
   “Says the baby at the table,” Rasputin said.
 
   “If I may return to my story,” Vlad said.
 
   I made a small flick of my hand, granting permission.
 
   Vlad said, “A hasty search of my mansion assured me that no one had remained behind to stake me in my daytime sleep.  Nasty habit, that.  Anyway, I descended into the wine cellar, and there found chaos.  The shelves had been ripped away from the walls.  Wine had spilt.  Shattered glass crunched beneath my shoes as I reformed in full sartorial splendor.  Moving in, I’d had servants come and build a false wall behind which I’d hidden my favorite coffin, filled with the native earth I needed to properly rest.  Imagine the killing rage that burst from my noble soul as I found my coffin gone.  The villains had dumped out the plastic bags of dirt that had lain in within, a small mercy, but not one I could take advantage of.  Lying upon the bags in the cellar, lost in the stupor of sleep, returning thieves would find me helpless.”
 
   Rasputin nodded, and drained his cup of blood.
 
   I watched the food growing cold upon my barely touched plate, wishing I had a bottle of Monkey Shoulder triple-malt scotch.
 
   Vlad pressed on, “Fortunately, I had foreseen such difficulty, having survived many generations of stalking by that damned Van Helsing clan.”
 
   “Madison is one of the prize students at the Van Helsing Academy for Gifted Slayers,” I said.
 
   Vlad looked at me.  “Really?  Perhaps I will drop in for a little visit when all this is done with.”
 
   I nodded.  “I’m sure he’ll be thrilled.”
 
   Rasputin could stand the suspense no longer, reaching out, laying his peasant hand on Vlad’s arm.  “But tell us, what did you do to survive?”
 
   Kindly, Vlad did not break the fingers daring to touch his person.  I guess everyone loves an enthused audience.  Instead, Vlad smiled and sank into his story once more.   “Whenever I set in for an extended stay, I always make sure of a doomsday contingency plan.  In this case, I’d buried a second—far less splendid—coffin in case I should be close to home, but cut off from rest at daybreak.  The second coffin was in the back gardens, buried several feet down, but with no betraying passage leading to it.  I swooped up through the building in mist form once more and located the spot.  No one was around and the ground was undisturbed.  With some confidence, I willed myself to seep into the earth while the gray of false-dawn was lightening the sky.  Before the true rays of the sun blazed in the east, I was buried and asleep.”
 
   Rasputin clapped.  “Oh, well done.  Well done.  But tell me, is not one coffin much the same as another?  Is it not just the indignity you are concerned with?  The affront to your honor?”
 
   “My honor is always a concern, but in this case, what I lost was very precious indeed.”  Dracula pulled a wallet out of his inside suit pocket.  He opened the leather pouch and rummaged inside a moment until he found several photographs.  He held these out to Rasputin for the man’s inspection the way a proud grandfather might flash pictures of a grandchild.
 
   I groaned softly in the depths of my soul.  Not the photos again.  I’d seen them in L.A. when the Old Man and I first received Dracula, considering the job he offered.  They showed the coffin from various angles, lid up and down.  The wood was black oak, intricately tooled, and polished within an inch of its life.  The handles were solid gold.  The inner lining was the finest in purple-dyed silk, a quilted cushion guaranteed to cradle one in bliss.  The required bags of native soil were under the lining.  There were also LED lights and a miniature TV set inside the lid.  A wrap-around minibar had been placed at the head of the coffin, stocked with the blood of certified virgins.  
 
   Rasputin perused the photos with great interest.  “A work of art, truly.  I can see why you want it back so badly.  It must be worth quite a lot.”
 
   “True, but it is the principle of the thing mostly.  I can’t have people thinking that I’ve grown weak and can no longer protect what is mine.”
 
   “With the celebrity value alone,” I said, “opening bid on the coffin will likely start around sixty-thousand dollars.”
 
   Vlad shot me a pained glance.  “So little?”
 
   I shrugged.  “It will probably go for a hundred thousand dollars by the time the auction ends, maybe more.”
 
   Vlad brightened at the new figure I’d named.  “Of course, I am an undead legend, the only self-made vampire.”
 
   “Not anymore,” I said.  “Rasputin also turned himself to form his own line, just like you.”
 
   “Really?”  Vlad gave the other vamp an eyeballing.  “Then your people are free of the Grand Constraint I place on my children.”
 
   Rasputin blinked.  “Grand Constraint?”
 
   “Yeah,” I said.  “Those of Vlad’s line cannot enter a home without an invitation, or walk on holy ground for that matter.”
 
   Rasputin said, “We respect holy ground, but it does not injure us.  As for entering homes, why such limitation?”
 
   “Vampires are not good at restraint,” Vlad said.  “The human herd must have some protection, or it will be wiped out by the undead in a bloody feeding frenzy of epic proportions.  And without humans to sustain us, vampires would be reduced to feeding on animals, until that blood source, too, were wiped out.  When only vampires remain, we will perish under each other’s fangs.  At least, that was how I reasoned in the first days of having become Prince of Darkness.  I may not have been entirely rational in those early days, adjusting to vampirism.”
 
   Who says you’re rational now?
 
   A thought troubled me.  “Say, Drac, did you ever identify who these guys in the black vans were?”
 
   “No, why do you ask?”
 
   It seems to me—when I was first going into the art gallery next door—that I saw a very large number of black vans parked out on the street.”
 
   He looked at me, but his eyes were vague, as if he were searching his memories.  “You know, I think you may be right.”
 
   Vlad and I both looked at Rasputin.
 
   “What?” he said.
 
   And then we heard automatic gunfire and explosions from next door.  I grinned, summoning both Berettas to my hands.  Things were finally interesting.
 
   “We are under attack!” Rasputin shouted.  And then he was gone, either too fast to see, or he’d bent my perception of reality without rolling my mind.  I looked at Vlad and asked, “Did he just…?”
 
   “Bend reality with his thoughts, or something close to it?  I think so.  The man’s more dangerous than I’d given him credit 
 
   for.”
 
   In other words, he played upon your arrogance and got you to underestimate him.  I shrugged.  “Shall we go join the party?”
 
   “Definitely.  I need to discuss with these villains the error of their ways.”
 
   I was moving before he finished speaking, but he passed me in a dark blur of speed.  Vampires, always showing off.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY
 
    
 
   “I live for the days when a man just 
 
   has to kill everything that moves.”
 
    
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   I retraced my steps through the hallway and entered the Russian gallery.  The air was tainted with gray-white smoke.  My heightened senses stalled me for a moment of overload as they adjusted to battlefield conditions. Garlic went off in my nose like a grenade.  In fact, from the multiple hisses, smoke grenades were being used loaded with garlic—ones especially designed for vampires.  My eyes brimmed with tears.  I fought the impulse to gag.  
 
   In the distance and out of sight, the air was shredded by semi-automatic weapons set to fire in three-round bursts.  There were the usual shrill screams of panic and fear from the high society patrons that surged into view, desperate to get away from the front of the gallery.  Several of the patrons caught slugs and fell, their bodies ventilated, leaking blood onto the floor.  
 
   They have only themselves to blame.  Not one of them came armed.  When will people learn?
 
   Feet pounded down the stairs from the second story.  I went to the foot of the landing as Madison and Grace appeared, the latter back in human form, wearing a quite fetching tablecloth.  Right behind them was Onyx and his new girlfriend, the Mistress of the City.  I’d expected Rasputin to prioritize the vampire princess’s safety, but he’d left her to us, taking the fight directly to the enemy instead.  If I had to guess, Vlad was right there with him.  I was hearing screams of agony through the smoke and a lot less gunfire.
 
   I pointed Madison and Grace toward the door I’d just come through.  “All of you, get Dominika out of here.  She’s a high-probability target.”
 
   “No,” she said.  “This is my territory.  I will defend it.”
 
   “No,” Onyx said.  “No combat for you until you get rid of that death wish of yours.”  He yanked her toward safety, his cold eyes like obsidian chips.
 
   I expected the willful lady vamp to argue, but apparently Onyx had her number—and anything else she had to give.  
 
   Grace looked more than a little annoyed, failing to hide it.  “Vamps don’t need babysitters.”
 
   “Tell me about it,” Madison said.  “I’d have staked her by now but Onyx is being difficult.”
 
   He grinned at me in passing.  “Yo, Dawg, look at me.  I’m a player.”
 
   “Being played is more like it,” Grace said.  
 
   They went on, and I headed for where most of the action was.  By the time I rounded the corner to the main part of the gallery, the innocent bystanders were dead, as well as quite a few men in dark coveralls with ski masks over their heads, and machine guns.  A cluster of vampires, Rasputin’s security people, had caught a fragmentation grenade and were blown to pieces.  They would regenerate eventually, but for now were out of the fight.  
 
   Vlad and Raspy had three disarmed gunmen cornered. The vampires were calmly discussing whom to rip apart first and what not-too-vital organ should be extracted without anesthesia.  
 
   I hurried past them, leaping over assorted corpses on my way to the door.  If the drivers weren’t gone yet—having lost communication with their hit squad—they’d be leaving soon.  I’d missed a lot of the action, but there was still a chance to run amok in the street.  
 
   I went out the door, guns fanning in front of me.  I gave fair warning to the innocent bystanders.  “Get down or die!”  The passersby on the sidewalk ducked low and ran for cover.  A fast scan of the area showed four vans, all black.  All were rumbling, primed to flee.  One parked on my side of the street pulled away from the curb.  I ran and jumped, landing on the rounded top of a cobalt blue BMW M coupe.  Under other circumstances, I wouldn’t mind stealing the car and seeing what she could do.  Unfortunately, I was busy now emptying the Berretta in my right hand, pumping shots into the rear tires of the escaping vehicle.  The last couple of slugs went to clipping off the driver’s side mirror.  The vehicle lost control, fishtailing into on-coming traffic where the van was T-boned.  
 
   Collateral damage, too bad, but these thing happen.
 
   I spun around as a burst of bullets zipped past me close enough to hit me with a breeze.  The other van on my side of the street blazed its headlights, but I could make out the driver holding a machine pistol out the window.  
 
   I ran down the back of the BMW and jumped down into the street.  I flicked my empty gun away, sending it back to the magical case in my hotel room so I could summon it again with a fresh magazine.  Using the gun still in my left hand, I shot back at the driver.  A line of holes appeared in the windshield.  The driver jerked with a hit and dropped his weapon.  His limp hand dangled out the window.
 
   I dashed into the road, waving traffic back from me with my remaining Berretta.  Straddling the center line, I opened fire on the right vehicle, the one most in danger of getting away.  I drilled its side, making sure to put a few holes in the gas tank.  Since this wasn’t a Hollywood movie, the vehicle leaked gas instead of violently exploding.  
 
   I called my right-hand semi-automatic back from the mystic ether as I sent my second gun away, but what filled my hand was a toilet scrub brush.  What the Fuck!  Obviously, my satchel at the hotel room had been compromised.  Some sneak thief was going to die slowly, roasted over hot coals, with a plunger up his ass.  
 
   I warmed up both my Demon Wings and Dragon Flame tattoos.  The double payment of pain—like having one’s spine knotted and eyeballs pealed simultaneously—staggered me a second, breaking my stride.  That proved helpful as the driver from the fourth van leaped out, sweeping his gunfire my way.  A 
 
   burst cut across my path, hitting the Gallery.  
 
   I tossed the brush with dragon-born strength.  It flew true, forcing the gunman to duck his head, uncertain what whizzed past him.  He raised the gun to continue firing, but stopped dead, no longer able to see me with my Demon Wings tattoo activated.  My right hand swung toward the pooling gas under the third van.  Super-hot flames engulfed my hand, jetting out to the street.  Flames leaped up to spark the fumes of the draining gas tank, the van exploded, a concussive wave shoving me back several steps so that I sat on the low-slung hood of an English import.  Smoke climbed into the night.  Ripped pieces of van rained everywhere.  Car alarms shrilled in protest all along the street.  
 
   I sent a lance of dragon fire at the remaining gunman, converting him into a screaming crispy critter crumbling to the street.  
 
   So much for you.  Sadness set in with no one left to kill.  I released the magic I was using, letting the tattoos go dormant again.
 
   My Mustang shot up to me, squealing to a stop.  Onyx was behind the wheel.  The girls were in back with the vampire princess sandwiched between them.  Grace had replaced the tablecloth with her usual clothes.  I ran and opened the driver’s door, shooing Onyx over so I could drive.  Moving bonelessly, flowing like black water, he reformed in the other seat much faster than a human could have done.  Settling behind the wheel, I closed my door and sent the car accelerating at high speed.  I still had a booty call to get off my Who-To-Do list.  Besides, cops were coming.  Sirens shrilled.  This was no longer a good place to be.
 
   Running a red light, I reminded Onyx, “You don’t have permission to drive my car.”
 
   “I’m just a dumb shadow man from another dimension.  I don’t understand concepts like ‘no.’”
 
   “What about the concept of my steel-toe boot up your ass?”
 
   He laughed.  “Sorry, you’re not my type.”
 
   “Where are we going?” Grace asked.
 
   “Back to the hotel.  Someone there has messed with my 
 
   stuff.  There’s a possibility they’re stupid enough to be waiting for me.”
 
   “I hate thieves,” Madison said.
 
   “Me too,” I said.  When it’s not me.
 
   We crossed town, reaching the edge of the city where we were staying.  I pulled into the parking lot and found a spot.  Killing the engine, I got out.  The others bailed as well.  I called across the car to Onyx.  “Get another room and take the girls there.  I’ll take care of this.”
 
   “You hog all the fun,” Grace said.
 
   “So you’d prefer to be the one to skin the thief alive and carve out his eyeballs?”
 
   “Eeeeww!  That’s icky,” she said.
 
   “Thought as much.”  Damn, this is like being a camp counselor, but no s’mores.  
 
   I left them there, taking the stairs up to the second floor.  In moments, I was outside the door to my room.  The door was closed.  There was no sign the lock was forced.  I called my demon sword to me.  The black, folded-steel blade appeared with its red sheathing of malevolent energy.  The will of the sword to kill was a palpable thing. 
 
   Where’s my prey? It demanded.
 
   “Inside, I hope.”
 
    I stood to the side of the door as I tested the knob.  It was now unlocked.  I shoved the door open and ducked back, anticipating a hail of bullets.  Nothing came out of the door except an icy breeze. 
 
   Ah, hah!  Mystery solved.
 
   I sauntered into the room, closing the door behind me.  The cold intensified.  I stopped, my cock hardening in response to an amazing sight.  Elena, the hot Hispanic cleaning lady I’d met earlier, was naked and bound to the bed with shackles of ice on her feet and hands.  Her jaw clenched.  A furious rage simmered in her eyes, all that was keeping her warm.  Her clothes were ripped up, forming a little pile in the middle of the floor.  The only thing Elena still had on was a piece of chalcedony, the type known as a bloodstone.  The dark green mineral had bright rusty flecks of iron oxide in it, tied on with a brown leather thong around her neck.
 
   My friend Izumi was the source of the cold and the ice.  She was an ice fey of the Winter Court, transformed by glamour to resemble a Japanese ice woman.  She’d spent years hiding from her mom in this alternate identity.  Though she hadn’t a Japanese bone in her body, I still thought of her that way.  Like most fey, Izumi was tri-sexual; ready to try anything.  Kneeling on the bed, she held a dildo of ice, sliding it between Elena’s proud tits.  
 
   I didn’t know if this was torture or foreplay.  “Uh, Izumi, what’s going on?”
 
   Elena lifted her head and stared at me with desperation.  “Get this crazy bitch off me!”
 
   Izumi smiled my way, her long legs in white stockings, her hips supporting a plaid, school girl skirt.  Her shirt was white, the long sleeves rolled back from the wrists to form cuffs.  Her extra-large breasts strained the blouse, her nipples easy to locate.  She had obviously come ready to play naughty games with me.  Izumi straightened up, pulling back from her prisoner.  The necklace was caught on the ice dildo, pulled taunt.  
 
   Izumi said, “I arrived and you were gone, but this creature was going through your luggage.  I recognized the transport spell inside the satchel and figured a small substitution was the best way to get you back here.”
 
   “Well, it worked.”  I remembered the sense I’d gotten earlier that Elena might not be fully human.  It was likely she was a spy for one of the local preternatural clans, nervous about my presence in town.  
 
   “I was waiting for you,” Elena said.  “We talked earlier about hooking up.”
 
   I walked over to the bed and wagged the tip of my sword at her.  From the horror blanching her face, she definitely knew what a demon sword was.  
 
   Give me her soul! My sword demanded.  I’m starving!
 
   Not just yet, I said.  We need information.
 
   My sword said, Give me a taste of her life, she will scream out all you want to know.
 
   Izumi studied the captive and then looked up at me.  “You were going to fuck this thing?  Do you think she’s prettier than me?”
 
   There was no good way to answer that question, but I tried.  “She looks hot, right?  I thought you and I might try her out.”
 
   Izumi looked at Elena with more of an evaluating stare.  “That would depend on what she looks like under the mask.”
 
   I stared blankly.  “Mask?”
 
   Izumi wiggled the ice dildo so that the bloodstone jiggled.  “This is necromancy—death magic.  There’s a captive soul in the stone that provides the pattern for a ‘false reading’ that masks the wearer.  One thing we know; she’s not fey, the iron oxide in the rock would burn her skin.”
 
   “So what is she?” I asked.
 
   “Please,” Elena begged, “don’t do this.”  
 
    “Got to.”  I nodded to Izumi.  “Go ahead.”
 
   The ice from the dildo grew, enveloping the stone and the leather cord.  Frost appeared on the dangling thong.  Izumi jerked what was now a club of ice.  The leather snapped, turned brittle with intense, magical cold.  The club shattered, and the stone dropped into Izumi’s open palm.  She backed off the bed to watch the transformation.
 
   Elena’s Hispanic features flattened, going fish-belly white.  Her forehead plate became more pronounced, her hair tough, green tendrils like some kind of sea grass.  Her eyes stayed black, but the whites filled in with that color as well.  Her nose receded, nostrils becoming thin slits like those a knife might have left behind.  Her lips splayed open as her teeth went triangular, shark-like, growing in three rows.   She was still female, but with smaller breasts, high and firm like apples.  Her pale body was hairless as was the smooth mound above her pussy.   
 
   “Don’t look at me,” she begged.  “I’m ugly.”
 
   “Nothing a muzzle and paper sack wouldn’t fix,” I said.  Though to be honest, I’d lost interest in fucking her.  Her loss, of course.
 
   “She’s a leech,” Izumi said.  The only reason someone would send her after you is to drink your lifeforce and kill you.  
 
   She’s an assassin.”
 
   “Not the first one to come after me in recent days.”  I shoved the tip of my blade right up to where it almost touched her face.  “Who sent you?”
 
   She closed her eyes, clamping those teeth together.  Leeches were like succubus, but they didn’t drink your soul with a kiss.  They bit into your flesh, drank your blood, and sipped your lifeforce from the gaping wounds.  Someone had intended this fate for me.  
 
   I wanted a name.
 
   “Look,” I said, “We can do this the easy way, or I can go out, buy a blow torch, and we can play Fire-and-Ice until what’s left of you is allowed to die.  Your choice.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY-ONE
 
    
 
   “Who else are you going to call when you need help
 
   burying a body in the desert, no questions asked?”
 
    
 
                                     —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   “I have left behinds those whose lives depends on me—hostages to fortune,” the leech said.  “For their sake, I can’t tell you anything, so you might as well kill me.”
 
   “This isn’t a paying gig for you?” I asked.
 
   Elena shook her head no, but clamping lips in a refusal to say anything more.
 
   Give me her soul, my sword demanded.  I’ll give you her answers from the other side of the grave.
 
   I seriously doubt that.  
 
   The sword doesn’t just take custody of souls, it consumes them, adding to its power.  I needed another way.  I was quite capable of torture in a good cause.  But this wasn’t a professional assassin, just someone being used.  Making an example of her wouldn’t deter my fey enemies.  I’d dismembered a storm fey assassin already, and killed a few other types in quite grisly fashion, and still these guys kept coming.  
 
   Perhaps, it’s time to think outside the box.
 
   I looked at Izumi.  “Toss me the bloodstone and step outside for a few minutes.”
 
   “What are you going to do?” she asked.
 
   I let my eyes show the dead, deep abyss that lay hidden within me.  “Better you don’t know.”
 
   She tossed the necklace my way.  I caught it.  She passed me in silence and left the room.  I grew aware of Elena’s terrified gaze on my face.   
 
   I smiled.  
 
   She shivered.  
 
   “Don’t worry,” I said.  “I’m not going to kill you.”
 
   The smell of her fear sharpened.  Apparently, I’d not reassured her.
 
   I lifted my head and spoke into the air.  “Selene?”  I knew the Red Lady was watching.  She always watched.   I was her passionate obsession.  My inner dragon her soul mate.  Still, there was risk in asking for her help.  An immortal, shaped by a more savage age, she was a cosmic power.  And willful.  
 
   Hot as hell, she appeared before me, a coalescence of red star-points that became a red-haired woman with pale, creamy skin and red crystal eyes.  Her hair was a wet mass, a dark cascade of blood that fell down to the small of her back.  Her skin was jeweled with little drops of water.  Naked, she held a big fluffy towel, red of course, covering her private parts in a pretense of modesty.  
 
   “I was in the shower,” she complained.
 
   Like it isn’t a rare thing for you to come when I call.
 
   “I appreciate your willingness to help me out.  It shows goodness of heart.  One of many reasons I love you.”  Actually, I love all my possessions, especially the dangerous ones.  A woman attains her true purpose in life when owned by me.
 
   Her eyes narrowed in suspicion.  “I like the flattery, but what do you want?”  As if just noticing my prisoner, Selene turned toward the bed and displayed exaggerated surprise at the person shackled there by ice.  “Oh, are you sure you want me interrupting?”
 
   “The lady was sent to kill me.”
 
   The Red Lady’s eyes filled with raw energy, becoming red stars.  Little curls of lightning hazed her face with crimson light.  “Would you like me to rip out her heart and eat it?”  Her tone of voice was dead serious.
 
   “Ah, no.  I’ve decided to let her go.”
 
   What! My sword yelled.
 
   “What?” Elena said.
 
   “Why?” the Red Lady asked.
 
   I remembered what the Old Man had said about my needing to learn to command through loyalty.  “I can make better use of her as a double agent.  She can spy for me.”
 
   “Sure,” Elena said.  “I’d be glad to.  Just get this ice off me and I’ll be on my way.”
 
   I looked at Elena.  “I know you don’t mean that, not yet, but you will.”
 
   She shook her head in denial, her voice heavy with defeat and despair.  “I can’t.  Byrist has my children.  If I betray him, they will die.  If I return in failure, we all may be killed anyway.”
 
   Byrist.  I filed the name away.
 
   I slanted a look at Selene.  “Forced to kill for others to save her children.  How sad.  Doesn’t it just tear at your heart?”  
 
   “Like you care.”  Selene shrugged back a lock of red that strayed from place.  “Why am I really here?”
 
   “You’re the one who lives outside linear time,” I said.  “If this wasn’t important to our future, you wouldn’t have come to my call.  Now stop being a bitch and help me out here.”
 
   She glowered, turning to look me fully in the face.  “Fine, but you owe me.”
 
   I looked at her in astonishment.  “Is true love supposed to keep track of favors owed”
 
   “Dearest treasure of my heart, don’t ask stupid questions.”  Possibly forgetting that she was fully naked in back, she turned toward the captive on the bed.  
 
   “Fair enough,” I said. 
 
   With difficulty, I tore my gaze away from her delectable ass and directed my thoughts to my demon sword.  Don’t be grumpy.  I do have a little snack for you.  I swung the bloodstone near the blade.  There’s a soul in here you can have.  Stone touched black steel.  The red haze of the blade washed over the rock.  There was scream in my head, and then the stone was empty.  A small wash of pleasure from the demon blade kicked a bit of extra power into me.  That chore done, I banished the sword to my armory in Malibu.
 
   Now on with my plan.  “Selene, I’ve seen the modifications you make to living things on the Red Moon.  You are a skilled 
 
   artist.”
 
   She shrugged off my praise, but pride swelled her already formidable chest.  
 
   I continued.  “Do you think you can make her beautiful, but enspell this bloodstone so it makes her look like she does now?”
 
   “Hmmmm.”  The Red Lady gestured to the bed and it levitated, spinning slowly so she could evaluate the woman from all sides.  “Not as beautiful as myself perhaps, but there is much I can do with this.  It’s been a while since I’ve unleashed my creative muse in such a way.”
 
   The door to the room opened.  Grace stuck her head in the room.  “We got the adjoining room near the stairs.  Madison wants to send out for pizza and Coke.  Do you need…”  I turned to her.  Grace’s eyes were wide with surprise seeing two strange women in the room, one of them tied to a floating spinning bed.  “Uh, never mind.  I can see you’re busy.”  She fled.
 
   Izumi stuck her head in the door and quietly took in the same scene.  “Pizza sounds good.  Let me know when you’re done.  I’ll bring you a slice.”
 
   I shot her a wicked smile.  “You could stay and join the party.  What’s one more naked babe in floating bed?”
 
   Without another word, she backed out, closing the door behind her.  Whatever she told the others, it was bound to help my reputation as an insatiable stud.
 
   Without taking her eyes off Elena, Selene said, “You’re such a tease.”
 
   “I know.  When you’re done with the makeover, and enchanting the stone necklace, do you think you could go back with Elena to Fairy and bust her children free?  You can drop them off at the demon clan house in L.A.”
 
   “You want a quiet rescue, or can I rain fire from the sky?” the Red Lady asked.
 
   “We need quiet.  Leave changelings in place of the children so this Byrist thinks Elena is still fully in his power.  That way, she can collect information for me, and let me know when new assassins are on the way.  Also, we can find out which fey Lords and Ladies are plotting my death.”
 
   Elena spoke from the bed, looking a little sick from the motion which was speeding up.  “And if I don’t … work for you?  You … will kill my children?”
 
   “No. Your children will be safe under my protection.  You can visit them and see they’re well cared for.  And when you’ve served your purpose, you’ll find I’m generous to those who have been faithful to me.  You can rejoin your family among my demon clan, or in my fey kingdom, holding a high place of honor.  Here’s an advance payment.”
 
   I shifted my stare back to Selene’s wonderful ass and shapely legs.  “Do it Red.”
 
   Red lightning crackled, making her a human eclipse. 
 
   I noticed the bed whirling faster.  Elena screamed.  
 
   The door opened behind me.  I turned to see who it was.
 
   The manager stood there, two-hundred pounds of blue-haired granny in a hundred-pound sack.  Her tight-fitting top was a chaotic blend of violet and jungle green, a palm-leaf print.  Her reading glasses balanced precariously at the tip of her snout-like nose.  Her lipstick was an even more violent red than I remembered.  The blue eyeliner was just as heavy.  “I’ve had complaints about gunfire and whores coming in and out of here.  This is a family establishment, and we—”
 
   Her stare passed me, taking in Red and the whirling burning bed where Elena screamed shrilly.  
 
   “Sorry,” the manager said, “I didn’t realize you were in the middle of a satanic sacrifice.  Make sure you clean up the blood when you’re done.”
 
   I smiled.  Sure.  “No problem.”
 
   She left, closing the door very softly behind her. 
 
   I turned back to see how things were going.  The bed was slowing like a carnival ride at the end of a run.  The bed settled back into place with a small thump.  The ice restraints were gone.  Elena’s long-nailed hands clawed the sheet she lay on.  She was still naked, but looked like she’d endured intensive body sculpting.  Her breasts were fuller, the nipples perky and pink.  Her skin had a golden glow that might have come from a tropical sun.  Raven black hair formed a cloud under her head.  Wide with terror, her eyes were topaz crystal.  Her full lips invited kisses.  Her hips were rounder, the pelvic tilt a little more pronounced.  
 
   “You like?” the Red Lady asked.
 
   I wasn’t sure which of us she was talking too.  Playing it safe, I didn’t answer.
 
   Elena rolled off the bed and broke into a tottering run.  She reached the bathroom and gripped the sink, hunching forward as she stared into the mirror.  She straightened.  Her hands felt her face as if she were certain her eyes deceived her.  From where I stood, I could see a black, prehensile tail had been added.  It ended in a cute little arrow.  Spouting from her shoulder blades were foot-long, leathery wings, a bat-like element.  
 
   I looked back at Selene.  “You made her into a succubus?”
 
   The Red Lady spun and jounced over me, her towel forgotten, left on the floor behind her.  “Her essential nature is still the same.  I just changed her feeding method.  Biting people is icky when it’s not in the heat of passion.”
 
   “That’s really me?” Elena demanded, her sexy voice low and husky.  “I’m beautiful!”
 
   The Red Lady draped her arms around my neck, rubbing against me.  “Of course you are.  I do good work.”
 
   Further comment came out of the bathroom.  “My teeth are small, human.  How am I going to feed?”
 
   “Same way a succubus does,” I said, “with a kiss.”
 
   “Good idea.”  Selene locked her lips to mine, fierce and demanding.  Her tongue stabbed into my mouth, coiling around my own.  She groaned in need, pulling her face back.  “I need you to fuck me.  Right now.”
 
   It was a cost for magic I didn’t mind paying.
 
   Suddenly, a second naked body was thrown against us.  Elena turned the passionate embrace into a group hug.  “Thank you, thank you!”  She moved to kiss me.
 
   Selene put a hand in Elena’s face, stopping her.  “So you’re going to drink his soul?”
 
   Elena froze.  “I wouldn’t!”
 
   “Not on purpose,” I said, “but you’re not used to the changes yet.”
 
   Elena drew back, touching my arm in apology.  “Sorry.  You are still going to save my children?”  
 
   The door to the room opened again.
 
   “What is this, a running gag?”  I broke free and turned to see who it was this time.  Onyx stood there, his eyes on the ladies.  His tongue all but dragged the floor.  He ogled thoroughly, finally shifting his stare to me.  The lust in his eyes was displaced with admiration.
 
   I lifted an eyebrow, sign language for: What the hell?
 
   With a whispery sigh he said, “You are a god.”
 
   Selene’s hand wound around me and found its way to my engorged cock.  “This certainly is.  Some of my best work.”
 
   I spun in her arms.  “What?  I was born with that.”
 
   She laughed.  “Like you actually remember.  I live outside linear time.  Remember?  You said so yourself.  How do you know what I may or may not have done some dark night in L.A. while the prepubescent you lay asleep in his cute little bed with the Batman bedspread.”
 
   That couldn’t be right.  Could she have really popped in during my childhood and tweaked my DNA a little to add girth and length?  Wait a second.  I did used to have a Batman blanket.  Son of a bitch!
 
   She smiled widely.  “Ah, now you believe me.”
 
   “What right did you have to—?”
 
   She kissed my words away.  Our tongues dueled.  At last, a lack of air broke the lip-lock.  She said, “If you don’t like it, I can make it smaller—”
 
   “No!  That is, there’s no need to make a fuss.”
 
   She growled, her eyes devouring me.  “Well then, you’d better drive that idea out of my head with a couple hours of exhausting sex.”
 
   “Onyx,” I said.  “Go away.”
 
   His voice spiked with eagerness.  “But there are two of them.  You’ll probably need my help.”
 
   “No,” I said.  “I won’t.  Oh, by the way.  Tell everyone else that the next person through that door—besides Izumi—is going to get stabbed through the eye.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY-TWO
 
    
 
   “Paying for what you want is overrated
 
    though often a necessary evil.”
 
    
 
                                    —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   I woke up alone, on the floor, in the wreckage of the bed.  I had bruises and bloody scratches, feeling strain in every muscle.  My cock was well-drained and exhausted but incredibly happy.  With a groan, I rolled off my back and shoved myself off the floor.  A hot shower stung my wounds but brought me to the edge of functionality.  I shaved, dressed in slacks and a red silk shirt, and considered where I wanted to go to for breakfast.  With all the activity of the night, I’d used up a lot of energy that needed replacing.  I found my satchel and made sure my weapons were inside and all was in order.  This time, the case would go in the trunk of my car.
 
   I went out, locking the door behind me, and made my way to the parking lot.  A quick stop at my Mustang provided a bundle of cash from my hidden mini-safe.  Armed with cash, I made my way to the office.  I went in and stood by the counter, waiting.  Granny came from the back.  Her blue-gray hair was the color of cigarette smoke.  Her dress was as eye-searing as usual; magenta and gold paisley shapes on a field of navy blue.
 
   “I’ve had more complaints,” she said.  “You got an alligator up there fighting with lions?”
 
   “No, of course not.”  I dropped a brick of cash in front of her.  “There has been some damage to the room however.  I’d like you to fix everything up.  And keep the leftover money for your trouble.  All right?”
 
   She stared at the stack of cash.  Stirring from shock, she 
 
   reached out and reverently gathered up the offering.  “Not a problem.”
 
   “I hope you’re not going to kick me out.  I like it here.”
 
   Clutching the money to her saggy bosom, she backed out of reach as if I might change my mind about the cash.  “Stay as long as you like.”
 
   I smiled.  “Thanks.”  Yeah, green is the color of forgiveness.
 
   I went back outside, upstairs, and went to the girls’ room.  I tested the knob.  It was unlocked.  “Anybody could just walk in.”  I did.  The first few feet were gloomy.  After that, the air went opaque.  It was like being in a cave miles below the surface where darkness has pressure, a presence. 
 
   I stopped before tripping over the furniture.  “Onyx, what the hell?”
 
   “Oh, you’re up.  Good.  I’m going out of my skull, metaphorically speaking.  The things I’ve had to listen to all night!  I shudder at the horror.”
 
   “Hanging out with three chicks has proven educational, huh?”
 
   “I’ve discovered that not all education is good.”
 
   I nodded.  “Yeah, down through the ages men have discovered that there is a hell of a lot of bliss in ignorance.  If a man gets empathically sensitive, women expect him to actually show it in public.”
 
   “Why do men put up with that?” Onyx asked.
 
   “It’s because women have a monopoly on vaginas and a controlling interest in their use.”
 
   A sleepy, Russian-tinged voice peeled out.  “I heard that.”
 
   “The vampire princess is still here, I see,” I said.
 
   I felt a ripple in the surrounding darkness, maybe a shrug.  “She stayed all night.  We had pizza.  She bit the delivery boy.  He really didn’t mind.  Vamps get away with murder.  There was a pillow fight.  They ganged up on me and wrestled me to the floor.  I didn’t mind that.  But then the gossip started.  The comparative qualities of boy bands was discussed.  And Grace wouldn’t stop blathering on about Fenn.  We all watched a chick-flic on TV, ‘cause they wouldn’t let me change the channel.”
 
   “You have my sympathy,” I said.
 
   “We got Dominika’s life story out of her.  Seems she’s a direct descendant of that Rasputin guy.   
 
   She didn’t want to be turned into a vampire.  She had a bone disease or something and had made peace with dying.  Rasputin didn’t give her a choice.  She was kinda hoping we’d all forget she was going to burst into flames this morning at sunrise.  Madison said it was her right to end an intolerable existence.  Grace told Dom that she needed to convert to a Protestant religion first so her suicide wouldn’t be a mortal sin, keeping her out of Heaven.  You know—”
 
   I sharpened my tone.  “Onyx!”  
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “For someone who hates blathering, you sure do lot of it.  I think you’re turning into a girl.  You better go drink a few beers, belch, and scratch you nuts before they get snipped off and you’re a shadow girl.”
 
   “Damn, you’re right.  I’ve been contaminated.  But I can’t go anywhere until night when Dom wakes up.”
 
   “Stuck on babysitting duty?  Well, those are the breaks.”  My phone vibrated; I needed to go.  “Okay, I’m off.”  I backed up until the blackness paled to a smoky quartz consistency and I could find the front door.  I went out and took the call.  “Yeah, Caine here.”
 
   Lysande’s voice poured into my ear like honey.  “Caine, I’ve missed you terribly.  You should come by.”
 
   “Is there a particular reason?” I asked.
 
   “We need to coordinate our clothes.   I want to see what you’re wearing tonight?”
 
   “Tonight?  You mean—?”
 
   “Yes, Love, I’ve been contacted.  The auction is tonight.  I have the address, and a special invitation to get us through the door.  You’ll be posing as my personal security, but I don’t want to show you up too badly.”
 
   “I normally go with basic black and blood red.  They’re my favorite colors.”
 
   “Someone will mistake you for a vampire.”
 
   “When I stab them in the kidney, they’ll realize their mistake.”
 
   “No doubt, but I don’t think you’ll want to get kicked out before you retrieve the coffin you’re after.”
 
   Hmmm, I didn’t actually tell her or her salesladies what I’m planning to recover at the auction.  How does she know? I guess I’ll have to ask her.
 
   I smiled, masking suspicion with warmth in my voice.  “Shall I meet you in Fairy, or the jewelry shop?”
 
   “The shop.  That’s where I’m calling from.”
 
   “Good,” I said.  “I’ll drop in before lunch.”
 
   “I can’t wait.  Bye, Love.”
 
   “Bye.”  
 
   I put my phone away, leaned on the balcony railing, and thought about things.  Maybe Lysande’s father had originally contracted with the mercenaries to steal the coffin.  They would have taken time smuggling it into the country.  They would have turned it over to Einion and collected their pay, but something had gone wrong there.  Possibly me.  I might have killed the silversmith before final payment had been made.  
 
   I went to the stairs and descended to the parking lot, heading for my car.  
 
   If Lysande had taken over the deal—as fey—she might feel she wasn’t bound by the original agreement.  She wasn’t the one who gave her word over it.  She might well have figured that she could take the coffin, and leave a fake payment.  Magic is good for things like that.  Ask any mother who’s had a changeling left in place of a human child—a copy that turns into leaves and twigs in dawn’s cold, gray light.  
 
   I unlocked my car and slid in, deactivating the various anti-theft security measures that didn’t seem to do a thing to keep Onyx from borrowing my car.  Gotta do something about that.  I started up the car and backed out of the space.  In moments, I was crossing the lot and heading for the street.
 
   I returned to my line of reasoning to see how far that might take me.  If I was right, it would explain why pissed-off mercenaries were cruising town.  If they hadn’t known the identity of the contractor, then it would explain hitting Rasputin’s art gallery.  The mercs might reason that the contractor was a vampire since he wanted another vampire’s coffin.  And even if that guess was wrong, the mercs would be sending a message to potential buyers that bidding on the coffin could bring a helluva lot of pain and suffering their way.  
 
   Of course, the vampires had proven that they were more than happy to retaliate with just as much violence.  Chances were good that the merc survivors had left town already, cutting their losses.
 
   As my Mustang roared down the road, I kept an eye out for a good place to eat.  I’d just pulled into a Benny’s Diner and parked when my phone buzzed.  I took it out and switched from vibrate to ringtone.  That saved me having to read the screen to identify callers.  My phone attaches snatches of songs to people so I know the caller by the ringtone.  Tears of the Dragon by Bruce Dickinson played.  The Old Man’s ringtone.  I wondered what he’d heard, and from whom.  Despite the high probably of a scolding, I answered, “Hello?”
 
   “Caine, you surprise me.  You actually took my last lecture to heart and have acted in what I hear to be heroic fashion.”
 
   Am I being punk’d?  
 
   “Old Man?  That is you, right?”
 
   “Of course.  What’s wrong?  Is this a bad connection?”
 
   “Uh, never mind.  You were saying?”
 
   “Word’s come through multiple sources that you fought off a hoard of slayers to save Santa Fe’s 
 
   Vampire Princess.  The local demon clan there is often pushed around by the larger preternatural community.  Apparently, they’re walking around with heads held high.  Respect you’ve earned is reflecting off of them.  They are grateful.  I’ve also spoken with Dracula.  He says you are doing an adequate job.  That’s high praise coming from that old rogue.”
 
     “Well, we’re all God’s children,” I lied, “so we’ve got to stick together.  By the way, I think I know who’s got the coffin, and the auction is tonight.  I just might have most of this business wrapped up by tomorrow.”
 
   “Caine, have I ever told you that I’m proud of you?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Well, you’re getting closer.  Talk to you later.”
 
   He hung up on me.  I put away my phone and just sat there.  “Sonuvabitch!”  I shook it off and went into the dinner for refueling.  My day was considerably brightened by a nineteen-year-old waitress with twin tails and perky tits.  Her ponytails swayed as she led me to a table and left menus for me to peruse.  One menu was the regular one.  The other advertised specials and new items.  
 
   “Can I get you a drink while you decide?” she asked.
 
   “Coffee, cream, and your phone number, darlin’”
 
   Her smile brightened.  “I don’t think my boyfriend would approve.”
 
   And here I was on a roll.
 
   The glass doors behind me opened.  I heard the click of heels on the tiled floor.  Cowboy boots.  Not uncommon in this area.  A tall man stopped by my table.  My peripheral vision caught a flash of faded blue jeans, a scorpion in a glass-faced belt buckle, and a cinnamon-brown western shirt with yellow lines crisscrossing.  There were also pearl-snaps.  I looked up, knowing I’d see a red bandana tied at his neck, and a leathery, weathered face with a big nose.  He’d left his fancy hat someplace else, but had added a couple of silver and turquoise rings to his hands.  I wondered if he’d made the rings himself.  His iron gray hair was ruffled, but the rest of him generated an aura of unflappable patience.
 
   “Hey, Walking Eagle, have a seat.”
 
   “You buying me breakfast?” he asked.
 
   “Depends.  You got something else to tell me?”
 
   “I reckon so.”
 
   “Then grab a menu.”
 
   He drew an envelope out of a back pocket and took the chair opposite me.  Once settled, he slid the envelope across the table.  I reached out and claimed it, pulling it closer.  “What’s this?”
 
   “Rundown on that conservatory that’s at the site of the old murders.”
 
   I stared at his red, crinkled face.  “And?”
 
   “It’s all in there.  The boy they pulled out of that place, the last victim, the one that survived…”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   The waitress came back, put my coffee down and a small pitcher with milk in it.  Sugar and sweetener packets were already on the table.  Her pen hung poised above an order pad.  “What can I get for you?”
 
   The Indian P.I. smiled at her.  “I’ll have the cinnamon roll French toast with sausage links and a cup of coffee.”
 
   She scribbled and looked at me.  
 
   “Steak and eggs.  Full grain toast.”
 
   “That’s it?” she asked.
 
   I nodded.  She left to put in our orders.  I returned my attention to the P.I.  “You were saying?”
 
   “Turns out the boy was connected to the property he was found on.  It was where his father—a bigamist—once lived with his other family.  Turns out the last girl to die there was a half-sister.  The two weren’t supposed to know anything about each other.”
 
   “Kids creep around,” I said, “they listen.  They find things out that they aren’t supposed to.”
 
   “Sure.  Want to hear something even more interesting?”
 
   I nodded. 
 
   He said, “The boy’s father owned that property, a childhood home no one had lived in for years.  The dad was a high-finance guru who died in a car wreck.  The murders stopped after that.  The boy’s grandfather took in his grandson, raised him, and built the conservatory as a shrine to his dead son, who hadn’t a musical bone in his entire body.  Gramps is still school president and the chairman of the board.”
 
   “Dr. Shawcross.”  
 
   It’s curious that the killings stopped after the car wreck.  There might not be anyone left alive to bring to justice, or—if it’s the grandfather—maybe he got good enough not to be caught.  I just can’t get that secret room of his out of my mind.  After the auction tonight, I need to see what’s down there.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY-THREE
 
    
 
   “There can only be one King of the Corpse
 
   Pile; I will stand on whom I must to win.”
 
    
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   I went to the jewelry shop after breakfast.  There were several couples wandering around inside, under the raptor-bright, all-seeing eyes of the fey salesladies.  They smiled warmly as I approached and waved me toward the back.  I found my way the break room.  Wearing a silver silk pantsuit and silver nail polish, Lysande sipped chamomile tea.  Its flowery steam hung over the table where she pored over notepads and some office files, an untouched breakfast burrito on a paper plate at her elbow.  
 
   “Learning the operation?” I asked.
 
   She looked up at me.  “Running the shop is easy enough.  It is its secondary purpose that I’m catching up on.”
 
   “That sounds mysterious,” I took a seat opposite her.  “What else is going on?  Running a secret meth ring?”
 
   She glared.  “Don’t even joke about something like that.  Without our family reputation, I might as well close up operations in the human realm, and stick to mining ore in Fairy.”  She took a swallow of tea and set the cup down.  “No, my father was dabbling in brokering deals, a middleman of sorts.  For a commission, he arranged for humans to come by fey artifacts of power—many of them untrustworthy or flat-out dangerous.”  
 
   I caught her gaze.  “Tell me flat-out, did your father arrange for this auction house we’re going to tonight to come into possession of Dracula’s coffin?”
 
   She sighed so softly I almost didn’t hear it.  “Yes.  I just found out that was one of his recent deals.  Dad liked to cut corners.  He was representing himself on that deal.  I think he was trying to muscle in on the occult antiquities market by coming up with something nobody else could get.”
 
   My turn to sigh.  I shook my head sadly.  “It wasn’t that nobody else could get it.  Nobody else was willing to piss off one of the most powerful vampires ever to live outside of the royal family itself.  .  Dracula has a very long history of avenging himself thoroughly against personal slights.  Your father is safely dead, but that doesn’t mean Drac will let this go.  He could very well come after you.”
 
   She stiffened with fey pride.  “I am not without resources, or defenses.”
 
   I thought of fey magic, manticore statues, her family’s servants and hounds, and ability to draw superhuman strength by touching the ground.  “Did any of that keep your father alive?”
 
   She glared at me.  “No.  But you’re a demon lord, not some neck-biting fossil.”
 
   “You obviously haven’t had any experience with black ops, or you’d know how vulnerable you are.”
 
   “I’m doing all right.”
 
   “The way you ripped off that merc force instead of getting them paid was totally amateur.  You don’t think their running amok among the local vamps is going to come back on you?  When Drac comes after you, the local vamps will be with him.  All of which is likely to bring in the unwanted attention of the Preternatural Response Organization.  You haven’t been messed with until Federal witches and warlocks start nosing into your affairs.”
 
   She clamped her lips shut on an angry retort, and seemed to actually be considering what I’d said.  Finally she said, “So what am I supposed to do?  Cut all ties with your world and hide underground in fairy, living out the rest of my life in fear that one day I’ll be found?”
 
   ”Do the mercs know who hired them?”
 
   “No.  That was done anonymously on the Dark Web.”  She didn’t mean the internet every human took for granted, but its dark mirror image, a secret, covert web used by mercs, spies, governments, and the powers behind the thrones of the world.  “My father gave the mercs half up front, and when the coffin was delivered, he was supposed to have given them the second payment.”
 
   “But I killed him.”
 
   She nodded.   
 
   “Let me guess.”  I leaned back in my chair.  “You sent them the second payment, fulfilling the contract, but used magic during the process so you could steal back your funds.”
 
   “Fey believe we are entitled to keep whatever we can honestly steal.”
 
   “I admire the sentiment, really, but just because the mercs can’t be tied to you, doesn’t mean that the coffin can’t be traced to you through the auction house it went to.”
 
   “But they assured me of complete confidentiality.  And I went in disguise when I arranged for them to sell it for me.”
 
   I had a sudden premonition of more shit hitting a fan.  “Lysande, who exactly did you go as?”
 
   “Well, the best glamour is based on reality.  I’ve studied some of the preternaturals my father used to do business with.  One of them caught my eye at a recent event, a real vampire princess.”
 
   “Dominika.”
 
   “Yes, I believe that was her name.  Sad little girl, really.   So much power, and so little will to live.  I don’t understand why the vampires haven’t replaced her by now.”
 
   I sighed again.  “So the mercs found the auction house with the coffin, and from there, went after the vampire princess instead of you.  You better hope no one uses strong magic to uncover the real trail.  Dom might find the strength to live after all if she gets filled with enough rage.  And she’s the least of your danger.   She’s in power because of family ties.  Anyone who messes with her, messes with Rasputin.”
 
   “Rasputin?”  She said the name without real interest.
 
   “Don’t you know anything about human history?  Rasputin was a feared madman and mystic with miraculous powers before he became a vampire.  Now, he’s something that might keep even 
 
   Drac awake during the day.”
 
   She looked at me beseechingly, her breasts flouncing under her crossed arms, her eyes brighter, and a lovely flush on her cheeks.  Her lips seemed much more inviting.  Her scent was fresh apples and cinnamon, and countless mountain wildflowers.  I felt an overwhelming compulsion to drag her across the table, to rip off her clothes, and take full possession.
 
   Her voice was husky and sexy, like she’d been belting back whisky.  “But you’re on my side, right?  You’ll protect me?”
 
   I felt a nearly overwhelming desire to say, “Fuck, yes!”
 
   I shook off the compulsion, and grinned at her.  
 
   She chose to believe in her own irresistibility so that she could project that glamour to me.  To deceive anyone else, a fey must first deceive themselves. Unfortunately for Lysande, I was as impervious to fey glamour as to a vampire’s mind roll.  I knew what she wanted me to see and feel, but I also saw a second, ghost image through all that, the truth that hid beneath, the plain, fey girl who was too scared to spit.  
 
   I should have been furious that she would try to control me, but all girls try that.  It’s in their genes.  And what male turns down a free fuck from a hot fey slut anyway?
 
    
 
   *     *     *
 
    
 
   I wore a suit of midnight green.  My shirt was bright white with silver cufflinks.  My silk tie and handkerchief were the contrasting green of freshly printed money.  Clutching my arm, Lysande swept along in a silver-scale sheath with a filmy pink wrap over her bare shoulders.  A metallic pink clutch purse contained makeup, cash, phone, but not a number of innocent-looking fey charms.  Those, she’d been forced to leave at the door.  
 
   The security for this preternatural event was being provided by the wizards, witches, and warlocks of the local clean-up squad.  Such people—able to rewrite reality to various extents—were necessary to keeping the secret of the preternatural from human society so that witch hunts and monster slaying didn’t return in a new Dark Age.  There were agencies in the government that knew of course, but dealing with the unnatural gave their budgets reason to exist; they weren’t going to rock the boat unless we made too big a public spectacle of ourselves.
 
   Lysande breathed a sigh of relief as our invitations were examined, and we were waved into the back of the hall where refreshment tables were set up and there was open floor space to mingle with strangers.
 
   “What’s that sigh about?” I asked.
 
   “I was hoping—if I gave them a stash of low-grade charms—that they’d miss the really important ones, covered by my glamour.”
 
   That intrigued me.  “What did you smuggle in?”
 
   “Not me, you.  Those silver cufflinks I gave you.  If we get in trouble, give them to me.  They will bring immediate assistance.”
 
   I sent her an appraising look.  “What kind of assistance?”
 
   Her face went clear of guile as if a cloud shadow had just abandoned her.  Instead of answering the question, she snagged us a couple of Champagne glasses from a passing waiter.  Her eyes scanned the far reaches of the building, taking it all in.  The place was half full, most of the occupants milling about, not yet taking their seats.  Well-dressed, potential competitors were feeling each other out, voices blending in an ocean of sound.
 
    “Quite an interesting place,” Lysande said.
 
   The convention hall was eye-catching with the gapped, wide plank, false ceiling two stories up, like a carpenter’s version of a quilt.  Inset in the boards were round, white lights.  In contrast, hanging lower, were rows of box-shaped, yellow lights.  The walls were cream colored with double doors.  Second-story windows let artificial light in from other areas of the building.  The floor copied the quilt pattern of the false ceiling, but used tiles to do it: pumpkin, beige, and cranberry.  The hall had a party-or-business duality to it, and right now, contained a sea of folding chairs.  
 
   A platform that held a podium and several microphones had been erected at the far end.  There were several people up there, most of them security, to prevent five-finger discounts and theft through magic.  No one here was going to walk off with something they didn’t pay for, or pay with cash that—by dawn’s light—would magically turn back into a stack of leaves.
 
   Of course, I knew if I really wanted to kill a lot of people, I could take what I wanted.  Holding onto it would be the harder problem.  The Old Man would make me give it back.  The whole point of being a thief is not to get caught, or even known as a thief.  As a recovery man for stolen objects, I was actually more of a repo man than anything else, with a bit of bounty hunter thrown in.  That provided respectability.  Speaking of which…
 
   On the podium, I saw a clean-shaven, wizened bottom feeder in a white suit.  His thinning hair was orange, faded with gray, and he clutched a catalog book under one arm.  That would be the listing of each item to be auctioned, a detailed description, and the chronology of ownership.  The moderator would briefly read from the book as each item was produced by an armed escort.  I understood that with this crowd, nobody was going to be allowed to inspect too closely.  
 
   Lysande and I made nice with the various clans, strolling around, listening to conversations.  The fey contingent was under represented.  Balancing this out, there were more Indian shamans and skin-walkers.   A huddle of cat people glared with distrust at a knot of mole-folk, some old feud never really settled.  There were a few werewolves, but most of the shifters were Rat, Horse, or Tortoise Clan.  
 
   Isolated from the rest by a no-man’s-land strip of floor, a sickly green group of naked men and women spoke among themselves in low tones.  Even they didn’t get too close to each other, their bodies plated with prickly scales.  Their eyes were jade irises on yellow, but they weren’t jaundiced.  They weren’t human except in a rough sense.  Their noses were parrot beaks, their mouths just slits across their faces.  These were cactus patch demons, descendants of emigrants who came to this land centuries ago from some arid hell dimension.  This was their bipedal form.  Their camouflage form emerged when they stretched out on the ground and became cactus patches.
 
   I went over, dragging Lysande along.
 
   Their leader stepped forward, his wax-smooth face stiff, barely hinting at eagerness.  I had already learned the hard way not to play poker with these guys; no tells at all.  “Caine, you do us honor.”
 
   I inclined my head in greeting.  “Echsel, Allow me the honor of presenting the Lady Lysande of the Mountain Fey.” 
 
   Ever game, she held out her hand in human greeting.  “My pleasure.” 
 
   I saw a glint of tears in Echsel’s eyes at her willingness to touch him.  He reached out and took her hand, holding it a moment, then releasing it.  This was safer than one might suppose.  The palms were one of the few smooth places on their bodies.  Lysande recovered from the gesture, completely undamaged, a smile still on her face.  
 
   I gave her a look that said to play along with me.  “Echsel, my dear friend here is establishing a presence in the city, inheriting her father’s silver interests.  There has been some distasteful business recently, mercenaries running amok in the vamp territory.  She’s in need of private security.  It’s a well-paying gig.  I thought you might be interested.”
 
   A few more millimeters of smile appeared.  The cactus demon was obviously ecstatic beyond belief.  He bowed again.  “We are her’s to call upon.   And yours.”
 
   I nodded.  “Fine, a package deal.”  The demons, by joining their clan house to mine, raised their stature in the preternatural world.  People that might mess with them now had to pause and wonder what I would do about it.  This guaranteed that the little demon clan would not be crowded out of the local scene.  It also meant that Lysande was a client, indirectly under my protection.   That might keep her alive should Drac or Rasputin learn of the role her family had played in recent events.  I won because the demons would be getting paid in silver, and they would be sending a tithe to me in L.A.  Santa Fe had the potential to become a major, international hub for preternaturals, just like L.A. had.  If so, I had just bought my way to a place at the local table.   
 
   Win-win-win.
 
   Lysande handed the demon a new business card she’d had made for the jewelry shop.  The card listed her as owner, and gave an address and phone number.  
 
   The demon took the card.  And turned to me.  “Will you formally accept our pledge of allegiance at this time, Lord Deathwalker?”
 
   Finally, someone got my name right.  I inclined my head, reining in my combat instincts as I sensed a cloaked presence, someone hiding behind vampire magic.   “We have company,” I warned everyone.  
 
   Lysande’s breath caught a second.
 
   Echsel may have stiffened a little more.  I wasn’t entirely sure.  His people moved slightly closer to back him up.
 
   The air rippled with a twisting shadow.  Two of them.  The shadows became Vlad and Raspy.  They formally bowed at the rest of us.  “Allow us to serve as witnesses to this moment?” Vlad said.
 
   “Sure.”  I smiled, wondering how long it would take Security to realize that their air-tight protection for this event had just been violated rather easily.  
 
   I returned my attention to the demons, aware that quite a few people in our area had stumbled to the fact that momentous events were taking place.  An unnatural hush swept across the back of the room.  The growing crowds were facing our way.   I nodded to Echsel.
 
   He and his people knelt to me, fists covering their hearts, or whatever organs might be in their chests.  They lowered their heads in submission.  Echsel said, “The lives I hold, and all that is mine, I cede to one stronger, swearing loyalty through death and rebirth to Caine Deathwalker, the Red Moon Demon, heir of the L.A. demon territory, A Lord of Fairy, and scion of the Golden Dragon Clan.”
 
   Wow, this guy did his research.  I didn’t expect him to know all my titles.
 
   “Before the world which will one day lie cringing at my feet, I accept your oath, pledging faithfulness in return.”
 
   I felt the weight of Vlad and Raspy’s attention.  Apparently, they’d just learned a few things about me they hadn’t known.
 
   “Once we get my coffin back,” Vlad said, “we should talk.”
 
   Rasputin clapped me on the back.  “Well done.  Let’s get drunk later.”
 
   Damn good idea.  “Always up for that.  Uh-oh.”
 
   A detachment of grim-faced Security men were coming toward us.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY-FOUR
 
    
 
   “Every party needs a Molotov cocktail or two.”
 
    
 
                                      —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   I activated my Dragon Sight tattoo.  It felt like I’d been gutted by a broadsword, or maybe the fabled shish-kabob skewer of the gods.  The sensation ghosted away.  The magic I’d activated was passive.  I knew better than to warm up an offensive spell.  I could now see the glowing blue lines of a mirror spell on the tiled floor.  Anyone trying to cast a bad spell would find it flung back against them. 
 
   I stepped into the path of the front two goons.  Their massive size, dark suits, sunglasses, and Bluetooths labeled them as Security.  The glasses had a glow I’d not seen until my spell took hold.  I assumed the glasses let them see enchanted items, and to look at vampires without having minds rolled.  
 
   Let’s see if they can be reasonable.  
 
   “Nothing here requires your attention,” I said.
 
   The guy on the left looked at the kneeling demons.  “I’m not too sure about that.”
 
   “My bad.”  I called over to the cactus demons.  “You guys can get up and have a drink if you want to.”  They shambled up and went to do just that.  I returned my attention to the security guys, and said, “They just felt a sudden need to swear eternal fealty to me.”  I laughed, spreading my hands in a what-can-you-do gesture.
 
   One of the security men in the back was talking to someone through his headset.  The front goon on the right had kept his eyes on Vlad and Raspy this whole time.  He said, “I don’t believe these two gentlemen are on the guest list.”
 
   “It’s okay,” I said.  “I’ve explained to them that the omission wasn’t intentional and that they should allow the management to live.”  For some strange reason, the group tensed and looked anything but reassured.  “Allow me to introduce my friends.”  I swiveled and gestured.  “This is Vlad Dracula, the Impaler, Prince of Darkness.  Next to him is the Grigori Rasputin, the Doom of Russia and unofficial Master of the City of Santa Fe.”  
 
   The guy on the right swung his glare to me.  “And who did you say you were?”
 
   Lysande rushed to smooth things out, smiling charmingly, leaning forward so the lovely distractions of her boobs were easily seen by all.  “This is Cain Deathwalker, a Lord of Fairy, prince of dragons, and the Red Moon Demon.”  She looked at me.  “Did I leave anything out?”
 
   “Just the part about me being great in bed,” I said. “Modesty nearly prevented me from mentioning it.”
 
   She clutched my arm tighter.  “A legend!”  
 
   The goon on the right said, “You’re the Red Moon Demon?  I thought you’d be taller.”
 
   “You didn’t just go there,” I said.  
 
   One of the security guys in back said, “Let’s take this elsewhere.  The auction’s about to start.”
 
   “Not if I say different,” Raspy said.  “You have been disrespectful to my friends as well as me.  If I give the command, no one will dare bid.”
 
    Suddenly, the geeky dude from the podium was pushing through the security men.  He reached the front like Moses parting the Red Sea.  He’d donned magical glasses and also had a Bluetooth on, so I figured he was up on the situation.  I was sure of it when he bowed very low to the vampire lords.  “Please excuse the hired help.  I apologize on behalf of the management.  We would be delighted to have you stay and be a part of tonight’s event.  All purchases are final, and must be made with cash on hand, or funds that are electronically transferable.”
 
   “Not so fast,” I said.  “I have it on good authority that a stolen object owned by Dracula here is being displayed tonight, a certain coffin.  I don’t blame you for this.  Someone sold it to you with a fake history, no doubt.  Someone impersonating Rasputin’s ward.”
 
   Raspy looked surprised.  “This is news to me.”
 
   I looked at Dracula.  “I’ve been earning my money.  It may be that someone is trying to sow dissention among the vampires to weaken them with in-fighting.”
 
    The auction moderator studied me carefully.  I wondered if his glasses allowed him to see the minor spell I was employing.  He said, “Do you have proof that the coffin is stolen, a police report perhaps?”
 
   I frowned at him.  “You know vamps don’t go to the police to resolve their issues.”
 
   The moderator shrugged.  “I am willing to pull the item from this event and to hold it until proof of ownership is supplied.  We paid good money, in good faith, for the item.  If nothing else, I believe we should be reimbursed for our loss of capitol—consider it a finder’s fee.”
 
   Dracula smiled, flashing plenty of fang.  “You will have proof of ownership as soon as the coffin is presented to the audience.  Please feel free to continue the program as is.”
 
   “That sounds interesting,” Raspy said.  
 
   Perhaps too interesting. “Well,” I said, “shall we go find some seats?”
 
   The security men returned to their posts.  The moderator headed back toward the podium.  Lysande and I followed, the vamps right behind us.  We chose some aisle seats several rows back from the front.  Raspy went in, then Lysande.  I sat next to her.  Vlad took the outside chair.  I wondered if he were just waiting for the coffin to be brought out so he could run up and snatch it using vampire super strength.  I saw floor security eyeing us as if they were wondering the same thing.
 
   I don’t think the moderator was up to the strain.  He wiped his face with a handkerchief, stooping over his book as he opened it.  He tapped the mic on the podium: thw-thwump.  “Good evening ladies, gentlemen, and others.  There will be a small change in the program tonight.  Item number 202 will be leading off the auction.  Opening bid is one million dollars.”
 
     What?  That’s way outta line.  Last celebrity coffin on the circuit didn’t even sell for a million.  What is it about Dracula that makes people so crazy?
 
   “I will not read the provenance for this item in that its authenticity has been called into question.”  He offered us a nervous smile.  “Like the carnival barker said, ‘You pays your money, you takes your chances.’”
 
   The coffin was rolled in on a gurney, surrounded by an armed escort: two more of the men in black with sunglasses, and two women dressed in the same outfit.  The women wore no ties, opening their shirts low enough to give a hint of cleavage.  One of them was black with hair shaved close to her head.  The other woman had a stiffened crest of blue-dyed hair and a pierced nose.  The guards stopped the gurney where everyone could see it.
 
   There was a murmur of excited voices as the lid was lifted and the silk lining revealed.  The voices swelled as the mini-bar and TV were mentioned.  Dracula stood, radiating regal power, like a dark cloud playing slight-of-hand with lightning.  A chilling wind whirled in from nowhere.  Vlad’s voice rolled out like thunder.  “Yes, that is my stolen property.  I will give you your opening bid for its safe return—and no one needs to die.”
 
   The last statement was a threat for anyone bidding against him.  He thought no one would dare.  I knew someone would.  In any large crowd you can always depend on one person acting incredibly stupid.  It’s like a natural law, or something.  Especially where booze is flowing freely.
 
   “I bid one point one,” a woman called out.  Her voice was young with a bit of a Russian accent.  A sense of inevitable doom flowed over me.  I didn’t have to even look to know that it was Dominika, and that she’d be accompanied by Grace, Madison, and Onyx.  The sound of Raspy quietly cursing in Russian confirmed my guess.
 
   The moderator accepted the bid and asked if there were another.  “One point one going at one point one…”
 
   Vlad shot me a furious glare.  His message was crystal clear; I was to handle this.  
 
   “One point five,” I called, standing, turning to look at the 
 
   newcomers.  Yeah, the whole gang’s here all right.  How the hell did they get in past all the heavy security?  Ah, there in Dom’s hand, an invitation.  She’s here to piss Drac off and commit suicide by a stronger vampire.  She’s had to wait quite a while for someone to come along who wouldn’t be intimidated by Rasputin.
 
   There was an earthquake like tremor that shook the building.  The pattern on the tiles that neutralized dangerous magic cracked under enormous pressure.  There was a flicker of light and shadow past Lysande as space bent in a tesseract that picked Rasputin up and deposited him by Dom.  Raspy showed agitation as he pleaded, cajoled, and threatened her to “Pretty-please shut the hell up!”
 
   Defying him, she lifted a slim hand, raised a finger, and announced.  “One point six.”
 
   “One point six and accepted,” the moderator said.  “Do I hear one point seven?”
 
   Caught up in the excitement, Lysande screamed, “Two!”
 
   I glared at her.
 
   She cringed a little and mouthed the word, “Sorry.”
 
   Dracula pointed at the casket without turning all the way around to face it.  “That contains the soil of my first grave, good Romanian earth, suffused over the centuries with my somnolent life force, with the essence of my immortal being.  The coffin is a part of me.  I will yield it to no other.”  As if to prove the truth of his words, and his ownership, the coffin shuddered on the gurney, tipping it over.  Without support, the coffin hovered in the air, a bloody haze of light sheathing it.
 
   The moderator—his voice softening with fear—squeaked out, “Do I hear two point one!”
 
   “Two point two,” I announced.
 
   Onyx watched all the drama with the air of a man who could really use some popcorn.  Madison and Grace were whispering urgently to each other and to Dominika.  Dom held up hands to silence their objections.  Raspy loomed over her, his eyes red flame.  A severe tick dancing the muscles of his cheek.  
 
   Somehow, she ignored even him, calling out, “two point 
 
   three!”
 
   And so Armageddon begins, I thought.  I didn’t know how deep Dom’s pockets were, or Vlad’s either.  What I did know was that there was no longer going to be a peaceful resolution.  I turned to the moderator and pointed a fist at him.  Instead of summoning my demon sword, I pulled out my shadow magic, a demon skill I’d learned from the Old Man.  A black shadow eased out of my hand and formed a black sword.  It wasn’t living darkness like Onyx, or the flame wreathed shadow of Grace’s sword.  My blade was the force of my will wrapped in shadows, a night wind that could in heartbeat become stronger than meteoric iron.  I held it straight out, effortlessly, a threat and a promise.  
 
   “If you accept that bid, you die.”
 
   That pushed security personal over the edge.  Most of them dug into their suits for hardware that they pointed my way.  I really hoped Onyx remembered our discussion about favors from the pool hall.  I screamed, “Onyx, do it fucking now!”  
 
   Blackness fell.  Crushing darkness with no hope of light.  As far as I knew, it filled the hall, maybe the block, maybe the whole world.  There was a cold mist feel to it.  My inner dragon went very still, sensing currents in the darkness, a floating kind of attention such as might belong to a sleepy predator just awakened.  My dragon self didn’t want to admit to a need for wariness, but was not trusting enough to turn his back.  I felt like a cat waiting for another cat to jump and create a rolling tumble of furry bodies.
 
   A deep voice vibrated the air near me.  “Favor paid.”
 
   Lysande was pressed into my side.  She’d inadvertently screamed when the living blackout hit.  So did a lot of people.  I heard rustling, milling around, but not a lot of widespread motion.  Everyone was taking a wait and see attitude, waiting for the magic users in the security staff to sort this out.  I knew they couldn’t.  I knew it was only a matter of minutes before security got the moderator, and the damn coffin, outta here.  
 
   Time to act.  I released the shadow sword.  Its purpose had been achieved in being seen as an unconventional threat, one which would probably be forever associated with this convenient black out.  I’d get credit for Onyx’s work, which would enhance my reputation, and bring in more business.
 
   Speaking of business…  I reached out and tugged on Vlad’s arm.  “Fly that levitating coffin outta here and go with it.  I’ll attend to matters here.”
 
   “Delighted,” he said.  “I need to catch up to the Russian woman who wants so very much to die.  It seems you have smoked out the villain behind all this.  Good job.”
 
   “Uh, about that…”
 
   “Yes, I know, it earns you a sizable bonus.”
 
   In the back of my head, the cha-ching of sound of a cash register went off big-time.  “Never mind.”  Who am I to stand between a young vampire girl and her death wish?
 
   The arm I was touching went incorporeal, dissolving to mist as Dracula ghosted away with his coffin.  I sat back down, pulling Lysande back into her chair.  
 
   “What is going on?” she whispered.
 
   “Vlad is leaving with his coffin.  I’ll give him a few minutes, then have Onyx lift the black out.  After that, we’ll probably be asked to leave and never come back.”
 
   “How can he see well enough to go anywhere?” Lysande asked.
 
   “When he goes all mist, he’s no longer limited to mere human perception.  He ought to be able to manage.”
 
   I couldn’t help myself; Lysande was almost in my lap, pressing her tits against me.  I turned in my chair seized one of her tits as spoils of war.
 
   I heard Onyx’s voice close to my head.  “Rasputin’s taken Dom away.  I think we’re done here.”
 
   I said, “No, don’t…”
 
   The darkness snapped out.  Lysande sat up in her chair, pulling her dress to where it covered her once more.  I was left there unsatisfied, licking her moisture off my fingers.  I listened to Onyx’s fading laughter and footsteps as he and the girls exited.  The rest of the crowd was in full uproar.  The coffin was indeed gone, and several security men rolled off the moderator, allowing him to struggle to his feet, his clothes in disarray.  I wondered if one of the security people on top of him had been enjoying themselves the way I had been.
 
   I sat where I was, waiting as security men and women rushed over to point weapons at me from the aisle.  The nearby patrons pulled back from me, standing quiet and motionless, scarcely daring to breath.
 
   With mock surprise, I took notice of the black-suits.  “Something wrong?”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY-FIVE
 
    
 
   “Conveniently, my moral compass keeps getting lost.”
 
    
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   I stood, my erection straining my pants.  I adjusted myself for comfort and slid out into the aisle.  Lysande followed me, using me as a human shield.  My respect for her ruthlessness went up a notch.  I slid my stare across the crouching black-suits, ignoring their guns.  I was pretty sure they wouldn’t open up and risk killing the patrons behind me.  I was also pretty sure they wouldn’t rush me—not after I’d demonstrated that I could grow shadow blades from my hands in a second.  
 
   I could afford to take a laid back attitude because plots of cactus plants were sneaking up on them—scooting along the floor—while the rest of the auction patrons stood well back, watching the drama.  This night was going to live in memory a long time.
 
   The woman with the blue Mohawk and pierced nose stood closest.  She glowered at me.  “You better have two point two million to pay for that casket.”
 
    “You mean the stolen property just recovered by its owner?  We owe you nothing for that except punishment for aiding and abetting our enemies.  We offered you a finder’s fee.  All you had to do to get it was to take our first bid and close the sale.  But your boss got greedy.  He just kept pushing for more and more.  You should get down on your knees and suck my cock in gratitude that I even let him live.”
 
   She jammed her gun in my face.
 
   I batted her gun aside, snatched her by the shirt and pulled her to me, crushing her lips with my own.  She shoved at me while trying to bite and tear my lip.  I jerked my mouth back barely in time, but didn’t release her.  
 
   Suddenly, she froze, shock and awe freezing her wide-eyed face.  
 
   Someone else tried to sucker punch me in the head.
 
   Lysande intercepted the incoming fist, seizing the wrist.  There was a brittle crack, a masculine scream, and the gun fell to the carpet.  The broken wrist was released.  Black suits pulled the injured man away.  
 
   Lysande hissed at me.  “What in Gaia’s name are you doing—right in front of me, too?” 
 
   “Creating a diversion,” I said.
 
   Blue Mohawk stirred back to life, feeling my crotch to see if it was truly as huge as she’d thought when I’d pressed against her.  I smiled.  “No, that’s not a sock.  Give me a call sometime and I’ll arrange a more intimate tour of the attractions.”
 
   She slapped on a feral grin.  “Be careful what you ask for.  You might get it.”
 
   The cactus demons rose, returning to naked, prickly, human form.  They loomed behind the black suits.  
 
   “Oh.”  Lysande saw them.  “Yes, that ought to calm things down.”
 
   A very shrill scream rent the air.  We all looked over to the moderator.   He’d abandoned his lofty podium, and was rushing toward a back exit.  “That is all I can deal with tonight.”  He was ranting to a personal assistant.  “We are closed.  Put everything back in the trucks and send the merchandise back to the warehouse.  I’m going home to get smashed.”  
 
   I looked back at Blue Hair.  “Wow, do you think you guys are going to get paid for tonight?” I answered my own question, “Probably not.  That floor tile mirror spell was cool, but didn’t seem to stop much, huh?”
 
   She snarled at me.  “I bet people want to kill you all the time.”
 
   “How did you guess?”
 
   “Wild guess.  Go on, haul ass before I show you what a water witch can do to a human body that is sixty-five percent 
 
   water.”
 
   By then, the security men swarming me realized that they’d been flanked.  Jolting around, their guns locked onto the cactus demons who just stood there like they were rooted into the floor, which was a possibility.
 
   Blue Hair yelled at them.  “Save your bullets, retards.  They’re sentient plants for god’s sake.  They won’t even notice getting shot.”
 
   I sighed dramatically.  “And here you are without a drop of Agent Orange.”  I tugged Lysande along with me toward the front entrance we’d come through.  I’d done all the damage needed for the moment, and had things still to do tonight.  
 
   We exited the building, and returned to my Mustang in the parking lot.  I turned, and saw that I had a cactus demon entourage following at a respectful distance.  An innate ability to alter their coloration at will resulted in the fact that—though naked—they had clothes demurely “painted” on, and likely wouldn’t be arrested for indecent exposure.   I figured they were waiting for orders.  I nudged Lysande.  “Hey, they’re on your payroll.  Tell them what you want.  I recommend you take a few home with you.  And buy some UV lights.  I don’t think they need to sleep.  Maybe you should stock up on some Miracle Grow.”
 
   “For how long?” she asked.
 
   I shrugged.  “A couple days just to be safe.  I don’t think you’re on anyone’s hit list, but why take chances?”
 
   “Your job’s over isn’t it?” she asked.  “You could come home with me and, uh, protect my body yourself.”  She slid against me in a less than subtle invitation to finish what I’d already started.  I was sorely tempted.  
 
   “I’d like to, but I want to make sure Dracula’s moved on with his precious coffin.  That way, you’ll be safe and so will Dominika.”
 
   “The Russian tramp?  You doing her, too?”  There was a dangerous edge to Lysande’s voice.  
 
   “Just how many girls do you have on speed dial?”
 
   “It’s business.  I can’t have Dominika getting killed because 
 
   I’m shielding you.  Things like that have a way of coming to light.  It would make Rasputin an enemy I don’t need.  Conversely, if I save her by calling Dracula off, he’ll owe me.  Sometimes, favors from the right people are more valuable than gold and jewels.  If you’re going to take your father’s place, it’s something you need to understand.  One of many things you need to understand.”
 
   “Okay, I guess I see your point.  So, you’re dropping me off and then running over to see the Russians?”
 
   I really, really didn’t want to do this, but time was critical.  With great reluctances, I took out a pocket control device and deactivated the alarm system so she could drive my car.  I handed her the keys.  “Here.  You drive home.  I’ll come by for my car later.”
 
   “What are you going to do?  Have some of the cactus guys drop you off?”
 
   “No.  If Dracula goes after Dom, he’ll do it fast, before the defenses get too set.  I need to move at warp speed.  Driving will be too slow.”  I waved over a couple of cactus demons and filled them in on their current job assignment, telling them to work out shift rotations at the jewelry shop.  
 
   “Caine Deathwalker?” one of them asked.
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “We are being paid for this?”
 
   “The going rate for professional troops.”  I looked at Lysande.  “You want them very motivated to save your ass.   Pay them well.”
 
   “Of course.  Do they get something upfront for helping us inside?”
 
   The demon I’d been talking to trembled.  His face came perilously close to revealing real emotion.  “We take no pay for honoring our oath.  We merely gave what was owed.”
 
   “That is true I said.  But you serve me in this city, and it is my right to reward loyalty.  
 
   The strength I put into your clan house, the wealth I add, make all of you better able to serve me.”
 
   The demon stilled, then bowed deeply.  “Your words are 
 
   wise, and it is your right.” 
 
   “Good.  That’s settled.  Excuse me.”  I stepped away from everyone and took out my phone.  As a precaution, I’d added Raspy’s phone number to my list of contacts.  I called him up.  
 
   “Rasputin here.”
 
   “Hey, it’s Caine.   Bring me through to you with that folding space trick you do.  We need to talk.” 
 
   “I am not stupid,” his Russian accent was thick.  “You work for the dark one.  I bring you over, he comes, too, tries to catch me by surprise.”
 
   “He’s off somewhere stashing his coffin in a safe place.  I’m on my own time now.  If I’m there, I think I can get him to let his grudge go.  No one has to die.”  Though surviving would certainly piss off Dominika.
 
   “I do not believe you.”
 
   “I give you my word as a lord of Fairy that I’m on your side in this.”
 
   “You may be a lord of Fairy, but you are not fey.  You can lie.”
 
   Damn, he saw through me.  “Yeah, but I’m not, honest.”
 
   I lost the connection as he hung up on me.
 
   “Okay, time for plan B.”  I turned around and noticed that Lysande and the demons were still watching me.  She leaned against my car, arms folded under her delightful breasts.  “What’s plan B?”
 
   “I’m going to have to fly.  I mean really fly.”
 
   “Where and how?” she asked.
 
   “Does everything I do interest you?” I asked.
 
   “Yes, now shut up and answer the question.”
 
   “I figure Raspy took Dom back to where he feels safe, in the heart of his territory, probably where he has all that lambs’ blood stored; the wine cellar under the Russian Restaurant.”
 
   “And you’re going to magically fly there?” Lysande asked.  “I didn’t know you could do that.”
 
   “There’s a lot about me you don’t know.”  A lot about me I don’t even know.
 
   People were beginning to circulate across the parking lot, 
 
   disappointed auction patrons who missed out on their show.  Guess I’ll make it up to them.  I took off my coat and tossed it to Lysande, followed by my shirt.  She seemed disappointed when my pants didn’t follow.  She was familiar with the dragon blood tattoos inked all over my body.  The cactus demons had never seen them.  They made interested sounds that I took to be the demon equivalent of ooing and ahing.  I wondered how much of my magic they could actually sense.
 
   I hunched forward, arms curled in front of me, my fists down.  I probably looked like a bodybuilder, or maybe someone in need of a good laxative.  I reached into my mind for my inner dragon’s attention.  C’mon, I need your help.
 
   Hell, no.  I remember what happened last time I let you grow out my wings.  You crashed us into a McDonald’s sign.  And into an eighteen-wheeler.  You busted my wings up pretty badly, too.
 
   Hey, it was my first time.  I’ve got it down now.  No problem.
 
   No means no.
 
   Okay, what do you want?
 
   I want out.  I want to be the one running amok while you sit around inside me, caged up the way I am now.
 
   Three days, the next time I go home to my kingdom in Fairy for vacation.
 
   Done!  
 
   His agreement echoed in my head, as savage pain knifed my back.  I could feel the bones of my shoulder blades melting, reforming, and growing.  Bone spurs burst out of my skin, splaying blood around me on the concrete.  Warm, wet blood trickled down from my open wounds.  The flow stopped as I healed.  Meanwhile, freshly grown muscle and skin—sensitive as hell—grew along the jutting bone ribs.  
 
   I looked past the cactus demons, and saw Blue Hair.  She had her car keys in her hand, and was staring at me like she’d never seen anyone grow dragon wings before.  The demons studied me with bright yellowy gold eyes.  Whatever they thought, their faces hid well.  Lysande was staring, my keys fallen at her feet.  Her mouth hung open.  More and more of the preternaturals in the area were heading this way, no doubt 
 
                                                                                                               wondering what fucked up thing I’d do next.
 
   I dismissed the distractions, breathing deeply, letting my body adjust to the new blood circulation and the feeling of muscles I didn’t normally have.  I felt pressure in my eyes.
 
   What are you doing? I asked my dragon self.
 
   You don’t have goggles.  I’m growing you a second set of eyelids, some inner, transparent ones.  You don’t want to smash into a building because flying grit blinded you.
 
   Oh, yeah, good thinking.  Hey, my feet!
 
   Yeah, some claws for latching onto things in flight.  Very handy.
 
   No more elective surgery.
 
   But you need a tail to stabilize you in the air.
 
   It will make a hole in my pants.  
 
   My dragon asked, What’s your point? 
 
   Hell, never mind.  Just hurry it all up.  I got places to go.
 
   My tailbone hurt as bone grew in at an accelerated fashion.  My new tail burst out of the seat of my pants, wet and raw with muscle and scaly skin still forming.  I knew all these changes were going to have to be compensated for.  I’d soon be hungry enough to eat a javelina or two.  I lashed the tail impatiently, getting the feel for it.  At last, with sweat dripping down my torso, I straightened and faced my audience, having become half man, half pigmy dragon.  A true transformation would have left me roughly the size of a school bus, which was small as full-blood dragons go.  In dragon form, they considered me a pygmy, one of the reason I couldn’t get much respect from my mother’s people.
 
   A flutter of palms sounded.  The clapping spread through the crowd.  The were-beasts were particularly impressed, pounding their hands together, stomping feet.  They had the option of man or beast.  It takes a skilled shifter to achieve and sustain a partial change.
 
   Too bad I’m not charging for this show.
 
   We should, my dragon said.   Have your girlfriend pass the hat.  All forms of jewels are accepted.
 
    I squatted low and sprang into the air, my wings beating heavily as I fought for altitude.  It was at times like this I was grateful for more than human strength.  I left the parking lot far below.  The lot dwindled as did the buildings.  I soared into the dark sky, tasting the winds, reveling in sheer speed.  
 
   Here I was, on the way to playing hero, and all I could think of was a quick descent through a fast food drive-thru.  Oddly enough, even some of the humans down below on the sidewalks were starting to look tasty.
 
   Cut it out, I told my inner dragon.
 
   But who’s going to miss a pedestrian or two?
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY-SIX
 
    
 
   “Dragons are very pragmatic creatures.  If they
 
   can’t eat it, own it, or fuck it, they leave it alone.”
 
    
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   Vamps aren’t very good at blending into crowds.  It goes against every poser instinct in their body.  Plus, there is often leakage of their psychic mind-rolling power that draws sluts to them like flies to poisoned sugar.  Just a cursory glance—as I plunged down out of a hunter’s moon—spotted a dozen of them drifting along the storefronts among the human population.  What surprised me more was the lack of damage to the street outside the gallery where I’d left soldier of fortune guys and their vehicles breathing their last.  Santa Fe didn’t have the seriously heavy network of “cleaner” services I had in L.A., back home.
 
   Of course, with Raspy’s ability to bend reality to his will, I supposed he could handle his own clean-ups quite well.
 
   I pulled my dive to a less steep angle, aiming for a window on the second floor.  I had a general rule: when doing something dangerous, try to at least have the virtue of unconventionality.  Since I’d likely find surprises inside, it wouldn’t hurt to be a surprise as well.
 
   I wrapped my wings around myself at the last second, letting inertia explode me through the glass and the wooden frame of the window.
 
   Watch the wings!  My inner dragon was back to yelling at me.
 
   Yeah, yeah, yeah.  I opened up and back winged furiously.  This didn’t stop me from running across a bed and mashing myself against someone’s armoire.  I fell heavily to the floor.  
 
   Ummmph!  More pain.  Lovely.  I hope no one heard that.  Who am I kidding?  The vampires outside are heading this way along with half the vamp soldiers in the building.  The rest will be holed up with Raspy, keeping the vampire princess safe from the vendetta she’s instigated.  I really hope I’m wrong and Vlad is off somewhere having his coffin waxed and polished.
 
   I stood and folded my wings to my back so I could move about easier in confined spaces.  As long as I was at the armoire, I opened the damaged door and peered inside.  A male was staying here, someone with a bigger build.  That was fine.  I borrowed a leather jacket to cover my naked torso.  The coat went over the wings.  I may look like a hunchback, but a stylish one.
 
   I brought on more pain by flushing my Demon Wings tattoo with raw magic.  Paying for activating the stealth spell sent slivers of phantom glass around my body, edges digging in.  The sensation faded, leaving no extra damage.  The spell was just in time—the door was kicked in and a passel of vamp soldiers almost broke the frame crowding in, muscles tense, fangs bared.  
 
   My spell didn’t make me invisible and didn’t deprive me of scent and sound as I moved.  The vamps should have been able to hear my heartbeat.  In fact, they did.  My magic just tickled their brains so their minds ignored sensory input.   Their heads swiveled.  They scanned the room, paying special attention the broken window and the claw rips I’d put in the bedspread.
 
   Once the vamps were deeper in the room and clear of the door, I simply walked out into a hallway.  I passed the doors lining the hall, leaving them alone, and headed for where I saw the upper landing of a staircase.  The floor was hardwood and fairly new.  It didn’t squeak as I walked, not that it would have mattered.  I went down the steps and came to another hallway.  My nose led me into the restaurant kitchen.  The workers were still in place, carrying on like nothing unusual was going on.  Wearing white aprons, they tended skillets, and dishes pulled from the large ovens.
 
   A wave of intense hunger hit.  My stomach roared a demand for food.  My mouth watered as I was hit with the hot, fragrant aromas circulating in the air.  I went to the pass where dishes were put on trays so waiters could haul them to customers.  I helped myself to a plate of ruletiki v bekone, pan-fried bell peppers, wrapped in bacon, stuffed with a garlic and cheese paste.  The customers waiting for that was going to be disappointed.  I carried the plate as I went in search of a door to the wine cellar.  I found the door and went in, stomping down the stairs.  The basement was air-conditioned, the concrete walls hidden by wooden shelves.  The surrounding liquor was cheap.  
 
   A far wall held a steel door almost as strong as a bank vault.  Two vamp soldiers guarded it.  I wondered who’d take over guard duty when dawn hit.  Not my problem.  I was here to break in.  The high security door probably protected the expensive private stock of wines; the lambs’ blood these blood-suckers preferred, and their coffins.   
 
   As I marched over to them, the guards muttered to each other.  “I coulda sworn I heard someone on the stairs.  Must just be jumpy.”
 
   “Better switch to decaf, dude.”
 
   “Hah, funny.”
 
   I saw a short-handled crowbar on an opened crate of wine bottles.  Perfect.  Once I picked up the bar, it vanished into the protective magic of nothingness around me.  Had they been watching at that precise moment, they would have seen the crowbar pop into the air and fade away, a game for poltergeists, except most ghosts don’t hang out with vampires.  Sloppy vampires who can’t control themselves are a reason for the growth of the ghost population.  Too bad I wasn’t a ghost who could walk through walls.  It would save me some trouble.
 
   I walked up to the vamps and used my dragon-born strength to slap one, and then the other.  The first one was caught flat-footed.  He went down hard.  The second vampire moved so that I made a glancing impact.  He staggered, slowed down just long enough for another swing to drop him beside his buddy.  I noticed they were both wearing headsets for communications.  I liberated one of them, snuggling it in place over an ear.  Chances were good that Raspy was listening in.  
 
   I tapped the micro mic stem in front of my lips.  “Can you hear me now?”
 
   There was a long pause.  I heard his voice in my ear.  “Whoever’s playing games out there, knock it off.”
 
   I said, “Hey, Raspy, you got my people in there with you?”
 
   “Caine?  Why are you outside my vault?”
 
   “Answer the question.”
 
   “Yes.  I have your girls and the shadow-man in here.   Unless you want something to happen to them, you will—”
 
   “Idiot.  I assume that vault is air-tight so no one can use ventilation ducts to get in, right?”
 
   “Of, course.”
 
   “Did it not occur to you that, unlike vampires, Grace and Madison need air to breathe?  You keep them in there, they’ll die.  If they die, you will have unending hell on your hands.  Is that what you want?”
 
   “It did not occur to me—”
 
   “Send them out.  I told you that my contract with Dracula has been completed.  I’m not here to hurt anyone.  I don’t do that … for free.”  I let go of my demon wings spell, letting the tattoo go dormant to conserve my strength.  
 
   “Fine.”  The air in front of the vault became a distorted lens, bending light so that the steel door seemed to twist like something from an acid trip.   A black fog hung at the center of the distortion.  It stretched and flowed, then spilled out of the lens, taking on human form.  Forms.  It was Onyx, Madison and Grace.  
 
   Madison drew in great gulps of cold air.  “Man, it was getting stuffy in there.  Too many vamps, not enough room.”
 
   Grace stepped closer to me, her stare raking me over, lingering on my claw-like feet.  “Hi.  I guess you’re pretty mad we got involved in all this.”
 
   “No.  Teenagers are idiots.  I expect idiots to act as idiots.”
 
   “That’s a little harsh,” Onyx said.  “We were just trying to help Dominika.”
 
   “Nice tats,” Madison said.  “Nice jacket, too.  What happened to your shirt?”
 
   Onyx gave me a closer look.  “That jacket hangs funny.  Is something wrong with your back?”
 
   Grace sniffed the air in a very canine fashion.  “I smell blood.  Are you all right?”
 
   “I’ll go into it later.  Right now, Onyx, I want you and Madison to go back to the motel room.  Get some rest.  We’re going on a clandestine mission just before dawn.”
 
   “What about me?” Grace asked.
 
   I watched her antennae bob from her forehead a moment before answering.  “You and I are going into that vault.  We’re going to grab Dom, and haul her out.  Then we’re going to clear things up with Dracula.  A wonderful time will be had by all.”
 
   “Vault door’s pretty impenetrable,” Madison said.
 
   “There are many ways to skin a bat,” I told her.  “Grace, you’ll take me in through the ghost realm.  Once inside the vault, we’ll pull Dom into the ghost realm with us and beat a hasty retreat to the roof.”
 
   Onyx and Madison were still standing there, listening.  
 
   I let my voice boom at them.  “Go!”
 
   Madison jumped in place.  Onyx had no reaction other than to lift an eyebrow in a practiced gesture of surprise.  Madison ran for the cellar steps.  Onyx flowed along with her, guarding her escape from the vamp lair.  
 
   Reluctantly, I removed my borrowed jacket and lay it on a crate of wine.  I unfolded my wings, fanning them.  Grace shed the hunter green and pink windbreaker she was wearing.  This freed her wings.  On the mortal side of things, they wouldn’t support her in the air, but once we crossed over to the ghost realm, with its lighter gravitational force, things would be different—for both of us.  I moved us so we faced the steel vault together and held out my hand to Grace.  She took it in a touching display of faith I thought dangerously naïve.   
 
   “Do it!”
 
   She didn’t say a word, but an electric tingle shivered my skin.  It felt like a field of force was pulled over me, like I was dropping in an elevator.  I lost some of the tug of gravity.  My stomach floated inside me.  There was enough light in the basement to see colors, but they shifted into gray tones.  It was like stepping into an old TV episode that had been filmed before color film took over.  The only difference was that I could see auras now: an orange haze shimmering around Grace, and a golden dazzle around myself.  The vamps had only a tiny flicker of red energy, so pale it almost wasn’t there.  This was the stolen life force they acquired from consuming blood.
 
   “Follow me,” I said.
 
   I shoved against the floor where my bleeding aura braced me so I could jump.  I sailed into the steel door, and through it.  A black mist covered my eyes, and then I was inside.  A moment later, Grace followed me in.  Her tiny little moth wings poked out the back of two slits cut in her tee shirt.  The wings fluttered, providing a decent lift in the reduced gravity.  I found that an occasional, lazy beat of my dragon wings kept me hovering toward the ceiling.
 
   The space was lined with bricks.  Though huge, it was made small by numerous coffins on slabs, enough for an army.  The coffins were empty.  The vamps looked ashen, and were all over the place in little huddles, most of them with expression that said they were bored out of their minds.  All of them heavily armed with automatic weapons.  The space near the door was clear.  There were no air vents.  Wires strung under a concrete ceiling periodically dangled light bulbs.  The light should have been yellow-white.  Seen from the ghost realm, the glow was dove gray.
 
   Raspy and Dom were a couple yards away, peering into each other’s faces, their lips moving in argument.  But there were no sounds.  No words.  That surprised me.  “Why can’t I hear them,” I wondered.
 
   “They’re not in all of dimensions that we are,” Grace said.  “You get used to it.”
 
   “But because we’re both here, we can see and hear each other.  I see.”
 
   That left just one vital question.  Is the awesome mind of Rasputin going to be able to sense our presence, and stop us?
 
   He broke off from his confrontation and stared our way.  His 
 
   unfocused gaze slid through our bodies.  Troubled, his forehead crinkled and a little twitch started in his right cheek.
 
   I held my breath.  
 
   After a long moment, he shook his head as if to dislodge worry, and returned his attention to Dom.  The argument recommenced at once, as agitated as before judging from their wild-eyed expressions.
 
   “Grace, get behind Dom.”  I concentrated and one of my Berretta Storm semi-automatics appeared in my right hand, haloed by my golden aura so that it remained in the ghost realm with me.   I was pretty sure that I could drain the slugs of my life force as I fired so that I could hit things in the real world without going back just yet.  Of course, I still needed to put that to the test.  In a worse-case scenario, a slug could carry just enough energy to move intangibly through my first target, losing that charge, only to rematerialize in the human realm, hitting an unintended, second target.  Fortunately, that second target would be a vampire as well, so I wasn’t overly concerned.
 
   But, man, multi-dimensional physics are a pain.
 
   A hard stare assured me I had Grace’s full attention.  “I’m going to distract Raspy and slow him down a little with a couple slugs.  When I do, you’ll need to be fast.  Pull Dom into the ghost realm with us.  Try not to let any other vamp come along for the ride.”
 
   She nodded enthusiastically.  “Gotcha.”
 
   I flew over to where Raspy was between me and Dom, and I unloaded half a clip into him.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY-SEVEN
 
    
 
   “I am never disappointed when I appeal to the worst in people.”
 
    
 
   
  
 

                                   —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   As the slugs left my gun, I concentrated on stripping them of aura.  Little bursts of blood—appearing as black ink from my perspective in the ghost realm—appeared across Rasputin’s upper back.  He spun too fast for me to see it, crouching low, hands remaking themselves into claws.  He snarled, face a tight mask of rage.  His eyes were red stars that lost their ferociousness as he looked for the gunman that had attacked him—and failed.  
 
   I was grateful he couldn’t sense me.  Had I been depending on my Demon Wings tattoo, I might have been the one to fail.  The mirror spell on the auction floor had broken when he used his power to change the weave of reality.  To touch me now, he needed to reach through his reality, into the one that held me.  Not that I was going to tell him that.
 
   I saw Dominika over his shoulder.  Her concerned eyes widened as Grace gripped her shoulders.  The vampire princess’s lips were moving, but the words showed up late.  “…The hell is going on?”
 
   “It’s okay,” Grace slid her arms around Dom from behind.  “I’ve just pulled you into a side reality that is mostly used by the dead.  You can see the world from here, but not hear it.  Caine and I need some time with you without Rasputin getting all Alpha vamp on us.”
 
   Dom lay her hands over Grace’s, welcoming the comfort of touch.  “Yeah, he’s definitely a domination freak.”  Her gaze took in the smoking gun in my hand.  “You shot him?”
 
   “He’s a vampire.  He’ll heal.”
 
   Rasputin spun back toward Dom.  He reached out, waving his hand.  It went right through her body like she was air.  
 
   “That is so weird,” Dom said.  “I didn’t feel a thing.”
 
   “We don’t want to be here if he figures the trick out.  Let’s go.”  I allowed my gun to magically return to the satchel in my car.  Fluttering my wings sent me swooshing into the vault door and through it.  I emerged to find the fallen vamp soldiers picking themselves up.  One of them staggered slightly on his feet, holding his head.  The other studied the area, looking for his attacker.  My intangible wings sweeping through them as if they were illusions of light.  
 
   Right here.  Too bad you can’t see me.
 
   As I flew past, I picked up the leather jacket.  Pausing at the stairs, I back-winged, waiting for Grace and Dom to catch up.  They come through the vault, hand in hand, and crossed the room.  I let them zip past and brought up the rear.  Diving up the stairs, into the kitchen, I saw the girl’s legs vanish into the ceiling.  More of the vampire guards ran into the busy kitchen, inspecting all the workers.  Some of the vamps headed directly downstairs to the vault.  I wished them all luck in figuring out what had just happened.
 
   With a strong flutter, I flew into the ceiling.  The trick was controlling my aura so that objects I wanted solid were energized, while things I wanted to ghost through weren’t charged.   
 
   This was all pretty cool, but I remembered what—lived?—in this extension of space/time.  Besides the stray phantom, there were also demon spirits, the Judeo-Christian kind that had once been fallen angels.  That wasn’t the kind I dealt with usually, and I hoped not to gain that kind of experience.  I liked the kind of demon that could be killed.  
 
   I went through two more floors, and burst out of the building.  More vampire guards were spaced out along the edge of the roof, all of them looking out, up and down, watching for a follow-up attack.  I too hoped Dracula would show up.  I wanted all the drama resolved here so I could turn attention to a little ghost girl I knew who wanted her killer punished.  I really hoped that was in my power, but maybe not.  
 
   Just have to see.
 
   I joined Grace and Dom in the middle of the roof.  The vampire princess was studying the other vamps.  “They really don’t know I’m here?” she asked.
 
   “No,” Grace said.  “But if I let go of you …”
 
   It occurred to me that—the same way the vamp soldiers weren’t seeing me—I couldn’t see Dracula using that incorporeal mist form of his.  I needed to leave the ghost realm he’d see me and hopefully come to me.  Of course, that meant I had to deal with some really pissed off vamps.  Well, I had an answer for them, one elegant in its simplicity.  
 
   “I’m going back to the human side,” I told Grace.  “You wait here until I turn and signal you.  No heroics.  That’s my job.”  I stared into Dom’s eyes.  “You do know that your problem is the gilded cage you’ve been trapped in, not being a vampire, right?”
 
   “That’s what Grace has been telling me.  You’re saying I can take back my life and have it worth living.”
 
   “Right.  And Dracula is the key to that.  We need someone who can claim your time and make Rasputin put up with it,” I said.
 
   “But Dracula wants to kill me.  Why would he—?”
 
   “Dom, let me deal with Dracula for you.  I think I can make him see the light.  Okay, I’m going.”
 
   My aura had been seeping out since Grace brought me over.  That leakage was what kept me in the ghost realm.  All I needed to do to go back was to plug the leak.  I closed my eyes and imagined myself wearing a suit of armor, a second skin of steel.  With this visualization, I drew my lifeforce into to the core of my body, seeing it as a star churning in my guts.  An electric tingle swept over me.  I opened my eyes and saw the world in full color once more as gravity settled me firmly on my feet.  I folded my wings and slipped on the leather jacket I’d carried.
 
   I raised my hands as if in surrender and yelled out across the rooftop.  “Hey, guys, you looking for me?”
 
   Everyone spun to look at me.  My surrender must have looked to them like the stupidest thing they’d ever seen.  Instead of rushing me at a super vampire speed, they stood there befuddled.  Suspicion will do that to you.  My surrender was just too easy, so it had to be some kind of trap.  They looked at each other, as if coming to a consensus on who was going to be first to stick their head in the lion’s toothy maw.  
 
   This was the response I’d hoped for.  It gave me time to flush some raw magic into one of my more special tattoos: Dragon’s Roar.  The pain that flooded my system to pay for the magic spell was potent and bracing, a combination slow burn from the inside out, and a lancet sensation of being stabled with scalpels all over my body.  I had to look down at my arms to make sure I hadn’t actually been flayed alive.  The phantom sensation dissolved, leaving me undamaged as usual—but with a strong power at my disposal.
 
   I lifted my head, throwing it back, and shouted a command like God calling for an apocalypse.  In this case, I said, “Quickly, all of you, jump off this building and kiss the pavement.”
 
   They did.  Turning, running to the edge of the building, launching themselves into space without a single panicked scream.  Just because they were able to psychically roll the minds of humans didn’t mean that they were impervious similar magical coercion.  I thought this method of clearing the decks for action was quite ironic in a sardonic kinda way.
 
   Now, I just had to wait.  
 
   Twenty seconds passed.  I had the sense that I was being watched by something invisible other than Grace and Dom.  I rotated in place, scanning the connected rooftops.  I looked alone, but…
 
   A blob of mist condensed from nothing.  A flat man shape appeared at its heart.  The mist thinned away and Dracula stood there, regarding me with cold, dead eyes.  He lifted an eyebrow.  “I can’t have seen what I just saw,” he said.  “A rooftop of vampires so afraid of you, they threw themselves off the building rather than face you.”
 
   “What can I say,” I casually strolled closer, “smart bunch of guys.”
 
   “It was nice of you to clear the roof for me, but unnecessary.  I was going to materialize inside, strike from nothingness, and 
 
   leave before Rasputin could act.”
 
   “Vlad, old buddy, it is because I hold you in such high esteem that I am going to tell you just how stupid your plan is.”
 
   His dark eyes warmed with a crimson flame.  “Be very careful what you say next.  Your usefulness to me is over.  I have little reason to tolerate your prattle.”
 
   “That’s where you’re wrong.  My prattle is all that’s saving you from two very serious mistakes.  First of all, Dominika has already been snatched from Rasputin’s clutches.  I have her, so going inside is a waste of time and energy.  And if you had her, you’d only break her like a petulant child, ruining a perfectly good fuck toy.”
 
   “You have her?”
 
   “Yes.”  I knew he could hear the steadiness of my heartbeat and would know I was speaking the truth.   “If you hurt her, even if you don’t kill her, you will have made Rasputin an eternal enemy.  Are you sure you can take him now after what we saw at the auction?  And say that you can, what about a few more centuries from now after he’s had time and motivation to develop his mind even more?”
 
   “My honor has been besmirched.  How can I let that stand?  If I show weakness, others will be emboldened to test me.  I cannot relent.”
 
   “Oh, I agree, you must prove your strength, but I think there’s a way to do it without turning Rasputin against you.  Besides, there’s the best reason of all for you to show mercy.  It can be done in such a way that you prove your strength, and make Rasputin into an alley.”
 
   He pulled his jutting chin back, as if he needed more distance to see me clearly.  He blinked.  I had his full attention now.  “What are you saying, Caine?”
 
   “That a win-win situation is still possible for all of us if you won’t be too pig-headed for your own good.”
 
   “Why do I let you talk to me this way?  I should kill you for the affront to my dignity.  Everyone cowers to the might that is Dracula, Prince of Darkness, hoping not to attract dragon’s attention.  But you…”
 
   I took off the coat and let it drop dramatically to the roof.  I fanned the dragon wings sprouting from my back.  “I am a real dragon,” I said.  “I don’t play poser games—much.  I have one more thing you need to hear.”
 
   He eyed my wings.  “Impressive.  I had doubted that claim of yours, thinking that you were magically controlling your heartbeat to deceive me.  Apparently, you’ve been speaking the absolute truth.  Few people do that with me.  While irritating, it also has a strange refreshing quality.”  He drew in a huge breath and let it carry much of his rage away.   “Very well, finish what you are saying.  I will hear you.”
 
   “If you kill the vampire princess, it will be her victory, not yours.  She’s a little screwy, being under Rasputin’s thumb.  She never wanted to be a vampire.  That was Raspy’s idea.  She’s just having a hard time adjusting.  She’d actually kill herself but is very religious.  Raspy has her convinced that vampires can go to heaven or hell.  Suicide is automatic hell.  You know what I’m talking about.  You’re from that part of the world.”
 
   “Ah, I see.  So she wants me to kill her since she can’t kill herself.”
 
   “Yeah, she needs someone strong enough not to be intimidated by Rasputin.  Tell me, are you going to do something someone else pushed you into?  Isn’t that an admission of weakness?”
 
   “You make a valid point.  Odd, from all the rumors and stories I’ve heard of you, you’re not supposed to be this insightful and intelligent.  They say you’re a man-slut led around by your cock, that you kill first and reason later, mucking up events abysmally.  You have everyone underestimating you with such a fool’s act.  I applaud you.”
 
   We were bonding.  I didn’t feel like lying to him.  That might cost me the momentum I’d made.  “I’m just trying to develop a kinder, gentler me, on the way to conquering the known and unknown universe.”  I took another step toward him, close enough to stab with my demon sword, if I needed to summon it.  “You know, she was trying to use you.  Wouldn’t the perfect revenge be to take her under your wing, make her your woman, and get all the use out of her hot, young ass you can?  Surely you have what it takes to turn her surface aggression into passion.  Show her a life a vampire can cherish, and she’ll be on your side.  Rasputin will be grateful that you turned her from her self-destructive behavior, he’ll probably offer her to you as your bride.  When the rest of the vampire community finds out you have such a strong alliance, even the true-blood royalty will be wary.  Like I said, everybody can win.”
 
   Drac looked thoughtful.  “She will have to apologize—and mean it.”
 
   “I’ll see what I can do.”  I wheeled about and waved at empty air.  Grace and Dom popped into view as if turning an unseen corner.  Grace looked half fey with her antennae, dark red hair, and baby moth wings.  Dom looked Goth to the bone despite the white blouse that half hid her black denim skirt.  Her black hair fanned behind her like raven wings.  Her smoky eyes were dark and mysterious.  The sexy white leggings were a little school-girl in a provocative, naughty way.  
 
   They walked over to me, hesitancy visible in their deliberate approach.  We stood forming a square.  I pointed at Dom.  “Apologize.”
 
   She looked at me and shrugged.  “Sorry.”
 
   “Not me,” I pointed at Dracula, “him.”
 
   “Oh, sure.”  Dom lowered her head and stared demurely up at Dracula through her lashes.  “I really am sorry.  Please accept my apology.”
 
   I’m not sure he heard her.  Now that the blood was out of his eyes, he was looking at her with fresh appreciation.  She stood there, hands behind her back, a pose that drew even more attention to her breasts.  Watching those breasts, Vlad said, “Well, I suppose we all make mistakes.  The point is to learn from them.”  
 
   She threw herself into his arms, giving him a robust hug.
 
   Drac looked surprised, but not displeased.  And when she moved to his side, taking his arm, he swelled with self-importance.  “Caine, I owe you one.”
 
   “Don’t worry.  One day, I will collect.”
 
   The air bent with distortions of light suggesting a disk.  A shadow formed in the disk.  Rasputin stepped out of the distortion, letting it close behind him.  He pointed a bony finger at Dracula.  “Unhand her at once!”
 
   Dom moved in front of Vlad as if he needed protection.  “Leave him alone.  I mean it.”
 
   Rasputin’s furious gaze fizzled out.  “What?”
 
   “We’re dating,” she explained, “so don’t wait up.”  She turned to Dracula.  “Where to first, Vlad?”
 
   “I have a private jet,” he said.  “Pick any place in the world.”
 
   Rasputin said, “Nyet!  My angel, you must stay with me so I can protect you.  The world is a dangerous place.”  
 
   “The more you push,” I said, “the more you push her into his arms.  What?  Don’t you think the Prince of Darkness can protect her?”
 
   I shot him a prompting look.
 
   Vlad’s voice exploded with sincerity.   “I will protect her with all my strength.  You can trust my word.  It has never been broken.”
 
   Rasputin gave him a long, measuring look.  “Fine.  I have never heard you were lacking in honor.  My little angel is in your keeping.”  For a moment, his eyes blazed with a savage red light that hazed his features.  “I will expect regular reports on her wellbeing.”
 
   Vlad bowed formally.  “I will see what can be managed.”
 
   Rasputin spun on me, the red light kicking up again in his eyes.  “You shot me in the back.”
 
   “I needed to get your attention.  What’s the big deal?  Everything worked out all right.”
 
   Rasputin took a slow, menacing step my way, very theatrical.  
 
   Gasping, Grace lunged and grabbed me.  The next moment, I was whisked into the ghost realm, leaving Rasputin to stare through me without comprehension as I vanished from his perspective.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY-EIGHT
 
    
 
   “When searching dungeons, one needs disposable
 
   friends to help find the hard-to-find traps.”
 
    
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   It was time for a strategy session.  So of course we invaded an all-night donut shop near the hotel.  I staked out a window table.  Grace went up to the displayed pastries and pored over the many trays, trying to limit her choices to a number of donuts her figure could live with.  I called up Lysande and let her know Drac was heading out of town, and chances were good she’d escaped notice in recent events as a player.  At this point, vampire vengeance because of her father’s machinations was unlikely.
 
   “You’re sure?” she asked.
 
   “Reasonably so.”
 
   “Are you coming over?”
 
   “Can’t.  There’s another situation I need to handle, a little mass murder.”
 
   “Oh, who are you killing?”
 
   “Why does everybody think I’m the bad guy?  I keep chaos from boiling over and consuming civilization, and that’s the thanks I get,” I ranted.
 
   “It’s just that we know you.”
 
   “Fair enough.  How are the cactus demons working out?” 
 
   “Pretty well, except the hounds keep trying to pee on them.  I’ll keep the guards around a few more days, then send them home.”
 
   “I’d keep them on a small retainer though.  You never know when you’re going to have to come up with cannon fodder on short notice.”
 
   “Good idea.  I miss you.”
 
   “Missing is bad.  Better use a sniper’s scope.”  Damn.  An endearment.  She’s starting to get clingy. “Gotta go.  Later.”  I ended the call and turned my phone to vibrate.  By then, Grace was heading back with a white bag and a cardboard carrier containing two lidded cups.  She placed the bounty on the table and slid into the chair opposite me.
 
   “Who’s that?” she asked.
 
   “The lady I was with at the auction.  
 
   “She was pretty.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s my type.”
 
   “Gee, shallow much?”
 
   “Hey, it’s an effective way to go through life.  If I were the dependable, steadfast type, people would be importuning, me every chance they got.”  I pitched my voice high like a girl’s.  “Caine, can you kill my ex-boyfriend for me?  Caine, will you take care of my Rottweiler while I run off to Vegas?  Caine, can you change this light bulb.”
 
   She pulled a cup out of the holder and slid it over.  “Here.”
 
   “Not going to argue with me?” 
 
   “No, there’s some validity to what you say.”  She opened the white bag and looked in.  “I got a maple bar, two plain cake, and a devil’s food.  Whatcha want?”
 
   “Everything.”
 
   “I’m talking about the donuts.  Ask your inner dragon.  Maybe he has a preference.”
 
   I felt a fluid stirring in the shadows of my mind.  My inner dragon surfaced, touching thoughts with me.  It’s about time someone bothered to ask.  This is obviously a highly intelligent girl.
 
   I picked up my drink and removed the lid.  The steam off the white chocolate mocha was delightful.  So, how long until you finish absorbing these wings?  
 
   I’m surprised you don’t want to keep them.
 
   I’ve spent a lot of time and wealth on my wardrobe.  It wouldn’t be convenient, I said.
 
   Grace said, “Here.”  She slid the devil’s food donut over to 
 
   me on a white paper napkin.  “I think this is appropriate for a demon lord.” 
 
   I took a sip and set down the paper cup, glad we had the storefront all to ourselves for this discussion.  “All right, that music conservatory seems to be the key to helping the ghost girl haunting me.  There are weird things going on there.  Onyx and Madison are going in with me tonight to do some snooping.”
 
   “What about me?”
 
   “I’ve got a more important job for you.”
 
   “Good, ‘cause I can definitely handle myself.  All I need is a chance.”
 
   “Tomorrow is that special concert they’re putting on to raise money for the school.  We know there’s a supernatural threat in that theater.  It seems predatory so my guess is that it’s biding its time, waiting at the waterhole, so to speak.”
 
   “I ran into something like that recently in another dimension.  Enough ghosts get together, and they fuse into a mindless force that is all hunger.  It can be awfully dangerous.  A world almost died when the spirit force tried to eat the lifeforce of the planet.”
 
   “You see, I’m not just fobbing off some lame job on you.  I think you need to call in your mother and her Preternatural Response Team.  Hundreds of lives are at stake.”
 
   It gives me an opportunity to earn some points with the Feds, and takes one job off my plate that I’m not getting paid for.
 
   Grace’s eyes were shining.  She leaned over her drink, clutching it in both hands.  “It means a lot that you would trust me with something so important.  My mom still sees me as a kid who needs protecting.”
 
   “I wouldn’t know about mothers.  Never had one.”
 
   She was silent a moment.  It even seemed like she was getting misty eyed.  “That explains a few things.”
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   It was 2:00 in the morning, the day of the impending concert.  My wings were finally gone.  We were back at the Branden Music Conservatory, parked at the edge of the music hall lot that was closest to the modern school building.  A short walk down a path would get us there in a minute or less.  
 
   Onyx sat up front with me.  He had on a black suit made of his own shadow substance, a garment copied from the cover of a GQ magazine he’d seen somewhere.  His shirt, socks, and shoes were equally black, equally illusion.  
 
   Madison sat in the back of the Mustang.  She wore infrared googles on a strap, the lenses perched on her forehead, ready to slide down over her eyes when needed.  She wore a black nylon bodysuit, boots, and leather coat with a Celtic cross design on back.  Her flaxen hair was in a ponytail, and she had a leather pouch hanging at her side with various pieces of slayer gear she thought she might need.  Her eyes met mine in the rearview mirror.  They were piercing blue, determined, the eyes of a warrior.
 
   “So what’s the plan?” she asked.
 
   “Onyx goes ahead to scout the way and keep us clear of guards and any dorm students wandering around where they ought not to be.  He’ll go under locked doors and open them for us from the inside.”  It would be faster than picking locks.  “We go to the President’s office, and check out the secret room I discovered there.  If we need to bail, Onyx will blackout the area around us, keeping anyone from getting a good look at us.  We need to be able to come back here tomorrow if Grace needs backup, and not have the cops called on us.”
 
   “What exactly is it you hope to find?” Madison asked.
 
   “The answer to a mystery.  A serial killer maybe.  We’ll see.”  
 
   I opened my door and stepped out.  The others followed.  I locked up and activated the car’s security system.  Onyx flattened to the ground, becoming two dimensional.  He stretched ahead, a river of black swallowing the flagstone path.  We walked across him, our steps raising no sound, all noises consumed as they were made.  
 
   There was no sign of anyone as we reached the lobby door.  Madison stepped to the side and peered in through a window.  She looked back at me and said, “Clear.”
 
   The darkness shot under the door, all of it, leaving us on a concrete apron.  After a moment, one of the doors swung outward.  Onyx was back in human form, holding the door open.  Madison went in.  I went in next, easing the door shut behind me.  Every sense strained for some sign a guard was on our floor.  
 
   “I’ll take lead,” I said.  “I don’t need to see to retrace my earlier path to the President’s office.  Onyx, blackout the area around us as we move so the cameras show nothing, and nudge Madison along so she stays with me.”
 
   “And don’t get fresh,” Madison added.
 
   Onyx grinned and puffed out in billowy folds of pitch black that stole all light.  Moving through the inky murk, one hand on a wall, I made my way toward the offices, counting steps.  This kind of thing was automatic.  While other children played on swings and slides, or built forts in the woods, I was being trained by the Old Man in various hell dimensions to survive and thrive through all kinds of adversity.  Some of the trials nearly killed me.  Some of them left me broken and bleeding.  I hated it all.  And yet I am the sum of all those experiences—stronger than my human side knew it could be. 
 
   It wasn’t long before I reached the office I wanted.  My sense of touch told me that the door had been repaired and was locked.
 
   “I got it,” Onyx’s voice was deep as eternity in this form, reminding me that the human was the illusion with him, not this current form.  I reached out and pushed the door.  It swung easily to my touch.  I assumed his black, living substance had soaked into the keyhole and manipulated the mechanism.  I went in and moved to the side, waiting.  After a moment, the lights came on.  I saw Madison inside the office with me, the door closed behind her, and Onyx back in GQ condition.  
 
   “You know,” I told him, “you have a hell of a career ahead of you as a cat burglar.”
 
   He looked at me quizzically.  “Is there much of a market for stolen cats?” 
 
   “Not really,” Madison said.
 
   “I’ll pass, then,” he said.
 
   I went to the side of the office with all the fancy shelves and collectibles.  There was a gap in the items where the doll used to be, the doll I’d stashed inside Onyx’s shadows for safekeeping.  “Onyx, do you still have that doll I gave you before?”
 
   “Huh?  Oh, sure.  Want it?”
 
   “Not yet.  Soon, maybe.”
 
   I went to the waist-high Chinese urn, its red glazed finish smooth as I turned it.  I heard the click of some hidden mechanism buried in the floor.  A section of shelving swing into the office, revealing a gaping hole.  
 
   “Yeah, that’s suspicious all right,” Madison said.  “Make sure you look for traps as you go.”
 
   I smiled at Onyx.  “You can go first this time.”
 
   “That’s nice of you, but I wouldn’t want to steal your glory.”
 
   He’s catching onto my wily ways.  “I just thought it would give you something to impress Grace with, but if you’re afraid—”
 
   He hurried to the secret door.  “No that’s all right.  I don’t mind at all.”
 
   “Thought you’d see it my way.”
 
   He vanished down a steep flight of stairs.  I gave him a few seconds, then followed, Madison right behind me.  She said, “You’re good, in a purely diabolical way.”
 
   “Kind of you to say so.”  
 
   The very steep stairs took us to a secret basement that was probably not on the building’s blueprints.  I reckoned we were under the records room, heading for some point under the teachers’ lounge.  The passage was brick-lined.  LED lights sconces were spaced out regularly so that we moved from one patch to another.
 
   “No traps yet.”  Onyx took another step and there was a click from the floor.  “Uh-oh.  That’s not good.”
 
   “Don’t move,” I said.  “Could be explosives or a deadfall set to obliterate evidence by sealing off this passage.  I’d rather it stay intact.”
 
   “I can try to defuse the trap,” Madison offered.
 
   I looked at her.  “You studied this kind of thing at Van 
 
   Helsing’s School for Gifted Slayers?”
 
   “Sure.  He believes in well-rounded education.”
 
   “Did you get good grades in that class?”
 
   “B-plus.”
 
   “Let’s not risk it until we’re on the way out,” I said.  “Onyx, stay here and keep pressure on that section of floor.  We’ll be back in a bit.”
 
   He sighed.  “Sure.  Go and have all the fun.”
 
   “Do a better job next time,” Madison said.  “Couldn’t you see that wood tile was an eighth of an inch higher than the surrounding floor?”
 
   I looked.  Yeah, she’s absolutely right.  “Obvious to a blind man,” I said.
 
   Madison gave me a look that could mean just about anything, and slid around Onyx.  She took up the task of checking for more traps.  There didn’t seem to be any more, but she stopped just outside a doorway with no door.  A large space lay ahead.  We could hear muffled sobs, sounds of distress.  I pressed up behind Madison.  
 
   She made no effort to hurry on, sliding her goggles down over her eyes.  Her head tipped down.  Her hand came up to block me.  She used a low voice.  “There’s an infrared beam three inches off the floor and one a foot off the floor, just inside the door.”
 
   Someone really doesn’t want us down here.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY-NINE
 
    
 
   “It is arrogant to assume all ghosts are human.
 
   All living things have a right to killed by me.”
 
    
 
                                      —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   I warmed my Demon Wings tattoo with raw magic, activating the You-Don’t-See-Me spell.  The price for the magic was pain.  Intense, soul curdling pain.  It felt like I’d swallowed garden shears that had come to life, trying to slit my throat from the inside.  There was a choking-on-blood sensation, followed by the shears turning to molten metal, draining into my stomach.  
 
   I shook off the sensations and I draped my arms over her shoulders so she was included in my spell and could hear me.  “Stay here a few minutes, then come in, purposely tripping the alarm.”
 
   She said, “You sure?”
 
   I smiled.  “You can trust me; I’m not a vampire.”
 
   “I trust you as far as I can throw you, which is pretty far actually.  Grace says there are traces of decency in you that struggle to live, so,” pointedly, she looked at her digital watch, “two minutes heard, and counting.”  
 
   I let her go and hopped forward, clearing the danger zone she’d indicated.  I half expected the light-beams to be a trick, but the floor where I landed didn’t open up and drop me into a tiger pit with crap-smeared punji sticks to poison me.  I stared down a passage defined by cell bars left and right.  Halfway down that passage, space belled out.  I saw an autopsy table with a water jet for easy clean up.  The table was steel.  Beside it were stands with trays.  On the trays were various surgical instruments.  I saw a heat gun, pliers, assorted saws, clamps, and a hammer. 
 
    Everything but anesthesia; hell’s operating theater.
 
   Obamacare in action.
 
   I went down the passage, checking the cells along the way.  They not only seemed empty, but appeared to have been out of use for years.  But the sounds we heard…?  I went on and found a back wall of cages.  The middle one had a prisoner, one of the teachers from the look of him.  I think I remembered seeing him before.  From the weak smell of his person, and the lack of dung and piss in the corner pail, he hadn’t been here long.  Just long enough to be scared out of his wits.  He huddled against the back brick wall of his cell.  His hands covered his head.  His fingers were bloody, the nails cracked.  He’d been trying to dig his way out, but had given up.  
 
   You master pain, or it masters you.
 
   He went rigidly still as I stepped up to his cell door.  That surprised me.  He wasn’t supposed to be able to sense me in this state.  Speaking of seeing; I hadn’t seen any sign of a control center with monitors, or an alarm waiting to sound-off should intruders come.  
 
   The prisoner’s here.  Where’s the warden?
 
   The guy in the cell whispered with a broken voice.  “Is … is someone there?” 
 
   So he couldn’t see me.  He just suspected something.  Maybe he’s a latent psychic, his potential stirred up by survival instincts.  Hey, I’ve met this guy.  Yeah, put him in a suit, give him a superior, snotty attitude, and you have Paul Hastings, flute teacher.  He must have stumbled onto something and been captured.  Well, he’ll keep.  I need to find the bad guy.  He has to have some kind of a nerve center around here, someplace to kick back between bouts of torture.  I must have missed something.
 
   I retraced my path, returning to the autopsy table.  There was a board for controlling various aspects of it.  I looked more carefully.  Ah, a light’s flickering.  A silent alert; Madison’s coming.  
 
   I looked around to see if her entrance had alerted anyone else.  The shadows didn’t seem to hold any surprises.  I heard a metallic grating noise, like some rusty hidden door moving with protest.  And there he was, coming from the back of the space where I’d just been—the grim reaper himself, a figure cloaked in tattered black cloth, a hood over his head.  His face was a skull.  His hands were bones, grasping a hand scythe.   The sickle was black steel with a handle.  The curved blade could have lain flush against half a basketball, before slicing it through.  The figure came to a stop, staring through me.  I turned to confirm what had caught his eye.  Madison was running in, a stake in one hand, and a bowie knife in the other.  My kinda woman. 
 
   I turned back in time to see the reaper use an overhand throw to launch the hand scythe.  It whirled straight for my head since—magically invisible—I was in the path of the throw.  Bending backward, I went limp which quickly dropped me under the attack.  The scythe whizzed on over me.  I scrambled around to watch Madison catch the crescent blade with her bowie knife, deflecting it.
 
   Cool move.
 
   She came on with furious speed, causing me to lunge out of her way as she went after the reaper.  He turned ass and ran, probably heading for that secret door of his.  I dropped my magic spell and summoned my demon sword, while calling out.  “Onyx, c’mon, move!  The bastard’s getting away.”
 
   There was a muffled boom, a small, shaped charge of C4 I guessed.  Not a deadfall after all.
 
   Onyx moved like liquid darkness, catching up to me in a moment, racing ahead.  He stopped at the cage where the flute teacher huddled.  
 
   “Get that guy out of there,” I ordered, “and bring him along.”
 
   As Onyx messed with the cage door, I hurried to catch up to Madison.  I could smell her trail, and hear the sounds of close combat not too far off.  A side passageway lead me away from the wall lights, to a dead end, except it turned out to be canvas, a theater backdrop painted to look like a brick wall.  I swept the canvas aside and found an old, rusty door that swung forward into another passageway.  It, too, ended with a rusty door, one that had very little room to open.  I squeezed out and found myself on the backside of a boiler or something.  Squirming to the side, heading for white, artificial lighting, I didn’t have time for inspection.  
 
   I emerged into the open, in a machine shop.  A box of old piping and wrenches lay scattered on the floor.  The light was from metal dishes hanging from the ceiling.  The dishes had wire underneath, caging glowing, dusty light bulbs.  I saw the sickle abandoned on the floor, but no sign of Madison or the reaper.  They were giving the term “running battle” all new meaning.  I could have continued going after them, but I saw something I thought more important at the moment.  
 
   On a clear stretch of floor, the reaper had used red spray paint to create a summoning circle.  It was corrupted magic, pieced together, something someone had copied out of books of witchcraft.  Most of the lines and symbols were borderline Masonic mixed with Celtic runes.  There was a horned moon, and an invocation to the unnamed gods of Chaos.  It was mostly trash, but enough of it was right to trap an insubstantial spirit.
 
   Ghost Girl was there.  I hadn’t recognized her at first.  Her form was shriveled, frail.  Her energy only a pale waning of lilac.  I could see through her, with the sick knowledge that she was dying for the second time.  In the circle—as a form of bait—was a violin made of rosewood.  It had proven irresistible.  Whatever protection the doll had given her had failed.
 
   I walked to the circle and set down my sword, not knowing how the spell would react to the demon blade.  Unafraid of the crude rendering, I entered it and knelt by the ghost.  She looked off at a patch of darkness, calling to it.  I saw bestial eyes and thought it was Tukka at first, but the creature that came to the edge of the circle—and no closer—was a creature of shadow, a phantom hound.  It wined piteously at the girl.
 
   “It’s ah‘right,” she said.  “You’ll get him for me, won’t you, boy?”
 
   The dog—some kind of substitute for Tukka—whined some more.
 
   I touched the girl, my hand sinking into her immaterial chest, to her heart.  “I will get him for you, I promise.”
 
   A violet charge surged from her, hitting me.  My thoughts whited out.  The world receded.  It was like being swallowed by a dream, or maybe a memory she’d been saving just for me.   It roared through me, a series of flickering images that all bled together.  I couldn’t make sense of the information.  Maybe after my mind had a chance to process it more…
 
   Ghost Girl looked at me then and a tremulous smile brightened her face.  “My doll.  She’ll show you the place of his power.  The place of the dead … where he keeps the children he gathered from all over the world.”
 
   She closed her eyes and sank, a fog of light sucked up by the lines of the circle.  And then there was no nothing.  The hound threw its phantom head back and howled like a thrice-damned soul.   I wanted to howl myself.  The dragon in me wanted to rip and rend and drink hot blood.  It was strange.  I thought I was well past human empathy.  I’d known the girl for such a short time.  Why did I care that she’d been lost for so long, a vagrant in the world, wanting justice.  Her bright future wiped away by a mad killer who apparently was still around all these years later.  
 
   Well, I did care, for whatever reason.  And someone was going to die for this, as slowly as I could arrange.  I straightened and left the summoning seal, taking up my sword.  It could have left, once released from my hand, but it hadn’t fed yet, and I sensed its deep approval of the killing mood inside me.
 
   Onyx joined me, the flute teacher lagging behind.  “Where’s Madison?” the shadow man asked.
 
   “I don’t know.  I lost her.  Got wrapped up in something else.”
 
   “Was that a dog, howling in here?” Hastings asked.
 
   “Some kind of phantom dog.”  I turned toward the circle.  The dog was gone.  I had the strongest feeling that the beast was out trying to catch the reaper.  The dog and I both had a pledge to carry out.  I turned back to Hastings.  “You know who the reaper is.  You’ve seen him without that costume on, right?  Dr. Shawcross’ office has the secret entrance that led us to you.”
 
   “Y-Yes!”  Hastings grabbed my arm, anxious to spill what he knew.  “I found out about him, about some mystic relic he was experimenting with, about all those children he killed so long ago, almost murdering his own grandson in his madness.  He’s been preparing for something big, building some kind of powerful entity.  Hundreds are meant to die at tonight’s concert to perfect his weapon.  I know it’s insane.  I must sound crazy myself, but I swear it’s true.”
 
   “I believe you,” I said.  “We already know about the weapon.  And I’m going to stop Shawcross, whatever it takes.”  I knew what it would take.  The deep suppression of everything human in me, the same way I’d lived my life.  “That and the doll,” I said.
 
   Onyx looked at me, puzzled.  “Huh?”
 
   “Give me the doll I stashed in you.”
 
   “Oh, you need it?”  He reached into himself, a trick that had Hastings recoiling from us in fear.  Onyx pulled the doll out of his shadows and handed her to me.  “Here you go.”
 
   I took the old, abused doll and looked her in the face.  “Okay, where to now?”
 
   The doll’s one remaining eye burned with blue light.  I held her facing away from me, and slowly turned, letting the doll pan the room.   As she faced one wall, a ray of sapphire shot out from the eye, marking a course.  I lowered the doll to my side as I came back around to see Hastings.  I pointed the way the doll had indicated.  “What’s that direction?”
 
   “Nothing!  I promise you.  That just the fountain behind the Victorian, and barren hills beyond.”  
 
   “We’ll see.”  I turned to Onyx.  “Find Madison.  Make sure she’s okay, and call Grace.  Get her here as fast as you can.  You can take my Mustang.”
 
   His eyes widened at that. “Really?”
 
   I didn’t bother responding.  I’d given my orders.  Doll in hand, I ran for the closest door, and worked my way through the building, trying to stay in the general direction the doll wanted me to go.  I found a staircase that brought me back to the first floor.  I’d worked my way to a side door and was about to go out when a flashlight beam hit me.
 
   A querulous voice shouted.  “Hold it right there.  Put your 
 
   hands up and don’t move a muscle.  I have a stun gun and I’m not afraid to use it!”
 
   I turned slowly.  It was the security guard.  He’d apparently awakened from his usual nap—at exactly the wrong time.  Too bad.  I’m not in a mood to play nice.  I smiled disarmingly, held out the doll, and said, “Dolly needs to go to the bathroom.”  He blinked at me, probably doubting my sanity, and I used hat moment of confusion to strike with the demon sword.  I barely grazed his chest, but it was enough for the blade to slurp down his soul.  The man’s lifeforce was a haze of silvery blue that was sucked into the sword’s red glow.  In my mind, I heard the soul scream as it was consumed.  Satisfaction rolled off the blade.  Some of its bolstered, occult strength backwashed into me.
 
   I turned back to the door and pushed out into the early morning.  The sky was a wheel of stars with dawn still hours away.  I faced the Victorian, holding up the doll.  Nothing.  I panned with the doll to the fountain and flowerbeds behind the old structure.  Blue light came, a fast flicker that strengthened as I moved the doll more to my right.  The beam returned, pointing past the garden and fountain, moving straight up the hillside and into the sky.
 
   I had my new course; I just had to follow it.  I started off in an easy lope, not knowing how far I’d have to run.  The rough soil shifted with every step.  Puffs of dust kicked up that the night breeze stole away.  I was glad of my jacket.  The desert had turned cold.  The further I went, the rougher the terrain became.  If not for my excellent night-vision, I’d have had to slow down in fear of breaking an ankle in gopher hole, or in rolling gravel.  Scrub and thistle pulled at my pants legs as I went first over a big hill, then down into a draw that led me around to a dry river bed.  Piles of boulders and unfamiliar plants caught moonlight and wore shadows, creating fantastic shapes that would have fed a child’s fears. 
 
   But I’m no child.  I’m a killer.  And I’m not giving up on this trail until I get to … music?
 
   I heard the soaring voice of a flute.  I headed into the sound, emerging around an outcrop of rock to find my way blocked by a cemetery fence and a locked gate.  Beyond lay a graveyard.  My enemy was inside.  I lifted the doll and pointed her face at the locked gate.  The blue beam lashed out once more, hitting the lock, forcing it open.
 
   Hungry for more energy, my demon sword tried to take over the hand holding it.  The blade swung close to the doll.  Fortunately, I yanked the sword back before it destroyed the doll, ruining a tool I needed.  I flicked the sword away, willing it to return to my armory in Malibu, and entered the gate.  
 
   The flute music increased tempo as if the player were terribly eager to see me.  
 
   Got to be a trap, not that I can let that stop me.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THIRTY
 
    
 
   “Nature knows no mercy; life’s losers get eaten.”
 
    
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   Death had traded in his hand 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.  The Reaper 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, a hooded skull floating in its pocket of darkness.
 
   I summoned one of my PX4 Beretta Storms.  My thumb nudged off the safety.  I lifted the semi-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.  Old blood had once 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—or if someone looked at me funny—but this one time, it would be for honor.
 
   Turning, the Reaper saw me.  He pulled the flute from his grinning face.  His eyes were patches of black.  Empty, no demon or ghost light inside them.    
 
   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, apparently experienced at 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 sent it back to my satchel to be automatically reloaded.  A thought rang out into the ether, commanding obedience.  My demon sword came, fading into my hand from elsewhere.  I gripped the hilt, bracing my mind for the wave of pitiless hunger that rolled off the blade, begging for another soul to drink. 
 
   Working on it, I told the sword, but no more fooling around.
 
   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 turned the corner next.  
 
   As I got there, I heard him yelp in startled pain.
 
   What the hell!
 
   Rounding the corner, I saw no trace of the Reaper.  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, so he vaporized, going incorporeal to save himself.
 
   Suddenly without their meal, 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 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.
 
   Darkness surged up in me from my other half, my inner dragon spilling power into our mutual flesh.  My pained scream transmuted to one of ecstasy as golden lightning wreathed my flesh.  Heat wound around my limbs like pythons while an electric, crackling voice distracting me from the ghosts’ attack.  
 
   And I did lift my sword.  Its eldritch glow left a red blur in the air as I slashed horizontally, the blade sweeping almost two feet off the ground.  An arc of crimson light spread out like half a ripple on an unseen sea.  The bloody arc slashed into the children, biting through their protoplasmic substance, leaving distortion behind and rips across their bodies.
 
   Hah!  Take that, ankle-biting parasites!
 
   One of them had been slashed with both the sword and its energy.  His substance attenuated, spooling into the air, into my hungry blade like a black hole feeding on stellar plasma.  The screams of the ghosts snapped off as they went intangible and invisible, all except the ghost touched by my demon blade.  His scream died, too, but he didn’t escape.  He unwound, decaying until the sword claimed all of him, leaving not even a faint smear of light behind.
 
   My sword said, Ah, the taste of terror.  That never gets old.
 
   I didn’t need a mirror to know that one of my eyes had gone dragon while the other stayed human; my vision was a mishmash of sensory data.  I closed my human eye, and the competing images in my brain resolved to a silvery-green, a night-mode of seeing that edged into mystical frequencies of light so auras and residual magical energies were also visible.  The ghost children weren’t just incorporeal, they’d fled the scene.
 
   I flicked my wrist and released the hilt of my katana.  It vanished, leaving a small vacuum the air rushed to fill, and leaving less light to see by as well.  I picked myself up and recovered the doll before retracing my steps to the front gates of the cemetery.  Without out Skull-Boy and his choir of death to concentrate on, I had a chance to better study the details around me.  This place wasn’t typical of Santa Fe graveyards.  Most of them weren’t this crowded and over-adorned with crypts, pointy monuments, and angels.  This style was more common with eastern cemeteries.  
 
   I passed through the wrought iron gates, not bothering to close them, and turned back for a last glance.  Like a heat mirage, the place wavered and faded—like the location itself was a ghost, or hidden by glamour.  I felt warmth in my dragon eye as it shifted back to human DNA.  Enough light remained in the sky for me to see the muted colors in the scrubland around me: the pale-green sage clumps, the low-growing yellow-white chamisa, and Apache bloom, its white petals shaded pink by feathery seed pods.  Boulders were present that had not been in the cemetery before. 
 
   Ghost Girl was gone now—not into the light—into the nothingness of utter extinction.  Skull-Boy had destroyed her so I couldn’t return the ugly doll.  Better hang onto it in case I need access to some spectral dimension again.  The doll would serve 
 
   as a key, until its residual energy became exhausted.
 
   I turned from the vanished cemetery and trudged across the rough terrain.   Time must have flowed differently in the cemetery than outside it.  Nothing else accounted for the sky already brightening with dawn.  The walk back lasted half an hour at least, bringing me to the top of a rise behind the Branden Conservatory compound.  The old Victorian mansion down below had once stood alone, well outside of town at the end of a dirt road.  With the city’s expansion, that road had become paved.  Sewer lines made the old outhouse unnecessary, a relic of a bygone age.  Lights were on at the hall, in the Victorian, and in the main building of the school, but as far as I could see, I was the only one running around the property.
 
   Spoke too soon.
 
   A smudgy shape slunk along the ground, a churning darkness running on four feet.  Dog was back, having pulled himself together after losing the chunks eaten by the ghost children.  What interested me the most was his straight-line course toward the converted Victorian.  His back bristling, Dog hit the outside cellar door.  Snarling, I thought he was on a hot trail.  His substance flattened, going smoky as he seeped through various cracks.  In moments, no sign of Dog remained.  
 
   I went down the dirt bank, dodging a patch of cactus, and strolled through a garden with a circular fountain where a slim stream of water spit up and fell back into the basin.  Went to the cellar door where Dog had passed.  There was a latch and lock.  The wood was old, the hinges rusty and unimpressive.  A stomp with my steel-toed boots and the latch screws parted company with the door.  I let myself in and went down a short flight of wooden steps.  
 
   There was an antique scrub board, an ironing board, an old push mower, a few wooden barrels, and lots of shelves with mason jars lined up.  I peered into the gloom, looking for Dog.  Shadows in the corner stirred and whined.  I went over and found the beast.  He was standing over a body.  I knelt and shooed the ghost dog back.  He went, apparently having no use for a corpse.  I rolled the body to see the face.  Dr. Shawcross.  His eyes stared at nothing.  His clothing had seen better days.  The hilt of a butcher knife protruded from his chest.  This was definitely not Dog’s work.  He had no opposable thumbs and I’d seen no sign of strong poltergeist phenomena around him.
 
   I stood and turned away.  The Reaper had gotten off way too easily.  He hadn’t suffered near enough.  I felt crushing disappointment.  I walked over to the shelves, needing something to break.  I curled my fingers into a tight fist and was about to pound glass when I stopped myself.  I stared.  The jars held ears, and eyes, lips, and tongues.  One had a human heart.  Another jar contained a liver.  Fingers.  Kidneys.  A spleen.  The prize collection of a murderer.  
 
   Someone found this and—filled with disgust and righteous fury—they avenged the dead.  Question is, who? I might never know.  Well, nothing left to do now but stop the concert tonight.  
 
   I went back outside and reentered the Victorian by a kitchen door.  Workers hustled, loading up push carts with meals.  Prepping to serve dinner to the students, no one offered me more than a glance or two.  I crossed the room, passed an arch, and entered a dining room that spilled into what had once been the living room.  
 
   Several long tables with chairs made a labyrinth on the gold-stained, eucalyptus floorboards.  Fresh, white plaster gleamed on the walls, probably replacing what had once been old-fashioned wallpaper.  Grace and Madison sat at a corner of one table, place settings in front of them, and sweaty glasses with ice water in reach.  Grace saw me and waved enthusiastically.  Madison’s cool, blue eyes locked onto me, absorbing my approach with no sign of emotion.  She seemed not to have suffered injury, and was dressed far more normally in a vintage outfit, white and frilly with a lot of lace on top, and a draw-cord waist.  I was sure she had weapons hidden by the bulky skirt.  Her gaze dropped to my hand, to the damaged doll I carried.  Her brow furrowed slightly with unvoiced questions.
 
   I sat across from Grace, and handed her the doll.  She took and stared at it, and lifted her eyes to mine.  “You shouldn’t have.  And I really mean that, Uncle Caine.”
 
   Good.  She’d managed to remember our fictional relationship, our cover while snooping around the school.  
 
   “It’s an antique.  I think it might be worth restoring.  Interested?”
 
   Grace looked at the doll with an evaluating eye.  “You might be right about not throwing it out.  A child once loved this.  I can feel the residual emotion.”
 
   Madison shot her an interested glance.  “You can?”
 
   Grace grinned at her.  “A family trait from my mother’s side of the family.”
 
   “Cool.”  Madison picked through the silverware on her unfolded, cloth napkin.  She held up a spoon.  “Can you bend things with your mind, too?” 
 
   “I don’t do spoons.”  Grace set the doll on the floor beside her chair, and straightened as Justin came over stand by her.  He wore jeans and a tee shirt with a green frog playing the banjo.  The frog was a puppet with Ping-Pong ball eyes and an open mouth with a small red-felt tongue.  The bronze-haired boy with the flat, brown eyes had the same easy smile as they’d seen when he’d been practicing in the music room.  He ignored me, his eyes on Grace.
 
   The eyes of the frog on his shirt seemed to bore into me with lunatic intent.  My hands itched for their guns.  I fought down the impulse to summon my Berettas and darken those bulging eyes forever.  Remember, I told myself, you’re trying to be less of an evil asshole, and more of an evil, Machiavellian mastermind.  My long-term objectives required that I build on my followers and connections, what the Old Man referred to as “piling up capital in terms of loyalty.”  While visiting the Red Lady’s moon, I’d seen a glimpse of the far future, of myself as an immortal.  I wasn’t immortal yet—that I knew of—but it wouldn’t hurt to develop strength for such a long-term agenda.
 
   “Mind if I join you?” Justin asked.
 
   Grace returned his smile.  “Have a seat.”  Grace’s eyes went to the black case Justin carried.  “Been in the practice room again?”
 
   He pulled out a chair and sat beside her.  “Yeah, we have a 
 
   concert coming up, a public relations and fundraising thing for the school.”
 
   I wondered what the haint in the auditorium would say about that.  Or maybe, that was what it was waiting for—an audience.  And I still didn’t know how the presence connected to the serial killer I was hunting—if it did.  I, too, had noticed the flute case Justin carried.  It would be way too easy if he had a white jade flute in that thing.  Not likely though.  We’d already seen the instrument he played.  An ordinary metal flute, not jade, white or green.  Finding something like that would have been too good to be true.
 
   I glared at him.  “Everybody play the same kind of flute around here as you do?”
 
   He looked at me as if seeing me for the first time, and patted his case.  “Uh, yeah, I guess.  
 
   Sterling silver, C type.”
 
   “Can I see it again?” Grace asked.
 
   Shrugging, he opened the case and stared.  “I don’t understand.”
 
   Inside the case was a flute much smaller than normal.  It wasn’t steel, but stone, a white variety of jade.  The mouth-part was Himalayan silver.  This was the same flute I’d seen in the hands of Skull-Boy.  From where I sat, I could feel a malevolent energy from it tainting the air, a feeling of dark hunger that called for the touch of my hands.  The instrument wanted to be played, needing it badly.  
 
   A cursed relic.
 
   Justin stammered, “I-I don’t understand.  That’s not my flute.”  The frog on his shirt looked equally shocked.
 
   “You must have accidentally switched it with someone,” Madison said.
 
   The reaper.  Has to be.  But he’s dead.  Isn’t he?  Maybe Shawcross had a partner.  I suddenly felt very happy.  There’s still someone I get to kill.
 
   Justin looked thoughtful, staring up into space.  “Well, I did just come from using a practice room.  I had the first hour booked, getting ready for the concert tonight.”
 
   “Who came in for the second hour as you were leaving?” I asked.
 
   “Tia Brooks.  She’s a first year.  And her instructor, Mr. Hastings.”
 
   Hastings?  Awful fast recovery, going from traumatized victim to a music tutor like nothing happened.  
 
   “They both had flutes?” I asked.
 
   Justin looked at me.  “Flute cases, yeah.  We put them together on the piano while coats were coming on and off.”
 
   “One last question,” I said.  “Was everything normal over at the school?”  
 
   “Oh, no, police are there.  They were calling for a morgue pickup when I left.  Seems the security guard had a heart attack last night.  He was pretty old.”
 
   Madison stood and looked at me.  “You want to walk over there, and check things out.”
 
   I nodded briskly.  “But first, I think I’d better take custody of this.”  I held out my hand for the case.
 
   Justin handed it over, the lid still open.  
 
   The dragon in me stirred in the shadows of my mind, his attention focused on the jade and silver.  Pretty.  Mine!  I want it.  He moved my hand, and I was suddenly holding the cursed flute with bare, vulnerable flesh.  Having time for a single thought, I used it to stab my dragon self.
 
   YOU colossal IDIOT!
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THIRTY-ONE
 
    
 
   “The best dreams have nightmare bleeding in at the edges.”
 
    
 
                                           —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   Like a ghost with nothing better to do, I occupied the dusty darkness; at my feet, the loose sheets of an old newspaper, the Santa Fe New Mexican, March 20, 1996.  One story caught my eye, British alarmed at outbreak of mad cow disease.   I’m back in the nineties?  
 
   The sound of creaking wood drew my attention.  I looked up at a nine-year-old girl framed by attic windows.  Everything near her lay muted in graytones, but not the girl herself.  Her colors seeped in like a stubborn stain.  She wore pink ribbons in golden curls and a frilly sundress.  Her eyes were a strong shade of blue that could not be tamed by the shadows: cornflower blue.  She’d been tied to a rocking horse, the source of the creaking I heard.  The wooden pony was an antique, painted white with a golden mane and tail.  Obviously handcrafted.
 
   The way things come clear in dreams, I knew the little girl had sat mounted for hours.  Her fidgety posture showed that her butt hurt.  Her puffy face showed she’d cried in the dark after the oil lamp burned its store of kerosene.  She’d waited in fear for the monster to come back.  I could taste the acrid tang in the air.  The girl was also hungry.  Tired.  Afraid.  And from the stillness, terribly alone in her trial.  
 
   I saw doubt in her eyes: Would anyone come looking?  Would anyone save her?  Could she save herself?  
 
   She returned to gnawing the ropes on her wrist with small, bright, white teeth.  I knew she’d not finish in time.  The monster would come back, and something terrible would happen.  
 
   Nightmare was a breath away, waiting restlessly to sweep in.  
 
   There’s nothing here I can change.  This is a dream of the past.  A waste of my time, really.  Unless I’m finally shown something new.
 
   During the last few weeks, the dream had come over and over, always stopping just before the monster’s return.  This was one of the reasons I’d come to Santa Fe.  It had taken a while to realize I was being haunted by someone who wanted to be a client.  I had no idea how I was going to get paid for this gig.  Normally, I’d not take a pro bono job, but—once in a long while—I break this rule in order to balance out my karma.  Besides, total evil would be monotonous, and I’d been coming here on business anyway.
 
   A door slammed.
 
   That’s new.
 
   I continued to wait.  That was my purpose here; to see, to understand.
 
   There came a sound, a tuneless trilling, notes strung carelessly together with no regard for key.  Creating a sense of tempo, footsteps sounded on the lower steps.  Slow, plodding, laborious.  The sounds froze the girl on the horse.  Her eyes were wide, flashing blue desperation.  She tugged hard on the ropes on her wrist, tightening the knots she’d barely loosened.
 
   The steps approached the attic door and stopped just outside.  The tuneless notes of the flute settled into clear melody that soared, leaping in brilliant cascades, and fell back in breathy riffs, dragging melancholy resonation from the depths of the soul. The monster played well, genius technique and unlimited scope.  Yet the beauty remained somehow sterile, antiseptic, refusing the flaws that add character and heart.  For all the mastery, there was a lack of true emotion—a psychopath’s serenade.
 
   I laughed without sound.  Takes one to know one.
 
   I was the audience, an observer.   If I had power to do anything, I’d draw one of my Berettas and empty a magazine into the door.  The flautist would wind up with as many holes as his instrument.  That’s my idea of fun.   Testing the dream, I reached into my coat and drew the weapon that ought to be there.   What 
 
   came out was a baked turkey leg smelling of sage.  
 
   This is safe, I thought, with all that mad cow out there.  I took a bite, spit it out, and dropped the leg onto the newspaper.  Tasteless.  
 
   The playing stopped.  There was a pause.  A key rattled in the lock.  The door swung open with exaggerated slowness.  A ten-year-old boy with dark brown hair stepped into the attic.   He had the kind of haircut you get when a parent puts a bowl on your head and takes the scissors to you.  His eyes were hidden by the window light reflected off his round glasses.  The loss of visible eyes added an inhuman quality to him.  He wore a dark suit with shirt and tie.  A school uniform.  No matter how hard I tried to focus on the jacket’s school crest emblem, I only got a vague impression of a blob.
 
   The girl’s overly fond of Harry Potter books.  All the kid needs is a lightning-shaped scar on his forehead.
 
   Holding his flute like a magic wand, the boy advanced on the rocking-horse girl.  His face never turned my direction.  He stopped near her, sitting on an old toy chest.  He set the flute beside him and reached down for something at his feet.  He lifted a violin case.  It hadn’t been here long enough to gather a coating of dust.
 
   The girl’s eyes clung to the violin.  Her fear deepened, peeling off her like a dark acrid vapor.  I think the girl was more afraid for her violin than herself.  
 
   A born musician.
 
   The shadows drank her fear, gaining strength.  Several of them took on the shapes of little girls.  The eyes of the specters were red, hungry, reminding me of vampire eyes.  The fear gave them density, but neither the rocking-horse girl nor the boy paid them any mind.  
 
   There was no tension in his posture as he spoke in slow, flat tones.  “They say you’re promising, gifted.  What was the word our teacher used last week?  Ah, yes, expressive.”
 
   I took a few steps to get closer, but it was like walking up a down-moving escalator.  I stopped and waited, knowing I wasn’t going to like what the little sociopath had in mind.  Being one myself, I objected to the competition on general principle.  He’d doubtless worked his way up from stray pets to people.  Me, I’d never wimp out by picking on something helpless.  Where’s the fun in that?
 
   The girl’s voice trembled as did the friendly smile she tried to wear.  “You’re good, too.”
 
   His fist balled up.  It bashed the top of the black, plastic violin case.  “Good!  Any moron can be good, any idiot that practices.  I don’t want to be good.  I want to be the best!”  The emotion drained from his voice, as he regained composure.  “You know what they say about me?”
 
   She shook her head no, which meant she did, but wasn’t going to draw a lightning strike by admitting it.
 
   “They say I’m esthetically pleasing,” he smiled a big, fake smile, “but a little robotic.”
 
   “Esthetically?” she echoed.
 
   He sneered at her.  “Pretty.”
 
   She brightened.  “But that’s good.”
 
   He looked at her from a deep silence, head cocked to the side.  “You are stupid.”
 
   Her face reddened.  She pressed her lips into a thin, hard line, her fear slipping away for a moment.  “Yeah, but I’m expressively stupid, so there!”
 
   His head fell forward.  His hunched shoulders shook.  He lifted his face, staring up at the rafters, laughter escaped a few moments until he choked it off, his shallow chest heaving.  He set the violin case aside and heaved to his feet, drawing a Swiss pocket knife from his coat pocket.  
 
   Fear was back in the girl’s face, her stricken gaze locked on the small blade.  He seized her bound hands.  
 
   She shrieked.  
 
   He cut.  The ropes fell away.  Her hands were free, but stiff and swollen, lacking circulation.  He leaned into her, his face inches away from hers.  “For an expressive idiot, you’re kinda cute, so I’m going to give you a chance to live.”  He jabbed the knife blade into the rump of the horse, and backed away, picking up her violin case.  He opened it and pulled out the violin and bow.  He shoved these into her fumbling hands.  “Here.  If you can still play better than me, I’ll let you go.”
 
   She wiggled her fingers, flexing them, wincing at fresh pain.  “That’s not fair!”
 
   He grinned at her.  “Yeah, I know.  Still, it’s the best offer you’re going to get.  One more thing, there’s a penalty if you lose; you get to pick what I break next—your fingers or your violin.”
 
   “Not my violin!  My mommy gave me that for my birthday.”
 
   “Then you’d better not lose.  Of course, if you don’t want to try and beat me, I can just tie you up and go away for good.  You’ll die alone.  Eventually.  Just one more ghost in this place for me to play with.”
 
   The boy was really stacking the deck against her.  I was surprised he didn’t glue her fingers together while he was at it.  I did a quick calculation.  If the boy was ten years old in 1996, in my time, he’d be about twenty-eight or twenty-nine.  I hadn’t heard a name yet, but if I identified the girl—the murder victim—then I knew her killer would be a classmate, one who played the flute.  I hoped more of the pieces would fall into place.  Someone really needed to hunt this punk down and make him eat some ground glass.
 
   “All right,” the girl said, “I’ll play, but you better keep your promise.”                                                        
 
   I doubt it’s possible.
 
   He crossed his heart.  A look of extreme integrity fell over his features like a mask.  “I give you my word.”
 
   Yeah, right.
 
   She was still working her hands, her violin and bow pressed to her chest.  “So, how do we do this?”
 
   He moved away from her, gathering up stuffed animals, action figures, and dolls—one of them with a bright yellow dress and blue eyes.  He lined them up in front of the rocking horse.  “This is the jury.  They’ll decide.”
 
   She looked at him like he was crazy, as well she should.
 
   He said, “I’ll ask them to pick.  Whoever gets more votes wins.”
 
   She looked doubtfully at the toys.  “You’ll ask them, and they’ll tell you?”
 
   He smiled.  “Sure.  Toys talk to me all the time.  Sometimes, the TV, too, even when it’s off.  And the shadows.  Things live in shadows, you know.”  He looked over at the red-eyed ghosts.  “But don’t tell anyone.  Our little secret, right?”
 
   She followed his gaze but scanned the air without focus, seeing only nothingness.  “Riiight.”
 
   He sat on the toy box once more, lifting his flute to his lips.  “I’ll start.  You follow, if you can.  He played something classical I couldn’t name.  The violin started slow, haltingly, like a voice in search of a song, but those fragments strengthened, coloring the flute’s melody the way a canvas defines the strokes of a painter’s brush.  What sounded at first like poor playing converted into sobbing, piercing slides, moving in counterpoint to the first melody.  The girl—suffering depravation, chilled with fear, a heart full of dread—hi-jacked the performance with a dancing spirit that brought light, hope, and laughter into the crushing void of darkness.  The flute notes were well-ordered death, but the violin brought a sweeping defiance of the grave.
 
   The red-eyed ghost she couldn’t see, which I did, drew close to her.  Their eyes cooled to silvery blue.  They reached and touched her gently like a precious gift fallen into hell.  And their feeling filled her.  Just a child, she played better than many celebrated musicians.  If the monster had played with her, following where she led, he might have learned just what it was his music lacked, but he was determined to beat her, to show off, to fight against the passion he did not have.  
 
   The last notes fading into the dusty corners of the attic.  Neither of the two performers moved except to lower their instruments.  Beats of silence hung between them.  The monster’s hands white-knuckled on his flute.  Rage knotted his jaw muscles.  Tension made him stiff and mechanical as he finally set his flute down and stood.
 
   The girl used this time to palm the knife.  On the side of the rocking horse away from the bow, she desperately sawed at a rope tying her to the saddle.  The motion made the horse rock just a little.  The monster didn’t notice, moving past her to where the toy judges waited to deliver their verdict.  
 
   Sadly, I knew the girl had too much talent to live, no matter what the monster had promised her.  He glared down at the toys.  “Well?”  He listened to voices no one else could hear.  An evil grin stretched his face.  “Hah!  I knew it.  I win.”
 
   Letting the bow slide to the ground, she’d been sawing on the ropes of her feet.  She straightening just in time as the monster turned to face her, the toys at his back.  He marched to the head of the rocking horse, and reached over to snatch away the violin.  
 
   With one hand, she grabbed after it.  “Give that back, you liar.  You know I won.”
 
   He bared his teeth like an agonized beast, and swung the violin against the horse’ head.  The violin shattered into pieces.  Some flew away.  Some hung, connect still by the strings.  The monster laughed as he slung the remnants across the attic.
 
   Freed from the horse, the girl slid to the floor, having difficulty standing.  Her empty hand snatched up the bow.  She held it like a sword, fending off the monster.
 
   He looked at her with delight.  “Oh, you’re going to fight me?  That didn’t work out so well for you last time, you know?  You got a spanking for that.”
 
   Her face set into a display of grim determine.  “The point of practicing is to get better.  Too bad you never will.”
 
   He growled and surged at her.  One hand swept the bow to aside.  It fell with small clatter.  His other hand reached down.  
 
   She lunged up, grabbing his coat to stay erect.  I saw a brief flash from something she held.  The monster seized up, a startled grunt escaping him.  He staggered back, falling to the floor.  His head broke the line of toys.  The handle of the knife jutted from his stomach.
 
   The girl scrambled past him, barely managing to stay on her feet as she scooped up her twin, the blond-haired doll with the yellow dress and cornflower blue eyes.  She reached the door, fumbled it open, and ran out—her small feet clomping on the stairs.  
 
   Hell, a happy ending?  I’m not used to that.
 
   Then came the sound of splintering wood, of breaking boards, and a child’s scream—quickly cut off.  
 
   Spoke too soon.
 
   The monster was laughing weakly as he rolled onto his knees and struggled up.  The little shit lurched past me, saying, “I guess she was in too much of a hurry to notice the hall rug sagged in the middle over the spot where I took out the floorboards.  Oh, well, accidents happen.”  
 
   His fingers pressed around the entry point of the blade.  I could smell blood in the air.  So could the ghosts.  Their eyes were back to blazing red as they swarmed the boy, following him out of the attic like a cluster of tethered birthday balloons.   He was their anchor to the world, the source of their undying hatred.  Soon, I expected one more to appear and swell their number, a ghost without her violin.
 
   A wave of vertigo swept over me.  The attic flickered, dancing, blurring, multiple images overlapping, and then…
 
   …Like a ghost with nothing better to do, I occupied the dusty darkness; at my feet, the loose sheets of an old newspaper, the Santa Fe New Mexican, March 20, 1996.  One story caught my eye, 
 
   British alarmed at outbreak of mad cow disease.   I’m back in the 90’s?  
 
   The sound of creaking wood drew my attention.  I looked up at a nine-year-old girl framed by attic windows.
 
   A reset.  I’m caught in a dream loop.  Got to … force myself … awake … or I’m beyond fucked!
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THIRTY-TWO
 
    
 
   “Facts have gotten in the way—I may 
 
   have to revise my opinion on fu dogs.”
 
    
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   I lost track of how many repetitions there were after seven or eight.  I looked for ways to distract myself, or introduce small changes in Ghost Girl’s memory loop.  I’d tried breaking the loop all at once.  Nothing.  But if I could change one small thing, corrupting a piece of the pattern, then maybe I could eventually wear a hole in the memory and cause the whole thing to unravel.  Or fail to reset.  I might not be any better off, but it was the only plan I had.  
 
   The big drawback; I was a ghost here, unable to touch anything, an unseen observer.  In the dream of the music competition, I’d held a violin and played it.  I’d been solid with an interactive environment.  What made a difference was the controlling power of the white jade flute, a cursed object.  
 
   Start small.
 
   I stood by the rump of the rocking horse.  A key moment was coming.  The girl’s hands had been cut free so she could hold her violin.   The folding knife had been stabbed into the wooden horse.  The girl played her little nine-year-old heart out.  No, it wasn’t Tiny Dancer.   Both did their thing, a reenactment of the public competition the boy had lost.  His failure had scarred him badly.  His failure again would bend him even more.
 
   The moment came when the toy jurors delivered their verdict—according to Paul Hastings.  Hastings wasn’t his real name.  It was Shawcross.  After the notoriety of this event, and his father’s death, he’d probably been sent away under an alias to get some peace from the news hounds.  My guess was that his grandfather suspected something, but couldn’t make himself believe his grandson was a serial killer.  But Paul’s father had died, and Paul had come home.   At some point, he started teaching flute.  And the killings started up again.  Maybe they were just cases of missing girls, or older female musicians.  The M.O. could have changed.  Maybe one or two of the students here went missing.  I could see how Dr. Shawcross might eventually arrive at a compromise solution that protected his grandson and the school.  
 
   Lock up the boy, control him.  The only thing to be done.  I put my focus back on the loop.  Here comes the moment I’ve been waiting for.
 
   He smashed the bow aside and reached toward where she’d fallen.  She sprang into his arms, and I moved with her, my hand laying on hers but feeling nothing.  I visualized my golden magic shimmering along my fingers.  I willed the energy to change her strike.  The knife should have lodged in his stomach.  With my help, the blade sliced across the side of his neck.  He staggered back, gripping his throat.  Red blood gushed through his fingers, spraying freely.  He fell to the floor and died.  
 
   The ghosts in the corner drifted over and drank from the wound.
 
   The girl ran out of the room, down the stairs, to the area with the damaged floor.  She screamed.  It ended abruptly.  She was hurt, but not necessarily killed.  It was possible that if events had gone this way so long ago, she might have lived and had the future she’d always wanted.  
 
   Vertigo hit the attic like a wrecking ball.  I staggered.  The room listed and darkened.  Here was a moment when the flute’s control was not absolute—the time of reset.  I called on my magic, charging my whole body the way I had in Grace’s ghost realm to stay there.  I willed myself awake from this dream built on a dead girl’s memory.
 
   The dream reset anyway.  I forced myself to patience, reining my raw magic back in.  I might have to keep the point-of-change I’d made repeating from loop to loop to wear it out.  I was 
 
   prepared for that.  
 
   I kept at it a number of times, killing the boy over and over.  Each time, he died with a delightful look of surprise on his ten-year-old face.  Each time the reset came, I strained at the leash that kept me here.  One time, the darkness seemed to thin, leaving me a glimpse of Grace’s anxious face peering into mine.  “Get Tukka!” I told her, as the darkness crowded in.  
 
   The reset brought the loop back into play from the start.  I’d almost slipped out, so I kept at it, round after round.  I was getting punch drunk like a fighter who’d gone the distance, and was seriously contemplating a nap when I heard thuds on the outer staircase.  I sat on a crate and watched he door.  The clomping stopped just outside.  I watched for the knob to turn.  It didn’t.  Instead, something heavy crashed against the wood.  The door splintered and collapsed.  A giant teal-blue head with a curly afro and lavender pearl eyes stuck itself into the room.  The rest of the immense beast remained in the outer hall.  He grinned at me.  “Herrrre’s Tukka!”
 
   “About time.  What are you going to do to get me out of here?”
 
   “Tukka eat dream energy, so Deadwalker fall awake.”
 
   “That’s Deathwalker, Caine Deathwalker because I walk with … hell, never mind.  Just do it.”
 
   He didn’t move.  The colors of the room went dingy.  The light in the windows turned sepia.  The dream children flattened and crumbled around the edges.  Soon, all the surfaces cracked and whirled away as black vortexes of wind swept clean.  As entropy conquered, the darkness deepened to an infinite, starless field.  Tukka and I drifted in nothingness.
 
   “This is getting me back?”
 
   “Give it a few more secondsssssss.”
 
   Tukka collapsed into himself, and I was alone.  “I wonder how much per pound I can get for that fu dog on the mothman black market.  I hear they’re fond of marinated dog.”
 
   Hands pushed into my guts.  Someone was leaning into me.  My eyes snapped open as my breath whooshed out.  Someone said, “Can’t stay in bed forever, you lazy, shiftless, bum.  There’s too many sluts out there depending on your poor taste in women.”
 
   It took me a moment to realize I was stretched out on a bed, still fully clothed, and that the person abusing me was Grace.  She had tears in her eyes, and was shaking me hard enough to loosen my teeth.
 
   “You can … stop … now!” I said.
 
   She did, pulling back, standing straight beside the bed.  “You scared me.”  
 
   She said it like I was totally to blame so I did what I always do in these circumstances.  I lied.  “Sorry, about that.  It’s all my fault, of course.  I’ll try not to let it happen again.”
 
   “Well, okay.”  She gave me a critical, searching gaze.  “Are you going to be able to get up and give us a hand?”
 
   “With what?”
 
   “Aren’t you awake yet?  The concert’s going to start soon.  Mom tried to get it closed down, but the new President refused.”
 
   “New president?”
 
   “Damn!  Get the fuzz out of your brain and come up to speed, will you?”
 
   “That’s hardly fair,” I said.  “I’ve been assaulted by the malevolent energy of an evil flute.  I’ve been out of it, probably an hour or two, and—”
 
   “An hour or two?  Try most of the day.”
 
   I stared at her.  “I lost that much time?”
 
   “Yeah, everyone wanted to have you hauled off to the hospital.  I wouldn’t let them.  Mom backed me up.”
 
   I sat up and swung my feet to the floor, looking around at a generic guest room with nothing personal anywhere.  “Cassie’s here?”  
 
   “Yeah, with a task force of PRT personnel, federal marshals, and some shaman support from the local reservations.  Mom says that there’s enough spirit energy trapped in the music hall to launch it to 
 
   Mars.”
 
   Something she’d said hit me in the gut.  I had a wild suspicion.  “Who’s taken over for Dr. Shawcross?”
 
   “Paul Hastings, that guy you and Madison found in the subterranean cell.  Turns out he’s actually Shawcross’ grandson.  They found the Grandfather dead—and boy did that stir up the anthill—so until things change, Hasting is running the show.”
 
   “Brace yourself,” I said, “Hastings is the one who killed our ghost girl back when they were kids.  He was in the cage because his grandfather was trying to contain his evil.  I’d bet you anything that Hasting was the one who put that knife in his grandfather’s chest.  Whatever that weird presence is in the music hall, Hastings is going to set it off tonight to feed on the audience.  I think the psycho freak wants to turn himself into a God of Death.  A real reaper.”
 
   “Holy crap!”
 
   “Uh, say, what happened to the white flute?”
 
   “Mom took it into custody.  She’s got a sorceress with her that has the thing insulated in multiple containment spells.  It will probably vanish into some secret, government warehouse and wind up crated next to the Ark of the Covenant, or Thanos’ cosmic cube.”
 
   I found my boots on the floor and put them on.  “Take me to Cassie.”
 
   “Sure.  And you better be nice to Tukka when you see him.  He saved your butt.”  She went to a door and led the way into a hall.  The wood trim and vintage details let me know I was still in the Victorian mansion.  We followed a runner on the wooden floor and quickly came to the front door.  The place seemed deserted.
 
   I said, “Tukka is hanging around where people can see him?”
 
   She opened the door and we went out onto the porch.  “He’s with Cassie and the rest of the PRT people.  They have an operations center behind the music hall, and guards to keep snoopers out of that area.  Plus, I mentioned the sorceress.  She does a good aversion spell.  People trying to get to the PRT command center—who aren’t wanted there—find themselves lost, wandering in strange directions.”
 
   “As though they’d fallen victim to a Will-o’-the-Wisp.  
 
   Cool.”
 
   Evening was approaching.  Somehow, I hadn’t fully believed it until I saw it.  We went down the stairs and crossed to the path leading toward the music hall.  Grace turned her head a little as I came abreast of her.  She said, “What happened to you?”
 
   “Bad trip.”
 
   “That’s all you’re going to say?”
 
   “First show wasn’t too bad, but the reruns were murder.”
 
   “Whatever.”  
 
   We continued on.  I noticed a lot of cars but not enough to fill the hall.  There were a lot of people around that I wasn’t seeing.  Cassie had brought in a lot of people.  I still had a bad feeling about what might get loose here.  “How long until the show is supposed to start?”
 
   “An hour,” she said.  “A very short hour.”
 
   We both quickened our steps, reaching the parking lot, following its edge to the corner of the building.  We circled to the back without going inside the hall.  As we came around the next corner, I felt an icy tingle, a pressure like a liquid wall trying to engulf me.  Grace took my hand.  That broke the resistance to my entering the back expanse behind the building.  She said, “I’m keyed in so the spell recognizes me.  They haven’t done that to you yet, but as long as I’m touching you, I can get you through.
 
   “I knew there was a reason I kept you on the payroll.”
 
   “Speaking of that, if this escalates to an Armageddon type situation, I’m going to want hazard pay.”
 
   “Sounds reasonable.”  
 
   We were halfway to a square of four eighteen-wheelers, most of them black, one with red flames painted down the sides.  There was a lot of law enforcement types around.  I hoped no one recognized me.  I wasn’t actually wanted, but I’d been a Person of Interest in so many weird, violent crimes, that the mention of my name in certain quarters often results in quiet curses and prayers for Devine assistance.  Some city authorities sent cops to intercept me at airports, suggesting I turn around and catch another plane.  
 
   It’s why I drive most places I go.
 
   “You’re cool,” Grace said, “but also an ass.”
 
   I lifted an eyebrow at her sudden pronouncement.  “Thanks.”
 
   “You know what I like about you the best?”
 
   “Someone likes me?  I’m not sure I can take the strain.”
 
   “That’s what I like.  The world is falling apart and you make a joke.  You don’t ever seem to doubt that you will kick ass and bludgeon the world into submission.  You take everything in stride like you know you’ll live forever.”
 
   “You don’t believe in living happily ever after?” I asked.
 
   “I’m going to try, but I’ve seen a lot of darkness these last couple years.  I feel like I’m always changing, and not quite into what I thought I’d be.”
 
   I reached out and stopped her, turning her to face me.  I stepped into her, cupping her pale face, keeping her dark red hair from blowing across her eyes in the dry dusty wind.   “Grace, we don’t love ourselves because we deserve it.  That’s entitlement bullshit.  All that we’re entitled to is what we can rip from the teeth of a savage universe.  You’re wondering if you’ll still like yourself when you’re all grown up.  Well, do what I do and decide never to grow up.  Give yourself permission to run as amok as necessary.  There are people out there that can clean up your messes, people who never have to stand on the front lines against hell, death, and terror.  You save them from that, so I guess you’re entitled after all.  And for the record, if I haven’t hit on you, it’s only because Cassie has made it clear that she will pull off my cock and beat me to death with it if I do.”
 
     A sharp voice cut between us.  “That’s certainly true.  Now get your demon paws off my daughter.”
 
   I turned with a smile.  “Hi, Cassie.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THIRTY-THREE
 
    
 
   “It’s not like I attract evil.  I carry 
 
   it with me; an eye for an eye…”
 
    
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   We were inside the flame-sided truck.  It was a rolling forensic lab and communication center.  There was a holographic table capable of projecting aerial images that could actually be touched due to ultrasound augmentation.  Back in my clan house, we used magic for that kind of thing.  Humans were going to raise technology to the point that—one of these days—magic would become a meaningless term.  I noticed that one wall section had an armory with body armor and military grade ordinance.  The toys of death called to me like a lover.  
 
   “Touch those,” Virgil said, and I’ll have you fragged the hard way.”
 
   “The hard way?” Grace echoed.
 
   “You’re too innocent for the graphic details,” Virgil said, hiding his eyes behind shades though they weren’t actually needed.  “Just take my word; it’s horrific.”
 
   “Fragmentation grenade up the ass,” I told her, turning to face the big boss.  
 
   Virgil scowled at me.  
 
   I smiled back.  “Cat’s out of the bag.  Now tell me why the hell you haven’t abused your government authority to close down this show.  You can always claim a gas leak or some suspected terrorist act.”
 
   “That was my original decision.”  Virgil sat in a high stool, behind the holo table, his arms crossed, his hands sheathed in black leather gloves—the kind favored by those who frequently punch bad guys.  “I got talked out of it by my advisors.”  He shot a glance at Cassie who was in a corner consulting with a hot blond in pink and purple camouflage.  
 
   In what jungle of what world is she planning to hide in? 
 
   Grace leaned over when she saw where I was looking.  “That’s Janet d’Arc, Virgil’s liaison with the North American Council of Mages.  You should date her.”
 
   I’d heard of NACOM.  They were humans first, and magic users second.  Not a lot of preternaturals trusted them.  One thing I’d give her, she had a body meant for marathon bouts of wild, heart-pounding sex.  Honey blond, hair piled high, she was Amazon tall, with a trim figure.  Yeah, I’d do her anytime, anyplace.   As if sensing my gaze, she turned and glanced my way.  So did Cassie.  Cassie whispered something to the mage, and she laughed, a throaty, sex sound.  Her crimson lipstick played off of a golden tan.  A beach bunny.  Hanging around her neck was a silver pendant: a quartered circle with a couple feathers dangling at the sides.  Make that a shaman beach bunny.
 
   “I know why I’d want to date her, why do you want me to?” I asked Grace.
 
   “She pisses the hell out of me,” Grace growled.  “Always hanging around Shaun, breathing on him.”
 
   I gave grace my most sympathetic look.  “That’s just terrible.  Anything I can do to help.”   
 
   Virgil said, “Out of phase with what we loosely call reality, the theater entity is not easily assessable to non kitsune.”
 
   “Mom and I can take just so many people across to the ghost realm to chase it down,” Grace said.
 
   “Whereas,” Virgil pushed his sunglass up the bridge of his nose, “the big scary it can come across and attack whenever it wants.  A ticking bomb.”
 
   “A headset wearing techno-geek off to the side muttered, “A WSD, a weapon of supernatural destruction.”
 
   I grabbed an empty stool and settled at the table myself.  It was glass topped, shimmering with a soft blue, projecting a transparent, three-dimensional plan of the Music hall.  I studied it carefully, knowing this would be my next battlefield.  I’d let Paul Hastings wait for a time of greater leisure when I could give him the benefit of my full attention.
 
   “Why are you smiling like that,” Grace asked.
 
   I wiped the smile away.  “Like what?”
 
   “Kinda scary.  Never mind.”
 
   I shrugged and returned my attention to Virgil.  “Normally I don’t care about collateral damage; people die, but aren’t you “protect and serve” types supposed to stop that, not use an audience as bait?”
 
   “We can’t just walk off and ignore this,” Virgil said.  “And people are going to be at risk one way or another; either tonight’s audience, or volunteers we’d bring in to lure the entity out.”
 
   I nodded.  “And it occurred to your boss that if the property owner doesn’t let you shut things down on “mere suspicion something bad might happen”, that you can dump all the responsibility on him, and be the heroes by getting most of the people out of danger when hell comes calling.”
 
      Virgil sighed.  “In today’s political climate, the most important thing is to be seen caring about people, not actually helping them, or accepting responsibility for anything.”
 
   The liberal way.
 
   “Besides,” Virgil said, “the Supreme Court has ruled that law enforcement agencies actually don’t have a legal obligation to protect people, just to do their job—all slogans aside.”
 
    Grace caught my stare, “Mom and I will take you over to the ghost realm, to distract the thing as it starts to manifest.  Onyx and Tukka will help us.  The magic-users will raise barriers and try to spellbind the entity.  Virgil’s men, the marshals, and some SWAT guys on loan from the city will clear the hall as fast as possible, and set up an armed entrenchment.”
 
   “The Ghost Busters were busy and couldn’t loan you any proton packs,” I asked.
 
   “No, such luck,” Virgil said.  “We do have medical corpsmen and combat surgeons on standby, and helicopters for medevac.  Unfortunately, our presence is beginning to draw attention.  I had to come up with a cover story.”
 
   I looked at him expectantly.
 
   He said, “I brought in a documentary crew to set up cameras.  Local media’s been informed that a science fiction movie is being shot here bout the end of the world.”
 
   “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” Grace said.
 
   I was impressed with her poise and calm.  She might chaff under her mom’s over-protection, but everyone here seemed to treat her as just another government asset, and a respected one at that.  Seeing her in this environment, I was sure she’d found her calling.  Not that she couldn’t do a lot better for herself in my demon clan.  
 
   I’ll have to win Cassie over first, though.
 
   Techno-geek said, “Forty-five minutes to Doomsday.”
 
   “Has the sun set yet?” I asked.
 
   “Doing so now,” Virgil said, “Why?”
 
   “I’m calling someone to the party.”  I took out my phone and headed for the truck’s side door.  
 
   “A friend who’ll die for you?” Virgil said.
 
   “A friend who wants to kill me.  I have a lot of those.”  I stepped down to the ground and moved away from the forces swarming the area, wanting a little privacy for a phone call.  I punched a number I’d recently added to my speed dial function.  On the fifth ring, Raspy picked up.  “How did you get this number, you cretin?”
 
   “You’re not still mad at me for shooting you in the back,” I asked.
 
   “I will get you for that.”
 
   “Really?  I thought you might be willing to forgive me because of the awesome big favor I’m about to do for you.”
 
   “There is an evil smile on your face, Caine.”
 
   I paused and checked with my free hand.  Yep, he was right.  “How did you know?”  
 
   “I could hear it in your voice.  What is this awesomeness you have in mind?”
 
   I am prepared to give you—free of charge or obligation—a brand new super power that will put you one up on Vlad.  What do you think of that?”
 
   I walked out past the eighteen-wheelers to where I could see 
 
   the blue-tinted glass and steel school building.  A string of students were leaving it, taking the path that would bend around to the front of the music hall.  They looked in our direction, but made no effort to come over.  I think they’d been warned not to get underfoot with the “movie” people.  Off to my left there were some prop cameras, lighting arrays, and a boom mic crane as well.  Tukka lay out in the open, on his side.  A gentle snore drifted up from him.  What the student’s made of him, I didn’t know.
 
   “That’s a long time to be thinking it over,” I said.  “What’s the problem?”
 
   “With you, there is always the catch.  I am waiting to hear the catch.”
 
   “Okay, you got me.  Your city is threatened by a monstrous entity.  By morning, all that you love may be gone—if I can’t stop it.  I just thought I’d make amends in case I don’t survive. That’s all.  But if you’re not interested in an attack that lets you hit a target unaware, never seen or sensed by anyone looking for you, well, I guess I’m just wasting my time.  So long, Raspy…”
 
   “Wait, wait.  I did not say I was uninterested.  You are talking about the method you used to shoot me in my own vault and steal my little angel?”
 
   “Yeah, but it will have to be fast because I’ll be going into battle soon against something powerful beyond belief.”
 
   “What is this threat to my city?”
 
   I gave him my current location, describing the three main buildings, and which one I was in back of.  “The sun’s down now,” I said.  “Of course, I don’t know if there’s a limit on how far you can fold space.”
 
   “I’ll be right there.”  
 
   “Good.  Don’t be alarmed by the SWAT, federal marshals, or the PRT personnel hanging around.  
 
   We’ve all joined force to fight this thing.”
 
   “You have yet to say what this thing is.”
 
   “Better you don’t know.  You might be enticed to fight it too, and I can’t have your second death on my hands when I die a glorious martyr’s death.”
 
   He roared at me over the phone.  “Do not tell me who I can and cannot fight.  I am Grigori Yefimovich Rasputin.”  His voice vanished off the phone.  A lens of distorted air appeared in front of me.  Its heart went dark with an elongated, flat shadow.  Rasputin stepped out of that shadow, glaring at me, just out of reach—except for someone with his level of vampiric speed.  The distortion behind him went away.  “You are a most infuriating fellow,” he said.
 
   “And I actually like you.”
 
   Feet pounded inside the box made by the trucks.  Cassie and Janet appeared first.  Grace followed a few a steps behind.  She was just ahead of Virgil and a group of soldiers in camouflage and body armor.  An awful lot of assault rifles were trained on Rasputin.  The aversion spell hadn’t kept him out, but breaking it had alerted everyone to his presence.  
 
   I’d say everyone broke even on that.
 
   I held up my hands, calling out, “Whoa, everyone, a little restraint, please.  You’re threatening an invited guest.  I asked him here to help.”
 
   “I must have missed that part.”  A mild tick was back in Rasputin’s cheek.  He glared at me some more.  “No obligations, eh?”
 
   I shrugged.  “Who am I to try to keep you out of an interesting fight?”
 
   Janet d’Arc was doing some glaring of her own, her fists on her hips.   “Caine, who is this, and how did he shatter my spell like it was nothing?”
 
   I watched Raspy’s eyes light up as he took in the tall, beautiful blond.  A slow smile stretched his lips.  I knew at that moment we’d added him to the team.  I said, “Everyone, allow me introduce 
 
   Grigori Yefimovich Rasputin, the Doom of Russia, and currently the acting Master of the City of Santa Fe, vampire extraordinaire.”
 
   He took a bow like he was having a curtain call on stage.
 
   “The Rasputin?”  Virgil shook his head in disbelief.  “You’re supposed to be dead.”
 
   “I am, and ready to be of service,” he glared at me, always the glare, “provided my price is met.  Caine, you will do as you promised?”
 
   Virgil waved the soldiers back.  “It’s fine, stand down.”
 
   “I will do as I promised, with a little help from one of my friends.”  I looked over to Grace and waved her closer.  “Help me with something, please.”
 
   She didn’t budge, staring at Rasputin with unease.  “He’s not still mad, is he?”
 
   “Mad as a bedbug in bedlam,” Rasputin said, “but I will not harm you.  You have my word.”
 
   “Well, okay,” she eased closer, turning her eyes my way.  “What do you want me to do?”
 
   “I need you to take me and Rasputin across the threshold to the ghost realm.  Once he’s done it a few times, he ought to be able to work out the special bend of space he needs to reach that place and stay there on his own.”
 
   “Ghost realm?” Rasputin said.  
 
   “A place of spirits, sort of like Limbo.  Kitsune like Grace and her mom can access it fairly easily.  I think you will too.”  I explained to him what he’d feel, about the electric tingle, the loss of weight, and about how auras become visible, while other colors are lost.  “You’ll be able to see this world from there, just not here any of our sounds.”  I went on to explain about how he’d need to leak some of his vampire magic into the ghost world to make things solid, otherwise, he’d pass through everything like a ghost himself.
 
   He’d turned quite enthusiastic by this time.  “It is marvelous.  Let us do this right now.”
 
   I looked at Grace.  “You heard the man.”
 
   “Fine.”  She called over to Tukka.  “C’mon, you prehistoric ground sloth.  We got work to do.”
 
   Tukka snapped his head up, yawned ferociously, and bared all his sharp pointy teeth.  He lumbered up on all four feet and stomped over, lavender eyes taking in Rasputin’s presence.
 
   The Russian vampire stared back.  “What is that?”
 
   “Our secret weapon,” I said.  “Meet Tukka.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THIRTY-FOUR
 
    
 
   “It makes me happy when I can 
 
   throw myself heedless into danger.”
 
    
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   The parking lot was full.  The students were in place behind the curtain, on stage.  The seats were filled to capacity.  Law enforcement were moving in, taking up support positions.  Virgil was in the lobby of the foyer arguing with the local SWAT boys.  They were pointing at Cassie, Grace, me, Rasputin, and of course Tukka.  They thought he was some experimental robot dog.  None of us corrected that impression.  The problem was, the SWAT teams wanted to go in first with their fiber optics, armor, shields, and combat razzle-dazzle, but there was not yet an enemy manifesting, and when it did, bullets and flash bangs weren’t going to do squat.
 
   We all expected heavy casualties.  There was a reason Paul Hastings was conveniently missing from his own event.  The man was no fool.  A serial killer, yeah, but he knew enough not to put his own head on the chopping block.  I expected him to raid the eighteen-wheelers while we were all distracted.  Once he’d forged his little super-phantom monster, he’d need the flute to control it.  
 
   It was why I’d found Onyx and dragged him away from the girl’s dorm to go and steal the flute for me first.  It wasn’t that I didn’t trust Virgil to keep the relic safe … well, actually, that was it exactly.  I didn’t trust him.  Plus, as a part dragon, I had a firm conviction that supernatural things belong in the safekeeping of supernatural hands—namely mine.  
 
   Hastings would use those screamer children ghosts of his.  I 
 
   expect Onyx to eat them all with plenty of room for Hastings.  I made it clear that Hastings was mine, and not to be damaged too badly.
 
   I saw Dog lurking over behind some fake plants.  He was giving me hound-dog eyes.  I guess I was the only one he knew now that Ghost Girl was gone.  Ah, hell!  I wiggled my fingers at him, encouraging him to come over.  He gave a little yip and pranced over, clearly jittery of the living all around.  It was funny how no one paid him any mind.  They thought they ought to be seeing a dog, not a phantom, so that’s what their minds decided that they saw.  
 
   “Where’s Onyx?” Cassie asked.  “I thought he was going in with us.”
 
   I caressed his smudgy shadow head and gave it a final pat, and lied.  “Onyx is right here.  Let’s get on with it.  The curtain will be going up any second.”
 
   Grace looked at Dog, then back at me.  “He looks a little different.”
 
   “He and Tukka have been bonding.”
 
   Tukka swung his massive face my way, studied Dog and I for a moment, but let my statement stand.  I’d had a feeling he wouldn’t say anything.  For some reason, animals really like me, and no matter how smart Tukka is, he’s still more animal then anything else.
 
   The SWAT guys were being obstinate.  Finally, Virgil pulled rank with his federal clout.  The SWAT boys were told to play nice or go home.  They gave in—grumbling not so much under their breaths—and took the jobs assigned to them.  If this wasn’t a complete disaster, they wanted their little piece of glory. 
 
   I got assigned to Tukka to take me over.  I didn’t think Dog would have a problem following us to the ghost realm.   Grace definitely didn’t need help.  Rasputin’s technique was still rough, so Cassie was going to boost him across and leave him to work out his own strategies.  It would be nice if we had a real plan.  I’d asked Cassie about it.  She’d just said to hit it with everything I had, and to dig deeper for more.  Grace had dealt with this kind of thing before.  Her advice hadn’t been much better: “Keep 
 
   moving and try not to die.”
 
   Words to live by, I suppose.
 
   Janet had told us not to expect a strong manifestation from the entity until the crowd started getting worked up, generating emotional energy it could fed upon.  With a spooky, protoplasmic light-show sucking on their souls, the audience was likely to stampede.  That would make it harder managing them.  Not that that would be my problem.  From the ghost realm, I could immaterially wade through the crowd to go anywhere.  
 
   I heard clapping through the closed doors.  The curtain had gone up.  Orchestral strains of music came to us, muted.  A fanfare of trumpets, the pounding of kettle drums, the shrill voices of piccolos.  
 
   “Hey, Caine!”  Hearing Madison’s voice, I turned.  “I’m going in with you guys.”  She was in black, slayer leathers, a sheathed broadsword strapped to her back, a machine pistol slung at her side, and she wore a bandolier with lops for rows of glass vials.
 
   “Holy water?” I asked.
 
   “Yup.”  She carried a wooden chair with the legs removed, replaced with a cushion glued to the underside.  There were straps and buckles: a makeshift saddle.  She used a sexy voice.  “You want a ride, baby?”
 
   “I am not wearing that,” I said.  My treacherous cock engorged at the mental vision I had of her naked flesh, her tits bouncing as she slid on my pole, riding off to Orgasm Land.
 
   “Silly, it’s not for you.  I need a bigger animal with lots of stamina.  I’m very demanding, you know.”
 
   I looked at Dog.  
 
   His ears perked up.
 
   Madison looked at Dog.  “Onyx?  What happened to him?  Never mind.  Not him either.  This is for Tukka.”
 
   He’d been half-paying attention to the conversation.  At that statement, his massive jaw dropped like a cinder block.  His lavender eyes bugged with indignation.  “Tukka, not horse.  Tukka have dignity.  Not some dumb animal!”
 
   Madison pouted.  “Pretty please?  I can’t stay in the ghost 
 
   realm without you.”
 
   Tukka pointedly looked away.  “No means no.”
 
   Madison pulled around and opened a fanny pouch that probably held extra ammo.  She reached in and withdrew multiple objects wrapped together in cling wrap.  “Not even for three, solid chocolate bunnies?”
 
   Tukka’s head whipped back toward her at such speed, I was surprised not to be flattened by a sonic boom.  “Choc’lat’ bunniess!”
 
   “Yeah, I wasn’t going to ask you to work for free, but if no is no, I guess you don’t want these.”
 
   “Madison!  Don’t you dare!”  Grace’s face was twisted by fury, her eyes baleful to behold.  “Chocolate is bad for fu dogs.  He’s trying to kick the habit, and that’s not helping.”
 
   Madison glared back.  “He can kick it later.  I want in on this fight.” 
 
   “Tukka’s choice, really,” I said.  “He’s a grown … dog.”
 
   Tukka slavered on the carpet.  “Tukka do it!”
 
   Madison unwrapped the chocolate and tossed the bundle.  Tukka pounced like a starving lion, his jaws chomping shut on the offering.  He chewed slowly, trying to make the treat last.  As his eyes rolled to the back of his head, he rumbled with satisfaction, sort of like a vacuum cleaner.  Madison made quick work of settling the saddle in place and cinching it down.  She arranged the chair so what should have been the back now faced forward.  That made sense; it gave her something to hold on to since her “saddle” lacked a horn.
 
   “How are you going to handle that broadsword with one hand?” I asked.
 
   She swung into the saddle and I don’t think Tukka even noticed.  I did notice how nicely her breasts jiggled.  She stared down at me, “I’ll figure something out.  Say, what are you stuffing your pants with?”  I saw she was staring at my crotch.
 
   “That’s all me, Sweetheart, a benefit of my dragon DNA.  Perhaps later you might like a closer inspection?”   
 
   “I might at that.”
 
   I raised both eyebrows.
 
   The music hit us with greater force and clarity.  An usher—in his red monkey suit with its brass buttons—came out of nearby doors.  The kid shushed us.  Realizing just what he was shushing, he fell silent, gob-smacked by our little group.  I reached into the ether and summoned one of my Beretta Storms.  “We’re a new addition to the program.  Get out of the way.”
 
   Seeing the gun pointed at his face, he did, thoughtfully holding the doors open as we went in to take a look.  We took up position at the back of the theater, under the second story balcony.  Few people noticed us, or maybe they were just afraid to.  The crowd was respectfully quiet, but not perfectly so.  The students up on stage were ranged in folding chairs with all manner of instruments.  Poised above a xylophone, one girl held a pair of mallets in each hands.  There was a string section, flutes, a viola, cello, everything but a kazoo.  
 
   They were winding up a spirited version of the Star Wars theme, when I noticed a flicker of sickly green light in the air above the audience.  
 
   “Cross over,” Cassie said.
 
   She and Raspy vanished.  Grace popped out next.  I took hold of Tukka’s side.  An electric tingle flushed across me.  Gravity dialed itself down as my aura emerged, gold liquid fire that danced over my skin.  This was also the raw magic I carried that activated my tattoos.  They were all warmed up and ready to activate with a thought.  The audience members had auras to, overlaying clothing that had gone into graytones.  Next to me, I could see Tukka and Madison, Grace and Cassie, and Rasputin, each of them color coded in accordance with the nature of their power.  
 
   I looked down at Dog.  He was staring through my legs like I was gone. He reached out to paw me and his foreleg went through me.  He shook his canine head and tried again.  This time I felt the touch.  He didn’t look any different except for the very slight sheen of violet sliding across his coat now.  
 
   “Welcome to the party,” I said.
 
   He yipped agreement.
 
   Dog and I moved out to the aisle and went forward so that 
 
   we were out from under the overhang.  I looked up into an aura borealis of sorts where a tangled skein of light stretched over the audience like the mother of all cat’s cradles. Pulsing nebulas slid along intestinal paths, turning corners, changing direction without rhyme and reason.  As I watched tentacles like spun, colored sugar wagged down toward the audience.
 
   Dog whined, pressing against my leg.
 
   “What?” I said.  “You think I want to be here either?”
 
   Cassie and Rasputin came around me on one side.  Grace appeared on the other side.  They craned their heads like I had, a grimness in their squinting expressions.  
 
   Grace said, “It’s gotten bigger since a few days ago.”
 
   “A lot of energy here for it.  That’s why it’s been haunting this place.”  Cassie looked at us.  “And we’re not even seeing most of its substance yet.  It will need to fully ectoplasmate before it can take enough energy to kill.   Long before then though, it will have enough telekinetic force to toss us all around and smear us into the walls and floor.   
 
   “I’m certainly looking forward to that.”  Dog nudged me, leaning into my leg as if trying to convince me to leave here.  
 
   There was a strobe of lightning, violet-white, a jag that zipped from one nebula to another as if trying to sew them together.  I kept thinking of this as an alien form of life, but it was dead, operating by undead physics.  An alien form of death?
 
   Dog whined, shivering, too stupid to abandon loyalty to me.
 
   Tukka sailed over our heads and landed father down the aisle.  I guess we’d been blocking him.  He landed and turned, looking up as did his rider.  “Holy crap!” Madison said.  “I should have brought a rocket launcher.”
 
   “Physical attacks need to be augmented with magic or energy,” Cassie said.
 
   “What about a purely magical attack?” Grace said.  “With the taste it’s getting, I don’t think it will just break off and run.”
 
   Another strobe of violet lightning danced from foggy node to node.  
 
   And Dog ran back up the aisle, exploding through the door to the lobby.  
 
   Probably the last time I’ll see him.
 
   The wagging tentacles were sparkly, clutching at nothing, coiling.  No, not at nothing.  There were star-points of aura that had been teased off the audience.  Larger globs of human aura were detaching and getting sucked up at a slower pace.  It was strangely like being inside a nightmare snow globe after someone shook it.
 
   “If only these people could see what we see,” Grace said, “they’d get the heebie-jeebies and run outta here.  That would save a lot of the people who are going to die.”
 
   True, but it will also start the usual mindless panic.  People will stampede and trample each other.  Of course, that’s going to happen anyway.  It’s just a matter of when.
 
   “This is what you want, dear lady?” Rasputin was leaning into Cassie, eyes for no one else since she’d brought him over.  He’d fallen hard for the kitsune assassin.  “I can do this.”
 
   Wait!  What?
 
    “What are you waiting for?  Get to work.”
 
    He ignored me, waiting on our commander to give the order.
 
   Cassie looked at him, for once not like a bug she’d found crawling on her arm.  I didn’t think she was very fond of vampires.  She gave him a grim nod, and a curt, “Do it.”
 
   “Yes Ma’am.”  He grinned and jumped big like Tukka had in the lesser gravity this side of the veil.  A series of wild leaps soon got him to the stage.  His last jump landed him there at the edge.  He turned around to face the audience.  When his coal red aura gutter out, I knew he’d transitioned back to the human side of things.  His sudden appearance must have looked like pure magic to the audience.  I could see many of them clapping, but I couldn’t hear the sounds.   Rasputin lifted his hands for silence.  I watched many of the musicians break off in their playing, then all of them.  A teacher I didn’t know—who’d been acting as conductor—marched over and tried to tell Rasputin where to go.
 
   Rasputin put a hand in the man’s face and shoved him away.  The guy fell dead with what looked like a broken neck.  
 
   Accidents happen.  Rasputin’s let himself get too excited.  I 
 
   knew that from the muscle tic in his face.  
 
   He lifted his hands, his mouth moving.  His eyes glowed red, hazing the area around his face.  Those eyes pulsed, flashing mesmerizingly.  He continued to speak.
 
   “What’s he doing?” Madison asked, “And why am I getting sleepy?”
 
   “Don’t look at him,” I said.  “Vampire, remember?  That combined with his mental powers of mesmerism means that he will soon be having the audience seeing what we are seeing, and believing it too.  Expect the blind, mad panic to set in any time now.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THIRTY-FIVE
 
    
 
   “To everything, there is a season: and a time to every
 
   purpose under heaven.  A time to kill, and a time to
 
   maim.  A time to choke, and a time to bludgeon…”
 
    
 
                                            —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   The theater was alive with silently shrieking people, well dressed, normally well mannered, ripping and tearing at each other in a frenzied desire to live.  Arms flailed, people went down, were trampled, kicked, and left bleeding.  One woman caught an elbow in the face and went down, still hanging onto the man she’d come with.  One enterprising patron was up on the back of a seat, playing the Frogger video game, jumping from one row to the next as the center areas of the seating cleared.   A large number of the audience—those closest to the stage—became a tsunami, washing across the music students, fighting their way to the wings where a backstage exit might be found.  Instruments were kicked, destroyed, and left broken.  All of it in eerie silence from where my friends and I watched from the safety of the ghost realm.
 
   Runners streamed right through us, since we really weren’t quite there.  Otherwise, we’d have been swept up in the rocking currents of a dying humanity.  And they were dying.  Here and there, some of the fallen went still and their souls rose screaming, gathered by tentacles they had no trouble seeing.  As the glittery coils wrapped around the loose souls, they’re screams could be heard, but not for long.  The souls elongated, twisting into blobs of smoky, silvery light that drained into the miasma of the phantasm.   Smaller tendrils from the spirit beast swept behind, stirring the corpses, depositing something that sped up the decay, devolving the cells into something very primitive.  I supposed it would feed on that as well.
 
   There were no doors to the “Light” opening, or demon spirits winging in to gather the wicked for hell.  Maybe that would come later, if the lost souls were freed from what had eaten them.
 
   The LEOs—SWAT, federal marshals, and PRT personnel—were doing their job; intercepting the mob and beating some control into it.  Our Law Enforcement Officers hadn’t come far enough in to get a good look at what we were fighting.  That’s how they were keeping sane and focused.  I wondered how Janet and the other magic users were coming along with a trapping barrier to capture this thing—and if they could hold it once they had it.  
 
   Madison took aim with her machine pistol, about to empty a clip.
 
   “Wait!” I called.
 
   She glanced at me as I waded through the intangible crowd to reach her and Tukka.  “Physical attacks aren’t enough.”  I reached out and grabbed her barrel.  My hand already blazed with gold from my aura, but that light flared into nova incandescence as I poured raw magic into her weapon and its magazine.  I pulled my hand away.  “Try it now!”
 
   She opened up.  The muzzle spat red flame.  The gun bucked in her hands, but she rode it out, letting the gun do pretty much what it wanted.  Aiming was a waste of time when you didn’t know what was vulnerable and what hits were just annoying.
 
   A quiet voice in my mind said, I know.
 
   My inner dragon?  You do.
 
   A dragon instinctively knows values.  You get that from me.  How many times have you looked at a stone and suddenly known it’s caret worth?  Or groped a female breast and known the exact measurement?  What tells you when a vein of silver or gold lines buried under the ground you walk upon?
 
   You?
 
   Me.  Give me control of our body.
 
   You want to go all dragon on it?  I don’t know…  The thought of losing touch with a battle, of sinking into oblivion, 
 
   having to hope I’ll return and not wake up in hell…
 
   It worked out against the Green Flame Assassin.  What are you afraid of?  Think I won’t give you your body back.”
 
   Thought never crossed my mind.
 
   Liar.
 
   Madison’s gun ran dry.  She changed clips.  I charged her weapon again, looking over to see what everyone else was doing.  
 
   Grace had gone all shadow-fox—a huge, black shadow shaped like a fox, edged with orange flames.  Her moth wings no longer small and out of proportion, but beat up a breeze as she soared under the high-vaulted ceiling.  
 
   Cassie remained in human form, a sword of golden, kitsune fire in her hands.  She’d moved to the stage’s edge and was hacking the spun-sugar tentacles that bled purple and blue syrup as the sword seared them.  Rasputin was behind her.  Every time a slather of ghost plasma seemed like it was going to overwhelm her guard, the plasma crinkled and sheared off as a fold in space made the phantasm thumb its own ass.
 
   The fu dog that Madison rode swung his massive head to include me in on what he was telling her.  “Tukka going to hit it.  Cover ears.”
 
   I remembered the little belch he’d used in Texas to destroy the health club windows.  It was that much of an attack.
 
   Madison wasted no time in clamping hands over her ears.  Seeing me hesitate, she yelled.  “His sonic attack has been known to drive off full-grown dragons.  It might work on the monster ghost.”
 
   Okay, maybe I haven’t yet seen the full force of what Tukka can do. 
 
   I ran in a bouncy sort of way and put some distance between myself and the fu dog.  I ran to the back of the theater and crashed out of the doors there.  I intended to find the stairs to the upper balcony, and use that vantage point to unleash some dragon flame against the phantasm.  Nothing burned hotter, and I wanted my licks in, too.  The lobby wasn’t quite cleared out yet.  There were still damaged audience members sweeping down the stairs from above, not that they’d bother me in my current immaterial 
 
   form.  
 
   A sound hit like the end of the world.  It took me a second realize that a bomb hadn’t gone off inside the auditorium.  That’s a hell of a roar.  Enough to drive away a dragon?  I believe it.  Long after the roar died, I still heard a residual sound, shrill and piercing.  No, that’s from the parking lot.  And it’s mixed with childish laughter.  Drekavac.  The ghost children.  Onyx was supposed to take care of them and Hastings.
 
   I ran and jumped through the window, knowing I’d simple ghost on through it like a, well, ghost.  At the last second, instinct overrode my knowledge.  I lifted my arms to protect my face.  My control of my aura slipped.  Instead of pulling aura in, I let some slip out.  The glass shattered in silence around me.  
 
   I dropped into a flowerbed, pitched forward, and rolled, coming back to me feet in time to leap onto the hood of a silver Audi A5.  From this vantage point I saw a lump of shadow the size of one of the sixteen-wheelers from in back.  It was involved in a running fight, under the protection of Onyx, against the ghost children.  
 
   They hovered in the air above the dark lump, screaming at it, trying to reach those inside.  I think they needed to get inside for the screams to work, and Onyx wasn’t giving them the chance.  His darkness grew tentacles of shadow with knife-like edges.  Onyx had discovered that he could bitch slap the hell out of them when they became solid enough to scream.  Only those that had been shadow-slapped silent were having Onyx’s tentacles go through them without effect.  Wising up, the silent ones were forgetting about attack, and just concentrating on getting through the protective darkness.
 
   This had to be the truck where the flute was stored.  I think it was also the vehicle the magic-users used when deploying spells.  It would be filled with talismans, ancient relics, and grimoires of every arcane branch out there from anti-fey charms to demon lore.  Janet’s team having to fend off the 
 
   Drekavac explained why their barrier and offensive magic had not yet come into play in the theater.  
 
   The onyx-shrouded truck rolled on across the parking lot, 
 
   crunching fenders, smashing other vehicles out of the way.  It wasn’t going to be too long before some of the ghost did get inside.  I was still in the ghost realm, golden fire igniting my ink, making it blaze gold as well.  I chose Dragon Roar.  The ghosts could still hear, dead or not.  My magic ought to be able to temporarily redirect them.  Activating the tattoo sent blunt force trauma through every joint, like I was being pulled apart on a rack and body slammed by the Jolly Green Giant.  
 
   Years of such self-abuse helped me focus and keep moving, that and the lighter gravity.  I hopped car to car, using the light gravity and incredible jumps to catch up.  
 
   Coming up on the battle, I unleashed my voice of command.  “Drekavac, obey me.  Go into this music hall and shake hands with the phantasm.”  The screams warbled off into uncertain silence.  One ghost child flew to the building.  Then another.  Then they were all going, going, gone.  With any luck, they’d get themselves eaten.
 
   The lump of shadow stopped damaging other vehicles.  Onyx washed off of the eighteen-wheeler, revealing its dented sides and bumpers.  The darkness congealed, compressing back to human dimension and shape.  His features filled in, pale skin, black eyes, an easy grin.  He waved.  “Hey, Caine, we got you a present inside.”
 
   The side door of the truck opened.  A rather disheveled Janet d’Arc extended a small set of stairs and came on down to the parking lot.  Her gaze slid across me without stopping.  She turned to Onyx and mouthed words.  
 
   He pointed at me and said.  “That was Caine.  He drove them off.”
 
   She said something else.
 
   Onyx answered.  “Because he’s in the Ghost realm and you’re not.”
 
   She didn’t seem to like that answer, asking something else.
 
   Onyx sighed.  “I can see and talk to him because I exist in the human world and the ghost realm at the same time, plus a few more dimensions you’re better off never hearing about.  Anyway…” he turned back to me, “Caine, we got Hastings inside, cuffed to a chair.  He tried to sneak in wearing a stolen uniform and we caught his punk ass.”
 
   “Who taught you to say punk ass?” I asked.
 
   “Madison, she says lots of interesting things.  I’ve been writing them down.  What do you want me to do now?”
 
   “It doesn’t look like any of those ghost children will be coming back.  Have Janet get on with those binding spells for the phantasm, and you can come join the fun.”
 
   “Great!”  He turned to Janet.
 
   I turned back to the theater.  I’d been gone from the fight too long and needed to see what was going on.  I spun and leaped into the sky like John Carter late for a Martian smorgasbord.  Hurtling through the air, rebounding off a couple vehicles, I idly wondered what it would be like to be on Mars and to ball a naked barbarian sword chick.  Maybe—if I could talk the Red Lady into a little sexual role-playing game—I’d find out one of these days.
 
   I went back in through the same window I’d broken.  This time I managed to contain all my aura and not pass any to the shattered remnants of jagged glass.  I went through without a scratch, immaterial as I wanted to be.
 
   The lobby was mostly empty.  The flow down the stairs had ceased.  I ran up to the next floor and burst onto the balcony.   There were bodies up here, most heavily near the edge, looking down.  Those front seats would have been closest to the surgery tentacles of doom.  I stepped on several bodies to get to the rail.  Looking out, there was more definition to the phantasm.  It had developed a plum colored eye the size of a Volkswagen.   That eye shone with baleful intent.   The creature’s violet glow had become a kind of semi-clear skin.  Inside, the nebulous murk had formed organs of a type that served no purpose I knew of.   
 
   An encouraging sight; its tentacles were nubs.  Grace zoomed along the underbelly of the monster ghost, rolling and slashing with Madison’s broadsword—a neat trick for a winged fox.  Instead of using the fox paws, the blackness of her shadow body had simply grown a second pair of arms, with hands that possessed opposable thumbs.   What Grace lacked in experience, she made up for with off-the-charts imagination.  If only she had some of her mom’s insane murderous capacity.  That would make Grace truly formidable.
 
   Well, time to get to work.
 
   I focused on my Dragon Flame tattoo and the inevitable pain rose up like Godzilla to bite off my head.  That’s what it felt like anyway.  The sensation faded, and my arms were wreathed in fire.  I thrust both palms out and yelled.  “Fire in the hole.”  Sizzling bolts of dragon fire lanced into the phantasm, blackening its skin, dripping it like candle wax.  The eye rolled wildly, snapping open and closed with beats of distress.  It rolled belly up, the head sliding out of range.  The stubby limbs hollowed in the center.  It was like looking at an old-time sailing ship preparing for a broadside of cannon shot.  Or grape shot.  Or apple shot.  Whatever.
 
   I cut off the fire to check the damage I’d inflicted.
 
   Grace swooped down onto the balcony.  “Watch where you throw that stuff.”  The voice didn’t come from her fox face, but from the same darkness that had grown the arms.  Funny, it didn’t sound like Grace’s voice.  Her darkness grew out and covered her wings.  They shrunk in size.  Her fox shape huddled and stood, becoming a human female.  The darkness seeped back into her skin, revealing the Grace I knew, with mini wings and antennae.  Oddly, her breasts were bigger, as if the enhanced insect elements had altered her hormonal balance.  
 
   She leaned on the sword, having grounded its point on the carpet.  She panted.  Her voice came out, the voice I knew.  “Oh, man, that wrings me out.  We got that thing on the ropes yet?”
 
   I turned my attention to the phantasm, only to realize that that monster bulging eye was only a few yards off, glaring at me with unbridled hate.  There was a mucus membrane, a coating of crystal-blue that reflected my image back at me.  There was also a putrid burnt stench mixed with a cloying sweetness.  The air I breathed tasted of it, burning my throat.
 
   Damn, I need a drink.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THIRTY-SIX
 
    
 
   “Birth leaves us angry.  A slap on the ass doesn’t help.”
 
    
 
                                      —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   The creature’s “canon” opened fire, but what issued forth was toxic sludge, which told me what at least one of those strange organs was; a mutant form of spleen.  The stuff splashed in piss-yellow torrents that hit a spot a few feet away and miraculously curved to funnel into nowhere.  Grace shrieked anyway.  Women do that a lot when facing death.  I was saved the bother of grabbing her and using her as a shield to save myself—which would have been hell explaining to Cassie.
 
   I knew why we’d been saved; folded space, Rasputin was keeping an eye on Cassie’s daughter.  I knew better than to think he was doing me a favor.  Vampires always negotiate those very carefully, with an eye to just how they’re going to be repaid, with interest.  In many ways, there’s little difference between a vampire and a mob boss.
 
   Rasputin popped in from one of those distortions of his, lunging with vampire speed.  I barely had time to shake off my flame as he swept into Grace and me, and we were across the hall, on the ground floor stage, sprawling among the wreckage of several musical instruments.  I pulled a broken violin bridge out from under my right kidney.  Rasputin was on hands and knees, looking up at Cassie.  I think that’s how she prefers her men.  
 
   Cassie voice came sharp and fast, “Grace, are you okay.”
 
   “Ye-yes, Momma.  Not a chemical burn anywhere.”
 
   Cassie’s gaze softened and swung to Raspy.  “Thank you.”
 
   “It is nothing,” Rasputin said.  “Allies must watch out for one another.”
 
   I picked myself up and looked at the phantasm.  “Is it my imagination, or is it trying to force its way across the threshold into life.”
 
   “It’s trying to give birth to itself?” Grace stared up at the floating monstrosity.  “How weirdly awful.”
 
   “Certainly unique,” I eyed the sludge that had dripped down from the upper balcony.  The stuff had dissolved a lot of the seating, thickening the air with acrid fumes.  Much more of that, and breathing in here would become impossible.  “Its desire to live however saves us the necessity of keeping it here by spell circle.  The more alive it gets, the less able it is to flee into the realm of the dead.  The world that spawned it will reject it.  
 
   Movement drew my attention to Madison.  She waved and yelled from Tukka’s broad back, “I’m outta ammo.  I’m going to go see if I can get some grenades off of Virgil.  Someone bring me back here when I get back.”  She rose in the saddle and stood on it.  A small leap moved her clear of Tukka.  As she landed, her human aura became invisible.  Running toward the front of the building, it was obvious she was under the effect of full gravity once more, and no longer in the ghost realm.  
 
   The doors swung in on her as she reached them.  She skidded to a stop, face-to-muzzle with armed gunmen.  
 
   “Oh, crap, the glory boys are here,” I said.
 
   SWAT type commandoes in body armor, with automatic weapons hugged close to their bodies were slinking in.  A brief, mutual ID was made.  Madison was waved on by.  The SWAT team came down the aisle, another group entering by the second group.  Communicating with hand gestures and radio headsets, they didn’t bother checking the bodies to see if they could save anyone; after all, this was about getting trophies and headlines.
 
     Tukka’s aura flickered out.  He turned to face the oncoming gunmen.  The motion caught the attention of the SWAT guys before they had a chance to look up to notice the real threat.  Assault rifles were lined up on the fu dog.  He’d crossed back to the mortal side of the veil, waiting for Madison’s return.  
 
   Stupid, big guy.  Real stupid.  They’re here looking for a dangerous monster and you pop up.  Might as well be holding a 
 
   protest sign saying please shoot me.
 
   Tukka leaped away, trailing silent gunshots.  If it weren’t for the muzzle flashes and the damage to the theater, I wouldn’t even have known he was being shot at.  
 
   His aura’s teal-blue flare signaled his return to the ghost realm.
 
   The shooting cut off as the target vanished to the perspective of the SWAT teams.  
 
   “Son of a bitch!” Tukka said.
 
   “You certainly are,” I agreed.
 
   Grace said, “It occurs to me that if that monster does get born—and gets loose—we could see the end of the world, especially if it can fertile itself, laying eggs or something.  A zombie apocalypse would be as nothing.”
 
   “Here it comes again,” I said.  
 
   The thing had turned, scanning the hall with that cyclops eye.  I knew it wanted me, but seeing the men below, it moved to hover over one group, the response of a hungry predator that needs to feed to heal.  The cannon ports remained, but under them, a new generation of sparkly blue and purple tendrils were growing in, weaving themselves thicker and thicker as they lowed.  Ten limbs formed and split to make twenty.  The tentacles writhed, curling at the tips to form nooses.
 
   Stubborn bastard is really in need of an abortion.  If only he weren’t so resistant to my dragon flame.   Maybe an inside attack…  
 
   Cassie launched herself into the air, bounding toward the men under the tentacles.  Her sword of golden flame rippled, flapping with her motion.  She landed among the men and warded off the tentacles, slicing through those that tried to grab a quick snack.
 
   Rasputin bent space, stepping into one of his disks of distortion.  He reappeared amid the second group and threw the SWAT members, two by two, into the distortion.  The last few to go tried to repay his kindness with gunfire.  His speed defeated their attempt to kill him.  The tesseract didn’t return the men elsewhere in the theater.  I had to assume he’d set them outside, 
 
   to safety.
 
   I used the time they’d bought me, sending out a thought and summoned my Berettas from the satchel in the car trunk.  I’d gone through most of the regular ammo, and should now be tapping the explosive rounds.  The semi-automatics appeared in my hands.  “Now for my next trick…”  Since returning from Atlantis on a trip through time, I’d been building up my strength and technique using Shadow magic, the Old Man’s specialty.  It was time for that training to pay off.  
 
   “Grace, pay attention.  There will be a test later.”  Shadow bled from pores, welling to dark and consume my hands.  I opened my fingers and the shadow hands drifted off into the air, closing to grip the guns.  I lowered my flesh hands to my side, concentrating my will on the shadow version I’d just created.   Those hands carried the guns out over the much-abused seating.  The hands and weapons gained speed, sliding through the gloom, past the glowing tentacles, and up into that partly nebulous body.  
 
   “How are you doing that?” Grace asked.
 
   “You figure it out.  Now, where do you suppose that creature keeps its brain?”
 
   Onyx spoke from behind me.  “Want me to find out?”
 
   “Stop sneaking up on me,” I grumbled.  “And yeah, I want to know where its brain is.  Can you pinpoint it without getting yourself eaten by that thing?”
 
   His voice went deep, telling me he was stripping away the illusion of humanity, becoming pure darkness.  “Sure, I am nothingness, emptiness.  Emptiness cannot be consumed.”
 
   Darkness swelled past me from behind.  I lost sight.  Cold stole my heat.  The worst part of it was the sensation that something primal and terribly hungry was breathing down my neck, wondering if I were tasty.  I held still.  A moment later, the darkness filling the hall contracted.  I looked to the side.  Grace was there, and Onyx looking like the goofy kid he wanted us to believe he was.  The look in Grace’s eyes told me she knew this, too, and didn’t care because she carried the same darkness.  I think she did a better job pulling human off since she’d been raised that way by a human stepmother.
 
   Onyx pointed at the main hump near the top.  “There are electrical patterns there, a mind of sorts.  Very primitive.  If you start on top, I’d go down six or seven feet.”
 
   “Thanks,” I said.
 
   With shadow magic, I’d been piloting my guns around the floating beast.  I figured the outer shell was too hard.  I need a soft entry point.  I went in through the eyes.  The semi-automatics pierced the lens, the ocular fluid, and zipped along what was probably the optic nerve.  This became difficult as the beast flinched and thrashed.  Its tentacles broke off, falling to the floor.
 
   Hurts, huh?
 
   Guessing I was just about where I needed to be, I willed my shadow hands to fire the guns.  There were red bursts seen through the creature’s cloudy hide.  It whipped about, churning, and tore itself apart.  
 
   “Yes, got you!  And that’s how it’s done.”
 
   “Not exactly,” Grace said.  “Look.”
 
   I did.  The part of it with the damaged brain turned dark and stiff, tumbling to the floor where it shattered a section of seating.  The other half of it assumed more of a tri-corner shape, resuming stability with three sprouting eyes.  I was willing to bet it had also grown several auxiliary brains as well.  The eyes were covered by clear shells for added protection.  It also developed a wide slash of a mouth.  The slash opened to show teeth that bore a strong resemblance to cave formations.  Stalactites and stalagmites locked with rumbling crunches.  Without trailing appendages to anchor it, the smaller beast tumbled in an unbalanced rotation that made it harder to hit.
 
   I screamed at it.  “Why the fuck won’t you die!”
 
   It screamed a response, a sound like Tukka’s roar, beating across us all.
 
   The thing wasn’t really smart, but it was a hell of a mimic.
 
   Rasputin and Cassie were back with Madison.  She had several anti-tank missiles.  The slayer said, “You would not believe what I had to go through to get these.”
 
   “Try them,” I said.  “I don’t think it will help.”
 
   “So what do we do?” Onyx asked.
 
   “Good question,” I said.
 
   I watched Madison set up, bracing a tube on her shoulder.  Realizing he was going to swallow the backlash, Tukka ran out from behind her.  She fired.  The missile streaked and exploded against the creature’s shell.  Its lips parted a little and a grating sound emerged.     
 
   It’s laughing at us,” I said.
 
   Unexpectedly, the creature lost the glow of its life energy, the blue-purple shine inside its translucent body dimming to a pale gray shimmer muted by its crystalline crust.  
 
   “I just had a terrible thought,” I said.
 
   Grace and Onyx answered in unison: “What?”
 
   “What if this is just a larval state and what’s coming next is even worse?”
 
   “How much worse can it get?” Rasputin asked.
 
   I turned to Onyx.  “Can your shadow eat that thing, maybe contain it?  You extend to other spaces, you said.  Is there some place you can strand it?”
 
   “And make it someone else’s problem?  No.  To be on Grace’s world, I have to follow the rules her father sets for our kind.  I am forbidden from doing as you say.” 
 
   “I wouldn’t tell,” I said.
 
   “Shadow men cannot keep secrets from each other.  By touching, what one of us knows the others find.”  He looked at Grace.  “I will do nothing that cuts me off from her, no matter how many of your kind must perish.”
 
   Grace blushed, but contrary wise, frowned at him.  “People are important.  You’re supposed to care about them.”
 
   “Would you say that if you hadn’t been raised human?” Onyx asked.
 
   “Doesn’t matter,” Grace said.  “That’s how I was raised.”  
 
   “I have a plan,” I admitted, a chill sliding down my spine.  “It’s highly dangerous, and I know I’m not going to like it.”
 
   Madison shot off another rocket with no greater success, and said a mildly bad word.
 
   Cassie turned her smile on me.  “What are you waiting for?”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THIRTY-SEVEN
 
    
 
   “A good curse goes a long way.”
 
    
 
                                     —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   The mysterious Virgil and Janet d’Arc were waiting when I stepped down from the damaged magic-user’s truck with the warded spell box in my hand.  The container was a one of those the sorceress normally used to store mystic relics in.  It was rectangular, steel, and just big enough for the white jade flute to go into.  The outside of the box had sigils, runes, and mystic sign from dozens of cultures engraved into the metal.  Their purpose was to keep the sealed object inert and safe.  Nobody had wanted to give me the flute or Hastings, but I needed them both to make this work.  Paul Hastings still wore cuffs, but they were in front, not in back as was protocol.  I needed him able to use his hands.  Still, I had to help him down out of the truck.
 
   “You don’t need to keep the cuffs on,” Hastings said.  “We have a deal.  I’ll do my part.”
 
   Virgil stared coldly at him.  “Yes, you will.  And you’ll wear the cuffs until what we need is done.”
 
   “Your record will be wiped clean,” I said, “and you’ll be left with the flute.  My word on it as a demon lord.”  I stared at Virgil to make sure he understood what I wanted.
 
   He nodded slightly.  Everything I needed would be done.  He would follow my direction in this.  
 
   “I still don’t like it.”  Janet glared with disgust at Hastings.  “You’ll getting off way too lightly.”
 
   He stared back at the sorceress.  “Oh, so you never killed anyone?  I can tell that you have.  I bet you liked it, too.”
 
   She lunged at him.  
 
   Virgil caught her.  “Stick to the plan.  It’s the best we got without bringing in a small, tactical nuke.”
 
   “Virgil, you’ve cleared the property?”
 
   “Only Onyx is near the creature, keeping it distracted.  I’ve got to get me a shadow man.  They’re damn handy to have around.”
 
   “I don’t think you’re going to be able to pry him away from Grace.”  I kept the box under my arm and shoved Hastings toward the Music Hall.  “Let’s get started.”
 
   He walked toward the building, and the monster he’d created, and he whistled a little tune in perfect pitch, with perfect timing, the way a robot might.  We passed a Rasputin.  He stood ready to do his part the next time we came this way.  
 
   He nodded curtly to me.  “I hope you know what you are doing, Caine.”
 
   I smiled.  “I’m almost positive.”
 
   Hastings looked Rasputin over and then shifted his face toward me.  “What’s his part in the plan?”
 
   “He’s insurance that the monster won’t catch us until we want him to.”  I went on across the partially cleared parking lot and into the building, keeping one eye on my prisoner.  Inside the lobby, he said, “Caine, that’s a nice name.  The name of a killer.”
 
   I didn’t look at him.  “Yes.  It is.”
 
   “You like to kill, don’t you?”
 
   “Sometimes.  Sometimes, it’s just a job that needs doing.  But unlike you, I only kill people one time.”
 
   “So you’re so much better than me?” Hastings laughed.  “That’s funny.”  There were still a lot of bodies lying around.  A lot of ugliness.  A lot of blood.  Once we were gone, the authorities would move in and clean up what would be officially labeled a terrorist bombing.  The school would not be reopening.
 
   We reached the double doors to the auditorium.  They were open; all doors and windows were open in a desperate attempt to ventilate the space.  The returning cleanup crew were going to need hazmat gear.  My half-dragon physiology gave me toughness and some scented Vaseline under my nose helped block a lot of the stench.  Hastings loved death.  I wanted him to 
 
   come in unprotected and get a good look at it.
 
   We walked down an aisle I’d seen way too much of and looked up the tricorner beast.  It floated inside a spiral of darkness, unable to push past Onyx, bidding its time.  Meanwhile, it had continued to modify itself.  The outer shell had prickly, glass like spines.  They seemed to dance with high voltage cores.  I wouldn’t be surprised if the spines could be launched like missiles.   So nice of Madison to teach it that.  This thing must have a highly rewritable genetic code.
 
   Hastings stood enraptured.  “So beautiful.”
 
   “Yeah, but it’s too dangerous to leave wandering around.  You’re going to help us coral it.”
 
   Hastings looked at me.  “I said I’d help, and I will.  I don’t want indiscriminate killing.  Death is an art.  Mass killing has no beauty.  It’s imprecise and leaves nothing to savor, but ugliness.” 
 
   My phone buzzed in my pocket.  I took it out and read a text: GOT IT.  ON MY WAY.
 
   A moment later, a hole in space opened up.  Izumi stepped out of the portal.  Hot as hell, for a winter fey.  Her white hair gleamed like ice.  She wore an off-the-shoulder dress of pale blue.  Smiling a greeting, she hurried over, kissed me, and handed me an open band with a lock and a small charge of C4 attached to a radio transmitter.  At least, that was what I told her to make the thing look like. 
 
   “Stay safe,” she said.  
 
   “Go,” I said.  “I’m working.”
 
   She left and I put the collar on Hastings.  He struggled a little.  I was forced to bitch slap him.  “Behave.  This will come off when it’s time.  I’m giving you the flute, but if you use it on me, a dead man’s switch will blow your head clean off.  I have to take the precaution.  You understand.”
 
   “Indeed I do.  Trust is so hard to come by in this cold world.”
 
   I let him see me holding a small box with a button on it, something Virgil’s guys had whipped up in no time.  I pushed the button and held it in.  “There, betray me and die.”  I handed him the box with the flute in it.  “Alright, piper, do your job.”
 
   With cuffed hands, he took out the flute.  It had no ill effect on him; he knew its secrets.  He played a slow, experimental riff.  I felt nothing trying to get hold of me.  I yelled to Onyx.  “You’re done.  Get out of here.”
 
   The black coil collapsed and became a man.  He walked away without looking back.  No fuss.  Very low drama.  One of the things I liked about him.
 
   The creature spun and looked around, one of its eyes spying Hastings and me.  He created it, but that was before its rebirth.  I didn’t know if any of those memories survived.  Still, the flute had shaped it, nurtured it, and commanded its energies.  If nothing else, the relic would dominate by shear force being incredibly powerful.  We’d see how powerful now.
 
   The melody touched it.  The hate in its eyes died down.  It settled lower, drawn by the sound.  Then it was swooping in faster.  
 
   I shoved Hastings.  “Run.”
 
   We hurried up the aisle, and out the doors.  As we crossed the lobby, it exploded a section of wall, making itself an exit.  I looked briefly back.  Several of those glowing spines were gone.  I’d been right about their use.  Hastings and I went out into the parking lot as the creature paused to reorient on us.  I didn’t look back as another explosion sounded.  We ran straight toward Rasputin, knowing the thing was hot on our trail.
 
   I could almost feel its hunger for the music, for the flute.  That desire was like a sunburn on the back of my neck.  We’d hooked our fish.
 
   A lens of air appeared, one where light bent in distortion.  Hastings and I hit that lens and we were over by the Victorian mansion, Raspy by our sides.  “I hope you can keep doing that,” I said.  “The energy drain must be hell.”
 
   “I fed heavily while you were working out your plans,” he said.  “Rest assured, I will do my part.”
 
   “And I will get you Cassie’s home phone number,” I promised.
 
   “You had better not fail me,” Rasputin warned.  “It is an affair of the heart.”
 
   Yeah, maybe you’ll grow on her.
 
   I snapped at Hastings.  “Play.”
 
   He did, but I don’t think it was sound alone that drew the monster’s attention to us.  He turned in the night wind and chugged our way, full steam, the little train that could.  We ran around the mansion to its back and up onto the crest of the hill.  Section by section, jump by jump, we led him cross-country to the hidden cemetery.   It wasn’t visible at first, but—as Hastings played—the gate faded into view.  The headstones beyond marked countless victims to his madness.  
 
   Rasputin swung open the gate to the pocket dimension.  Hastings went in and began to play.  I went up to Rasputin.  “I’ve got it from here,” I said.
 
   Rasputin stared into my eyes.  “I have seen into this mortal’s soul.  It is a filthy, damned thing.”
 
   “I won’t argue,” I said.
 
   “Hmmmph.  And their kind calls us monsters.”
 
   I shrugged.  “Truth is, we all are, one way or another.  Some folk just hide it really well.  Some are just tiny monsters.  It’s those that don’t cage their darkness that make more work for the rest of us.”
 
   Rasputin laughed at that and walked away.   After a few steps, a lens of air and light whisked him away, and the laughter died.
 
   The flute music soared, haunting, beautiful, and sinister all at once.  Answering, the monster floated into view, only a hundred feet in the air, closing fast.  The reaper stopped playing as the monster over shot him and made a broad turn.  Hastings returned to the gate, holding the flute laxly in his hand.  “I’ve kept my word.  You keep yours.”  
 
   “I will.”  The black helicopter had near silent rotors.  I had to strain my dragon hearing to pick up the whisper.  Virgil was up there, my ride home.  
 
   A red dot appeared over Hasting’s heart, the laser sight of a sniper rifle locking on.  Hastings didn’t see it.  He didn’t see a lot of things.  These next few seconds were going to be highly educational.  
 
   I took my finger off the button.
 
   Hastings stared, tense, eyes bugging out.  His head stayed on.  No explosion.
 
   “Ah, I see,” he said.  “You were bluffing.”
 
   “Not really.  That was a dead man’s switch.  But the signal wasn’t meant for you.  It simply tells Virgil we’re done, so he can do his part.”
 
   Hasting’s smile went a bit crooked.  “His part?”
 
   I stepped aside, as if to let him out.  
 
   A hole appeared in his heart.  Blood burst from his chest and his back.  He fell back as the sound of the shot washed over us.  I closed the door, letting him keep the flute as I’d promised.  I am a man of my word—sometimes.  I closed the gate, completing the circuit.  The graveyard faded away.  With luck, it would never be found again.
 
   The helicopter landed and I strolled over.  I climbed in the back, sitting behind Virgil and his rifle.  “Nice shooting,” I said.
 
   “Coming from you, that’s a compliment.”
 
   Ignoring us, the pilot lifted into the air.
 
   I looked at Virgil.  “What do you mean by that?”
 
   “You think we don’t know, but we do.  You’ve taken out a number of questionable targets over the last few years.  On the whole, though, they’ve been necessary to keeping the public peace, and have served the public good.  If that changes, expect an unpleasant visit from Cassie.”
 
   I shrugged.  “I’m fine with that, as long as you’re fine with the Red Lady burning this country to ashes if you do.”
 
   He was quiet a long time as we flew back to the conservatory.  
 
   Finally he said, “Okay, I see your point.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   EPILOGUE
 
    
 
    
 
   Pleasantly drunk and recently laid, I staggered across the garage of my Malibu mansion, entering the kitchen.  Morning wasn’t far away.  The place seemed overly quiet, getting a lot less use since the Old Man moved back to the Clan House.  The light of the stove’s hood cast a soft, white glow that thinned the gloom.  Still, I almost walked unheedingly past the great black leopard with the blazing yellow eyes.  I stopped and swung toward her.  “Hi, Leona.  Nice of you to wait up.”
 
   “I wasn’t planning on it, but that mutt of yours is back.”
 
   “Dog?  I keep running him off, but he keeps coming back.”
 
   “He’s brought you another bribe.”
 
   “What now?  An old Nike, a sock-puppet from hell?”
 
   “Old bone, I think.  Something white.”
 
   “Maybe he’s done something right this time.”  
 
   I went on across the room, cutting through the living room, into a hallway that ended with a magic door to my kingdom in fairy.  Before I got that far, I turned into the master bedroom and stripped off my coat and shoes.  I approached the bed where a mound of shadow waited.  As I stood at the edge of the bed, the darkness thickened, taking on a more solid form.  Ears flopping, Dog whined a greeting, hoping I’d be happy to see him this time.  
 
   I kept my face stern and looked at what gleamed between his paws.  The white jade flute.  I picked up a pair of enchanted gloves Izumi had given me.  They provided magical insulation.  I slipped them on, picked up the flute, and finally smiled at Dog.  “Good boy.  You can stay, but not on my bed.”  He jumped down and pranced around my feet.  I petted him and then had him lie down while I put the flute in my sock drawer.  I’d find a place for it in my treasure vault later.  
 
   I fell on my bed and mumbled, “That’s what I call fetch.”
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