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   ONE
 
    
 
   “I once got so drunk I couldn’t find the TV remote.
 
   The View was on.  It was the worse hour of my life.”
 
    
 
                                      —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   As usual, I came out of the gun shop with a bounce in my step.  I scanned the street, looking for trouble.  It had been leaping out at me regularly for the last few months, one assassination attempt after another.  I’d turned down a whole detail.  I didn’t think I needed massive security.  The Old Man had disagreed.  Zero-T was a compromise.  
 
   He waited at the curb, passing for human.  The demons in my clan had different ways doing this.  Leaning against his car, Zero-T wore dark sunglasses over a ceramic mask that made him into a black man, color being only second-skin deep. This was definitely an improvement because, underneath, his scaled skin was a reptilian mottle of blue and silver.  Without the glasses, the cross-shaped pupils on his powder blue orbs would have betrayed him, drawing notice; like the fact that he was in a no parking zone.
 
   He owed his persona to all the black exploitation films he’d watched.  Since taking him on as one of my security branch operatives, I’d often caught him whistling the theme to Shaft.  
 
   Zero-T needed his own theme song, something like: I’m such a fuck-up, shoot me in the head.  I’m such a fuck-up gonna wind up fuckin’ dead.  La da-da la … la da-da la.  
 
   My inner dragon stirred.  Catchy tune.  He should like that.
 
   Zero-T shot me a toothy grin, the light glazing his polished scalp.  His earth magic allowed the false-face to move naturally, displaying emotion as if it were moved by muscles.   His thin arms crossed his chest as he leaned against the side of his lemon yellow Volvo C-70.  The butterscotch leather seats, the red leather wrapping the steering wheel, and the fuzzy red dice on the rearview mirror showed a level of taste I pitied.  
 
   Is it petty of me to enjoy having someone around who screws up worse than I do?  Hell, yes, and so what?  I’m going to conquer the universe one day.  People can just get used to being peed upon.  Eventually, they’ll get to like it.  
 
   Zero-T wore his usual khaki slacks, black tee, and black leather jacket.  Through the gap of his jacket, I saw he was sporting his beloved Magnum .357 in an expensive shoulder rig.  Despite his air of relaxation, I knew he was aware of everything around him.  My operatives aren’t completely incompetent; that might get me killed.  I knew he was ex-military but I’d never asked him what kind.  
 
   Playing chauffer, he opened the back door of his Volvo.  
 
   Climbing in, I tossed my package into the seat beside me.  The bag held three boxes of 9mm standards.   There was nothing illegal about the ammo.  
 
   Not yet, but give me time.  
 
   Zero-T shut the door, and a few moments later, was up front, buckled in, and staring at me in the rear-view mirror.  “Where to, Boss?”
 
   We were in West Los Angeles.  The area was a focus for commercial development, home to high-rise office buildings along Olympic, Santa Monica, and Wilshire Boulevards, containing a large number of Japanese-owned businesses.  “Samurai Sushi.”  I wanted to try the place having heard good things about their yellowtail and salmon.  “It’s on…”
 
   “I’ve been there.  Hold on.  Time to turn my baby around.”  Zero-T pulled the car over to the turning lane, rolling up to the intersection as it went green.  We roared through, spinning at high speed, tearing back the way we’d come.  Five minutes later, we were there, turning at a corner where a Guitar Center occupied a building resembling a Greek temple, with windows.  Next to it was the sushi place I wanted, its front door standing under a blood red awning.  A red neon sign said: OPEN.
 
   This time, I made sure he parked in a legal space and fed the meter.  He used his cell phone to transmit a code to the car’s ignition system computer so it couldn’t start without a count command only he knew.  I approved, using such measures on my own Mustangs.  We strolled past windows obscured with white rice paper screens, and entered the establishment.  
 
   The crowd seated at the long counter was light.  They were watching their food cooked in front of them.  More customers occupied outlying black lacquer tables with glass tops.  A bamboo latticework formed a false ceiling from which red lanterns hung like monstrous, bloated cherries.  The hard wood floor was also bamboo.  
 
   A hostess in a tight red dress with koi swimming down it appeared with laminated menu sheets in hand.  She guided us to a table at a wall where a misty watercolor landscape was hung.  I liked the fact that the tables were well spaced out, providing an illusion of privacy.
 
   I sat with my back to the wall which was my custom.  Zero-T sat with his back toward every passing stranger.  This wasn’t as reckless as it seemed.  Demons aren’t usually as breakable as humans.  And if people went for him first, he’d be buying me time to act.  Unfortunately, it wasn’t humans we had to worry about.  Most of those trying to assassinate me were fey.  There were fey courts that couldn’t stand the fact I’d laid claim to a territory in Fairy and would soon be crowned a fey lord.  They objected to a demon lord holding power among them, even if I wasn’t a real demon, having only been raised that way.  
 
   I was half dragon, and half—something else.  It was the something else I still didn’t have a firm handle on.  I’d always assumed my father to be human, but I didn’t really have proof of that.  
 
   The hostess handed us the menu sheets.  “The waitress will be along soon to take your drink orders.  Enjoy your evening with us.”
 
   As she left, I surveyed her gently swaying ass, able to envision many ways in which she could make my visit a lot more enjoyable.  In Japan, some places still existed that served sushi on the freshly bathed, nude bodies of woman.  Great plating.  The practice was called nyotaimori, and went back to samurai days as a celebration following great battles.  I’d always wanted to give it a try. 
 
   Hmmm.  Wonder what Izumi would think of volunteering.  An image of the winter fey princess crossed my mind, an image of her pale white legs spread, her soft pink folds covered with sashimi, little delicacies making a trail up her torso to breast adorned by spicy tuna and eel.  My mental theater took a hard turn into kinky as I imagined her wearing a ball gag and blindfold.
 
   My hardening cock spoke up: Hey, don’t tease me this way.
 
   Shut up, I told him.  You’ll get yours, later.
 
   Clad in a watery-blue kimono with orange and white koi swimming on it, and a pale blue obi tied around the waist, the waitress glided to the table and offered a small bow.  “Can I get you something to drink while you decide on your meals?”
 
   “Do you have Daiginjo sake?” I asked.
 
   “For both of you?” she asked.
 
   Zero-T pushed back from the table, looking at me as he stood.  “You’re the professional drunk, uh, I mean drinker so I’ll go with your judgement.  Order me whatever the chef’s special is.  I’ll be back in a minute.”
 
   I nodded as he strode across the room toward the restroom sign.
 
   “We’re ready to order now,” I said.  “In addition to a full bottle of sake, and the chef’s special, I’ll have the yellowtail, surf clam, and eel sushi, served with a side of rice.”
 
   “That will be all?” she asked.
 
   “For now.”  I handed her the menus and showed an unbiased attitude in also watching her ass retreat.
 
   My dick spoke up again: “Hey, you’re killing me here.”
 
   I sighed.  My cock had a lot in common with my demon sword: both were long, hard, insatiable, and often needed a firm hand or something to stab.  “I have a whole harem.  You can’t tell me you’re suffering.”
 
   Hell yes!  Even in human form, I have a dragon’s vitality.
 
   I looked down in my lap and said, “Just shut the fuck up before I tie you in a half Windsor.”
 
   That would hurt you, too.
 
   “Yeah, but I have an incredibly high tolerance for pain.  What about you?”
 
   Only silence answered.  
 
   I smiled.  “That’s what I thought.”  I’m not sure what it says about me that I enjoy beating myself into submission, uh, figuratively speaking.  
 
   I killed time examining the décor; the use of hard woods, rice paper lanterns, and the artwork on the walls.  The dark green bottle of sake arrived with two matching drinking cups.  I reached out and felt the bottle.  Overly chilled.  “You’ve killed the flavor.  This isn’t supposed to be served cooler than Fifty degrees.”
 
   Her smile looked strained.  “I’ll bring you something else then?”
 
   “Yes, bring me the manager.” 
 
   Leaving the sake, she hurried away, no doubt to report a difficult customer to the management.  A minute later, she returned with a Japanese man in a charcoal suit with a lavender tie.  He was clean shaved and wore round, wire-rim glasses.  His black hair was swept back and gelled down.  He said, “I understand there’s a problem here?”
 
   I pointed at the sake.  “Overly refrigerated.  It’s been allowed to die.”
 
   He reached out and picked up the bottle.  He frowned.  “You’re right. A terrible sin against the gods of hospitality.  I will take care of this at once.”
 
   I nodded.
 
   The waitress stared at him.  “But that’s the way we were told to serve it.”
 
   The manager glanced at her.  “You were misinformed.  Cold destroys the fragrance and taste.  It is served cool, not half frozen.”  His stare came back to me.  “I will send you something better, on the house.  Please, enjoy the rest of your meal.”
 
   I said, “Domo arigato.”
 
   They left.  Not long after, I spotted Zero-T approaching.  He settled at the table, staring away as if disinterested in me.  There were loud complaints at some of the tables Zero-T had passed.  People were fanned the air away from their faces, throwing dirty looks his way.  
 
   Damn, he was just in the restroom.  Couldn’t he have passed gas there?
 
   A Japanese couple came into the restaurant and were led past us.  They wrinkled their noses in passing.
 
   I took a deep whiff and smelled absolutely nothing.  Not a single scent?  Something is suppressing my senses.
 
   Zero-T glowered after the couple, reaching inside his jacket like he was going to draw down on them with his magnum.  
 
   Suspicious, I wanted to hear his voice, so I tried to engage him in conversation.  “Watching for trouble is your job, but you need to savor life as well as guard it.  A great meal and outstanding sake is coming.  Try to loosen up, all right?”
 
   Saving his words, he gave me a non-committal grunt, staying silent as our food arrived.  The chef’s special turned out to be spicy striper rolls and bluefish sashimi.  He picked up a piece of the bluefish and stared at it in outrage.  “Great meal?  This isn’t even cooked!”
 
   The voice was close, maybe a whisper off, but I knew this wasn’t Zero-T.  The real Zero-T had been here before and knew that sashimi was supposed to be uncooked.  
 
   Our waitress looked like she was about to cry.  I said, “It’s all right.  Just bring us the drinks.”
 
   She hurried away.  Instead of watching her pleasant ass, I pulled raw golden magic to my Dragon Fire tattoo, warming it to life.  The spell activated, requiring a price I paid in phantom pain.  It felt like a sandblaster were applied to my tongue as hot wax melted in my eyes.  I sat still, knowing the sensation would fade in a moment, leaving no damage, which it did.  The waitress approached with a bottle of sake that was coated in dust.  I suspected this was rare, private stock.  Too bad I had to waste some of it on Zero-T.
 
   I opened the bottle and poured us each a cup.  Standing, I held my cup and offered him the other.  He looked a little confused as I held up my cup to make a toast, but got in the spirit of things by standing as well.  He took the cup from my hand.  
 
   A quick glance showed we were no longer under scrutiny.  “To Lady Death,” I said.  “May she never sleep alone.”
 
   If my words bothered him, he gave no sign, simple tilting the cup and guzzling.  I filled my mouth with the rice wine and brought a roiling belch of dragon fire up from my stomach, spitting it all over him.  He screamed briefly, then went all fey, wearing purple and yellow silks.  Then he was just a dead crispy critter falling as embers.  Dragon fire is hotter than normal fire and difficult to put out.  Since I didn’t want to destroy a good restaurant, I pulled the fire back to me absorbing it.
 
   By now, all the surrounding customers were thoroughly alarmed, babbling, cursing, dinners leaping up, screaming themselves.  I hopped back a step and pointed dramatically at the dead man.  “Wow, spontaneous human combustion!  You don’t see that every day.”
 
   “He did smell rather gaseous,” one customer confirmed.  “Made me gag on my mackerel.”
 
   A woman said, “Didn’t I see some of that fire jump at you?”
 
   I looked shocked and made a show of looking myself over.  “Did it?  I seem to be all right.”
 
   The hostess hurried over with a fire extinguisher and sprayed Co2 on the remains.
 
   “Quick thinking,” I told her.  “You’ve probably saved us all.  Now if you don’t mind, could I have a different table?”  Without waiting for an answer, I walked toward the restroom.  Whoever had taken Zero-T’s place had done it there.  I wanted to know if Zero-T were still alive.
 
   I went in and found disaster.  The mirrors were webbed with cracks.  One porcelain sink was shattered.  The walls of a stall were smashed, the pieces lying on the floor.  I found Zero-T with his face in a toilet.  I pulled him back.  He fell on his back and lay still except for the shallow rise of his chest.  He was still breathing, but not conscious.  His mask was in place, but covered in hairline cracks.
 
   If I had to guess what had happened, I’d say he came in here and was ambushed by a very strong fey that battered the demon head-first into everything he could find.  The fey probably went off thinking his killing was half done, with only me remaining.  From the foul stench others had picked up, and the speed of the combustion, I decided my would-be assassin was probably from the Autumn Court in Fairy where magic centers on corruption and decay.
 
   I’d say the only reason Zero-T still lived was due to an instinctive response, his pouring of all his earth magic into the mask.  The mask had protected him through horrific abuse.  
 
   I nudged him with a toe.  “Sleeping here all night?”
 
   Nothing.
 
   I kicked him in the ribs.  
 
   He groaned.  His eyes flickered open, and the mask fell off his face in itty-bitty pieces, revealing reptilian scales and bright colors.  “I was attacked!”
 
   “Really?  What was your first clue?”
 
   He rolled over, got hands and knees under him, and levered himself to his feet.  He stood, swayed, and looked around.  “Man, I must have put up a helluva fight.”
 
   I pointed to a window high on a far wall.  It seemed to open unto an alley.  “Go out that way.  We can’t have people seeing you like this.”
 
   “That’s kinda high.  Want to give me a boost?”
 
   “I don’t touch men’s asses.  Pull out a few bricks to make stepping stones.”
 
   “But my food?”
 
   “Not my problem.  What kind of a bodyguard gets himself beat down, leaving his employer vulnerable?  You don’t deserve bluefish sashimi and spicy rolls.”
 
   “Ah, common, have a heart.  I took a beating for you.”
 
   “Okay, well hit a Burger King drive through on the way home.  Take it or leave it.”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   “One more thing,” I told him.  “You can’t come back to this restaurant.  The fey assassin was wearing your face when I killed him.  You show up again, and they’ll call Ghost Hunters on your ass.”
 
   “But I love this place.”
 
   The door opened.  A male customer came in.  Stopped.  Looked around.  And quietly slipped out gain.  I pointed to the window again.  “Out.”
 
   He went.
 
   
  
 





 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TWO
 
    
 
   “There are days my shadow won’t 
 
   follow me; afraid of getting peed on.”
 
    
 
                                    —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   I’d let the Old Man know I wouldn’t be taking on any more jobs for a while.  Loose ends had been bugging me for months; important details that needed resolving here in L.A.  Now that I was back from Santa Fe, I could give certain matters my full attention.  That’s why I’d used my magic mirror, leaving the clan house, returning to Malibu so very fucking early in the morning.  
 
   Really, who gets up before noon?  
 
   Anyway, William was right next door, completely unsuspecting.  I allowed myself an evil chuckle.  Before I moved on them, I needed fortification, breakfast.  I had a new drink recipe in front of me, on the huge bar of my office.  A blender glistened, filled with half-frozen treasure.  Assorted bottles and containers stood off to the side, one of them full of ice.  I’d just finished blending orange-flavored liqueur, tequila, blood orange juice, and mint leaves.  All that was left was to pour and guzzle—then go kick ass.
 
   A black shadow hung in the air a moment, then dropped onto the bar.  The shadow thickened, filled in, and became a black, spirit leopard.  Leona’s whiskers twitched as she smelled the slush in the blender.  She turned her bright yellow eyes my way and said, “Okay, here’s mine.  What are you going to have?”
 
   I got out a second glass.  “You can’t have it all.”
 
   “Spoil sport.”
 
   I concentrated on a new trick I’d developed.  A mental link to my magical armory in the secret sub-basement activated.  A compressed ball made of thick silver coils materialized in my right hand, waiting for a spoken trigger to activate.  I’d acquired this special weapon from Lysande, a silver smith in Santa Fe who was also fey.  “It might look like a family of Slinkies that got trash-compacted,” she’d told me, “but this weapon is no toy.”  I’d pretended to agree to keep her happy, but all weapons are toys, just toys that kill.
 
   The silver egg went into the coat pocket of my two-thousand dollar Italian suit.
 
   Next, one of my Px4 Berettas popped out of thin air into my left hand.  I aimed between her blazing eyes.  “Don’t make me kill you deader than you already are.”
 
   “Hah, bullets can’t hurt a ghost.”
 
   I smiled at her ignorance.  My composite bullets are silver-crowned, blessed by a priest, and have an iron core surrounded by a layer of curupay, super-hard wood from a Brazilian tree watered with holy water.  I was tired of having to change ammo loads in my guns according to the nature of the threat.  The ammo load I now used can take out Vamp, werewolf, or fey.  The iron can disrupt materialization and the holy water and blessings can weaken a spirit, so yes, I can hurt a ghost.    But my supply was currently limited.
 
   I willed the gun away.  It vanished.  
 
   “What’s that egg thingy?” She asked.
 
   “Something designed to give a werewolf a really bad time.” I poured us each a drink and picked up mine.  I offered a toast.  “To blood, gore, and horrific mutilation.”
 
   Leona ignored my words, burying her muzzle in her glass.  Her thick tongue scooped up the mixture.  Blood was her usual diet, but she made an exception where my alcohol was concerned.
 
   Staring across the expansive room at the island of furniture by the massive fireplace, listening to the sound of silence, I drank, savoring the rich, sweet flavor and the mellow alcohol bite that went with it.  When the blender ran dry, I put my supplies away and left the mansion.  
 
   Stepping off the front porch, I poured raw magic into the shoulder-to-shoulder Demon Wings tattoo across my upper back.  Unlike all my other tattoos, this one mixed ink with demon blood, not dragon blood.  The surrounding skin warmed as the design activated, turning raw magic into an actual spell.  The world wavered like a heat mirage as I vanished to all eyes, but my own.  
 
   It’s poor form to let an enemy see, smell, or hear you coming.  If I do this right, I won’t have to kill half the wolves next door, many of them new to being what they are.  William had taken in survivors of werewolf attacks after the legendary Night of the Red Moon.  I’d had no problem with that, or with letting wolves return to L.A. after their long banishment for not playing well with others.  But as William’s sponsor to the L.A. hub, it reflected badly on me that I couldn’t command his loyalty while the city had fought for its life against my step mom, the Blue Star Priestess.  I’d called on my wolves to do their part.  William had decided that with mostly newbie wolves, he needed to hide his pack at home and play it safe until the storm passed.  He’d been damn rude about it.
 
   Now it’s my turn.
 
   I walked across my front lawn, into the neighboring yard.  The wolves weren’t in evidence.   Having run last night with the full moon, they’d be back to human form now, tired, groggy, and still half asleep.  Well, except for that guy on the front porch wearing no shirt, reading the morning paper.  He sat in a wooden chair that leaned back, its front legs off the porch.  I didn’t know the sentry, probably one of the new wolves.  He was thin and scraggly looking with a soul patch on his chin, a little like Shaggy from Scooby-Doo, except for the bad-to-the-boner tattoo on his chest that featured a wolf with an enormous erection.  
 
   Probably just wishful thinking.
 
   Cloaked by magic, I walked up the porch steps, went to the front door, and eased it open.  I went in and closed the door behind me.  I stood in a foyer, listening.  The house was quiet except for someone stirring in the kitchen.  I went in and took note of a female wolf dressed like a biker-hooker.  She was making coffee.  An iron skillet waited on the stove.  Eggs and bacon were on the counter, waiting to be cooked.  I left her too it, making my way to a hall lined with doors.  While my magic kept me from being scented, I had no trouble picking up William’s scent.  I opened his door and went in.  A second scent stopped me.  Angie.  She was in his bed.  Rage flushed through me.  I took a moment to get my half-dragon heart under control.  It made sense William would pick the hottest wolf to Fuck.  What didn’t make sense was why she was handcuffed with silver to the brass bars of the headboard.  His wrists were cut and bloody, the wounds looked discolored, some silver poisoning there.  Those wounds would heal until the cuffs came off, and even then would probably scar.
 
   She was naked, bruised everywhere, especially her large, luscious tits which looked like they’d been through the wringer a time or two.  Her face was freshly bruised.  Blood on her chin came from a split lip that was still healing.  She lay on her side, legs pulled up in a half-fetal position.  There were fresh claw marks on those lovely legs.  Older wounds would have already healed to hide the evidence of assault.
 
   Her eyes were open, dazed, and full of darkness and pain.  She was mouthed words that had been beaten into her: “Yes, yes, fuck me harder.  Harder.  Yours is the only cock I can ever love.  Put it up my ass … my ass … oh, God…  Not there!”  She choked on a sob.  
 
   There was too much blood on the sheet under her for mere sadism.  My mind was twisted enough to understand the true significance of the blood-drenched knife on the floor.  William had used all her orifices and had then carved a few more to fuck—wounds that were gone now.  Strong wolves like Angie can take a lot of punishment and survive what would kill a human many times over.  
 
   Angie didn’t play these kinds of games willingly.  William knew she frequently slept with me.  This was his way of showing disapproval.  My gaze slid across the bed.  William drowsed, only at the verge of sleep.  His breathing wasn’t as deep as it could be.  He rolled toward Angie, smiled, and ran a hand along her flank, past the fading bruises on her ribs.  He pulled her closer, one hand clawing a tits.  “Mine!” he murmured.  
 
   Angie cringed, tears tracking her face.  “Please, not again!”
 
   His grip tightened.
 
   Her breath caught.
 
   Drinking in her fear, he laughed and let her go.
 
   Distracted by my own slow simmer of rage, it took me an extra moment to notice I wasn’t the only voyeur in the room.  Unaware of me, William’s granddaughter Sarah had come into the room and now moved to the bed.  She was a petite teenager with red hair that had come out of a box.  She wore sandals, jean shorts, and a turquoise top with the logo: GIRL’S ROCK.  Her face was pale with shock, her lips pressed into a hard, angry line.  I understood: in addition to basic humanity, Angie had raised Sarah like a daughter.  Seeing this had to hurt her deep.
 
   Sarah raised a trembling gun that was close to my head, but not pointed my way—William had earned that honor.  I leaned over and sniffed the weapon.  My inner dragon opened sleepy eyes in the back of my mind.  He said: Silver ammo.  Steal it.  Can’t have too much silver.  Can’t have too much of anything.
 
   That goes without saying, I answered.  
 
   Silver.  Of course, what else would a half-fey girl use to deal with a houseful of werewolves, many of them lacking full control of their inner animals?  William had probably given her the gun himself.  The idiot.  If he’d really wanted to keep her safe, he’d have sent her out of town, or let her stay with Gloria, her magic teacher.
 
   I understood Sarah’s need to kill, but I was here first, and I didn’t want to William’s death to be slow and relative painless.  He deserved better.  I reached out and plucked the gun from her hand.  She jumped and looked around the room.  I moved in and touched her to bring her inside the You-Don’t-See-Me effect of my demon magic.  She tensed at my grip on her wrist, then relaxed as she saw who I was.  She opened her mouth to speak.  I kissed her to shut her up.  That’s my story and I’m sticking to it.  She melted against me and when I let her go, her gun was in my hand.  Distraction is the cheapest magic of all.
 
   I rolled my free hand, opened my palm, and showed her the silver egg I’d summoned from my armory.  I made a small throwing motion with it toward William, and handed the ball to Sarah.  She nodded to show she understood what I wanted.  I held up a hand to indicate she should wait a little, and moved away from her.  
 
   I stood by Angie, near the headboard.  I covered her mouth.  This kept her quiet as my magic bypassed her, letting her see me.  Her eyes widened.  Her body stiffened.  I put a thumb over the keyhole on her cuffs and trickled a little shadow magic inside.  The shadow stiffened, taking on a key shape, and moved as I willed.  The cuff unlocked, the sound kept quiet by my Demon Wings magic.  I removed the cuffs and pocketed them.  
 
   To Sarah, it would seem as if the cuffs had vanished into thin air.  She wouldn’t see me again until I touched her or dropped the spell.  I took hold of Angie’s hands, and mouthed the word: “Ready?”
 
   She gave me the smallest of nods, her irises going from dark pools to amber coins burning softly.  Her inner wolf roused, inflamed by the looming prospect of violence.
 
   I used strength born of my half-dragon heritage to ship Angie off the bed like she weighed no more than a pillow.
 
   This was enough to cause William to sit up, his eyes going wolf-amber as well.  “What the fuck?”
 
   I held Angie against me.  My magic cloaked her.  To William, it would seem as if she’d jumped off the bed and vanished down a rabbit hole.  His roving gaze found Sarah.  His expression cleared.  He offered her half a grin with just a little embarrassment attached.  Nudity was common among wolf packs, but Sarah wasn’t a wolf, and was his granddaughter.  He kept his sheet in place, staying on the bed.  Staring at her, his wolf-eyes dimmed.  She wasn’t prey.  No need to get excited.  He said, “You took my toy away.”
 
   She didn’t contradict him.  She simply tossed the egg up into air so he could catch it.  “Here, play with this.”
 
   I spoke the Elven release word.  
 
   Too sleepy to recognize what it was at first, he caught the silver egg.  Feeling the burning sting of silver, he tried to fling the egg away, but the silver coils uncompressed, winding around his torso, trapping his head and arms.  Grunting like a pig, he thrashed and rolled, the wire gathering in his legs as well.  The recompressing coils changed shape, becoming less like wire and more like razor wire.  Blood was flowing and spurting all around him.  He screamed as the edges cut deep into skin and muscle.  The edges of the wounds—poisoned by silver—refused to close and heal.  The tightening coils kept him from getting a good breath, so the sweet screams quickly down.
 
   I closed down the Demon Wings spell. 
 
   Sarah’s face swung my way.  She ran up to Angie and took the woman’s weight from me.  “Throw some clothes on her and take her to my house next door,” I said.  “This hit has been sanctioned by the Fenris.”  The leader of the U.S. wolves wanted the stain of cowardice brushed out of his fur.  William’s actions embarrassed him.  If I hadn’t insisted on doing this myself, the Fenris would have come and ripped William apart, eating the choice parts.  “Tell the other wolves that if they come in here, they will no longer be pack.  And no other pack will take them in.  Plus, I’ll probably burn their asses with dragon fire.”
 
   Sarah nodded and left, murmuring to wolves out in the hall.  I knew they’d heard me.  Wolf hearing is good.  What I really needed her to do was to let them see Angie, and to know who was here.  Sarah told them in one word: “Caine.”
 
   There were a few muttered curses, mostly, “Are you fucking serious?” and “What the fucking hell!”
 
   “All of you, get out my way.  Sarah, go find something to do for a while, preferably a few miles from here.”
 
   “One wolf objected.  “But if William survives his, he’ll kill us all for not coming to his rescue.”
 
   I looked at William, unable to even struggle since the silver had been strengthened by fey magic so he couldn’t break free.  The razor wire continued to sink into his body, grating on bone, slowly sawing through.  Soon, he’d be reduced to severed pieces.  That wasn’t enough to kill him.  William was no ordinary wolf.  He’d died the Night of the Red Moon, and been resurrected by necromancy with his soul fully intact, a kind of immortality bestowed on him.  He wasn’t simply as a zombie wolf.  The pieces here were going to eventually pull themselves back together and resuscitate.  
 
   I had two ways of dealing with this.  One, summon my demon sword to drink his soul, or two, de-bone him and send the pieces through hell-gates to a dozen demon realms.  In the second case, he’d be able to keep enough of himself together to be a were-worm, caught in a living hell.   While that was satisfying, I couldn’t risk he’d find a way to become functional again.  Angie’s future well-being was at stake.  That pretty much made my decision for me.
 
   The wolves were still milling around, wringing their hands in the hall.  
 
   I said, “William’s on his way to hell.  No one will have to worry about him ever again.  If you want to go along with him, I can arrange it.”
 
   I lifted my hand and concentrated.  The black demon sword wreathed with flame came to me.  
 
   Its psychic hunger tore at me.  I showed no weakness.  The damned thing would eat any soul I gave it, and try for my own if I wasn’t careful.  Demon weapons can never be trusted.
 
   The smell of blood was incredibly heavy in the room, spreading out into halls.  Soon, the whole house would reek of blood, excrement, and piss.  As if on cue, William voided his bowls.  His agonized breathing died as the silver coils slit his throat and ripped into vertebrae joints.  Decapitation was a moment away.
 
   The next sound I heard was the patter of many feet hauling ass for parts unknown.              
 
   
  
 





 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THREE
 
    
 
   “Wounds too deep to bleed need 
 
     whiskey.  That’s what it’s there for.”
 
    
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   The sword slurped up William’s soul, a red-eyed haze that rose from the body.  With the spiritual essence absorbed into the black metal sword, the werewolf couldn’t be resurrected or reborn.  The sword’s satisfaction with the dark spirit made the blade thrum.  Some of the energy flowed from the sword hilt into my hand, augmenting my lifeforce.  A side effect of using a demon blade was that you had to share some of its meals.
 
   With a thought, I returned the blade to my armory.  The silver razor wire finished contracting, becoming a simple silver egg once more.  It gleamed, no trace of damage or blood, lying somnolently until the time the release word was came.  I picked up the egg, sending it back to my armory as well.    
 
    William’s body lay in freshly severed pieces.  I used my phone to take a couple pictures and sent them to the Old Man and Fenris with the text message: JOB DONE.  My adopted demon father would see that the L.A. counsel learned of our demon clan justice.  Meanwhile, the Fenris would circulate the pictures among his wolves as a warning: wimpy wolves who embarrass the wolf clans will die for their cowardess.
 
   I went back to my house, seeing no sign of wolves.  Inside, Angie and Sarah were on my living room couch.  Both women had haunted expressions.  Sarah stared at me.  “Is he…?”
 
   “Dead,” I said.  “Very, dead.  He won’t be coming back either.  You’ll need to dispose of the pieces, the bloody sheets, the blood-soaked bed, and you should fumigate the room.”
 
   Hugging her knees on the couch, Angie looked at me then.  “Why didn’t you call for a cleaning crew?”
 
   The witches in the L.A. area ran a magic janitorial service to help hide the existence of preternaturals.  They did a good job, even whipping memories when necessary, and they were expensive.
 
   My return stare was hard, full of cold anger.  “You knew what William did was wrong at the time.  You should have challenged him for the pack, not rolled over for a good fucking.  When you backed down, you gutted your whole pack, so you can pay for the cleanup.”
 
   Sarah shoved off the couch, putting herself between me and Angie, like I was going to pick up where William stopped.  Sarah said, “Don’t you dare blame the victim.”
 
   “She made herself a victim.  I’ve been calling for weeks and what has she been saying?  ‘Everything’s fine, don’t worry.’  Well, everything wasn’t fine, but they are now.”  I took a step to the side so I could see and speak to Angie.  “Get your ass off my couch, and go take a shower.  You’ve got William’s stink on you.  When you’re done, come into the office.  I’ll give you some top-shelf whisky you can cry in.”
 
   Yeah, I can be a mean son of a dragon, but I need to know if you’re broken and need a memory wipe, or can fight past this and turn the pain into strength.
 
   Angie jumped off the couch and ran toward my master bedroom and its private shower.  There were tears in her eyes.  
 
   Sarah slapped me.
 
   I grinned at her.  “See, that’s the fighting spirit that will heal her the fastest.  You want to really help her?  Rustle up some food, a lot of it.  Her inner wolf has been healing her steadily.  Healing takes energy, energy comes from food.  She’s more than half-starved and needs to be fed before her wolf takes over and runs amok.”
 
   Sarah backed away and turned toward the kitchen.  She called me a “Shrimpy bastard” under her breath, pissed because she knew I was right.
 
   I yelled at her.  “Damn it, I’m not short, you didn’t add in the length of my cock.”
 
   My phone went off, playing Taylor Swift’s, Shake It Off.   Shaking off my annoyance, I answered.  “Caine here.”
 
   The speaker rudely started talking, as if expecting I’d know his voice.  “Caine, I just saw the new photos of William.  I’m impressed.  You’re almost as ruthless as I am.”
 
   Actually, I did know his voice.  It was Gloria’s son, Adrian, the self-proclaimed head of the L.A. vampires.  Gloria scared me.  Adrian, not at all.  “Yeah, well, I was thinking of you the whole time, thinking of how you’d cry like the bitch you are.”
 
   “Hah, in your dreams.”  
 
   “What do you want?”
 
   “I got your invitation.  What the hell are you pulling?  You’re being crowned as a fey lord?  I thought you were human and dragon, not part fey.”
 
   “It’s a free country.  I can be whatever I want, and twice on Sunday—that’s when I usually fuck your mom.”
 
   He shrieked incoherently at me for a minute or two.  I didn’t really listen, going into my office to make a few drinks.  I was behind the bar, ingredients spread out before me, when he finally ran down.  I wasn’t really sleeping with his mom, but he’d never believed that.  Neither Gloria nor I wanted sex more than our special friendship which might have suffered if taken to the bedroom.  Some allies are too valuable to risk.
 
   “Anyway,” Adrian said, “there’s no way in hell I’m going to Fairy just to watch some man-whore preen.”
 
   “Your mom’s going,” I said.  “She’s catering the event.”
 
   “Okay, I’ll be there.”  He hung up.
 
   I put my phone away and got busy mixing drinks.
 
   Most of my demon clan was scheduled to blow town soon for my coronation in Fairy where I held a kingdom even though I wasn’t fey.  Some thought I’d stolen the land and forced a bond to it.  The truth was, the land had cried out to me, and I’d simply taken what was offered.  With repairs concluded, the trip would be a little reward for the demons who’d defended the Clan House from the evil minions of the Blue Star Priestess.  The lesson I was giving was clear: Fight hard, work hard, and party harder!  Hoorah!
 
   The coronation served double duty however, acting as bait for my fey enemies.  I was tired of Autumn Court and Storm Court assassins jumping me here in the human world when the whim would take them.  I was going to set myself up as a target and kill my enemies when they showed themselves.  And they would.  I’d do everything I could, but send engraved invitations and limos.  And if Adrian happened to die in all the confusion, well Gloria couldn’t blame me.
 
   I had three drinks ready and the bottle handy by the time girls got back.  Their hair was wet, combed, and drying.  They’ changed clothes, dressing up as if in defiance.  That made sense; a woman’s clothing is her armor.  Sarah took a seat at the bar and Angie sat next to her.  Both glared at me as they picked up their drinks.  I grabbed mine.  They slammed their drinks back.  I took my time.  Sweet, smoky liquid fire caressed my throat.  
 
   I put my glass down.  Sarah slid hers away, knowing her limit.  Angie shoved her glass at me, holding it above the bar.  “Hit me, again.”
 
   I poured.  She slammed that one back, too.
 
   “You’re supposed to drink slow enough to enjoy the flavor,” I said.
 
   “Fuck you,” Angie said.  
 
   I knew by the snarl that she wasn’t really offering, so I didn’t get my hopes up.  Instead, I poured us both another shot.  I wasn’t worried about Angie getting bombed outta her skull.  Werewolves—even in human form—have an incredible tolerance for liquor.  Nearly as good as mine.
 
   Angie finished her third drink and held onto the empty glass while pointing at me.  “You know what I hate about you.”
 
   “Probably a long list.  What specifically?”
 
   “That you’re not only right, but a fucking insufferable bastard about it.”
 
   I smiled.  “You’re welcome.”  
 
   Sarah looked at Angie.  “You’re crazy.”
 
   Angie shook her head.  “Nah, don’t let him fool you.  He knew I’d break apart if he was nice to me, so he acted normal instead.  And he’s right.  I knew that something inside had gone sour.  His spirit had seemed to be fine after his resurrection, but over time, a shadow crept in.  He started losing himself a little at a time.  Then the blue star bitch attacked the city, and William made a decision he knew was wrong.  I think he knew he was destroying himself.  Maybe he wanted someone to put him down and return him to the grave before his real self was totally swallowed.”  
 
   Sarah looked at me.  “It was suicide by asshole.”
 
   “Next comment you make,” I told her, “I’m rolling you into a ball and sticking your head up your ass so you can see what dark really looks like.  Or better yet, I can just bitch slap you with my cock.”
 
   Sarah’s eyes smoldered.  “I’ll tell Gloria on you.”
 
   I laughed.  “Gloria would just be miffed about missing the action.  She might insist on an instant replay.”  
 
   I refilled Angie’s glass.  This one she drank slowly.  
 
   She said, “I should have stepped up and defended the pack, challenging for the lead spot.  I might not have won, but I’d sure feel a lot better about myself.”
 
   “Look,” I said, “If it’s punishment you want, it’s punishment you already got.  Why not shake it off and be the alpha now that your pack needs.”
 
   Angie shook her head.  “I can’t do that.  With William gone, it’s the Fenris’ call.  If I just take over, he might think I’m acting presumptuous.  It’s asking for a slap down.”
 
   Angie had apparently not left next door without her precious phone; I heard an Abba ringtone: “Money, money, money…”
 
   I stared at her.  “For a high priced attorney, that’s strangely appropriate.”
 
    “Shush.”  She waved me into silence.  “Hello, this is Angie—”
 
   I heard a deep, growly voice over the phone, interrupting her.
 
   “Yes, sir,” she said.  “No, I understand.  The pack, honestly, it needs a lot of work.  I—”
 
   Growly voice, interrupting again.  No nonsense phone call apparently.
 
   “Yes, sir.  I’ll tell him.”  The call ended.  She put her phone away.
 
   “Tell me what?” I asked.  Damn, cheap-assed, were-wolf phones; can’t overhear shit, even this close
 
   Sarah said, “What makes you think the call was about you?”
 
   I just stared at Angie.  “That was the Fenris, right?”
 
   She nodded.  “He’s appointed me alpha.  It’s a probationary position.  If I prove myself, I get to keep it, if not,” she shrugged, “I’ll be sent to Chicago or Detroit, some place that heavily benefits from excessively liberal policies.”
 
   “That’s cruel and merciless,” I said.  “Any of a thousand hell-dimensions would be better.”
 
   She squared her shoulders, slipped on a mask of confidence, and slid off the barstool.  “I have to go.  There’s a lot of work to do.  I gotta round up my wolves, and I think we need a new place to live.”
 
   “So that means you’re not going to be available for my coronation and kegger?” I asked.
 
   Angie headed for the door.  “Sorry, no.  Later.”  She crossed to the door and went out.
 
   “I’m free,” Sarah said. 
 
   I looked at her.  “I can use some hired help to get things ready and help serve the guests.”
 
   Her eyes narrowed.  “I don’t come cheap.”
 
   “Dinner and a movie first?” I asked.
 
   She looked confused.
 
   I smiled.  “Never mind.  I’ll be talking to Gloria about catering the affair.  I’m sure she’ll be roping you in.”
 
   “One thing I want to ask you, Caine.”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “That egg I threw, it killed William.”
 
   “Eventually.”
 
   “And you gave it to me, knowing I was mad enough to use it because of Angie.  You let me kill my own grandfather.”
 
   “Uh, huh.”  I waited to see if there was going to be an epic emotional explosion.
 
   “Thanks.  It was my mess since I resurrected him.  I’m glad you let me clean it up.”
 
   A rational woman.  How unexpected.  “You owe me one,” I said.
 
   “Yeah, I do.  But I’m not joining that harem of yours.”   
 
   “I’m crushed.”  I moved out from behind the bar, heading for the door.
 
   “Where are you going?” Sarah asked.
 
   “Like Angie said, ‘there’s a lot of work to do.’”
 
   “Can I get a ride into L.A.?  I don’t think I’ll be staying with the wolves any more.  That would just be awkward.  And painful.  And maybe not free anymore.”  
 
   I paused in the door way, looking back at her as she slid off her stool.  “Why don’t you stay here?  No one else is.  More and more of my time is being spent at the clan house.  You need a place to stay, and I get a house-sitter who can keep an eye on the place.  I have protective wards on the property, but I’d feel better if someone were here that could call me if something weird develops.”
 
   “If I put myself out like that for you, I wouldn’t owe you a favor, right?”
 
   “You’d be eating my food and drinking my booze, so you’d still owe me,” I said.
 
   “Well, okay.  I’ll do it.”
 
   “Good.  I’ll get you a spare key.  Just don’t bring any strangers here.  Set off the wards, and it could get quite messy.”  As with all my trusted friends, the wards already were tuned to accept Sarah’s presence.  She came over and followed me into the living room.  I went to the front door.  There was a small table there for mail and other odds and ends.  A lamp made out of a conch shell was there.  The Old Man had bought it in Mexico.  And had refused to let me use it for target practice.  I tilted the lamp and pulled out a set of keys I knew the Old man kept there.  I handed the keys to Sarah.
 
   Then swept her to the side, violently pushing her to the floor.
 
   She opened her mouth to protest. 
 
   I held a finger against my lips, a hushing gesture.
 
   She went still, staying quiet.  William had trained her well.  
 
   I mentally linked to my armory and summoned a pair of semi-automatics Berettas.  My heightened senses picked up a presence on the porch, something waiting for me to come out.  The bell hadn’t rung.  I heard the soft scrape of a foot on the porch.  I smelled ozone.  I figured it this was another assassin from the Storm Court.  The killer had been smart not to try to breach the stronger wards of the house, but stupid taking on a hit against me.
 
   Everyone figures they can succeed where others fail.  The last dozen assassins I’d taken out had all thought so.  I hoped this one might entertain me better.
 
   
  
 





 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   FOUR
 
    
 
   “It’s good I like killing, so much is needed.”
 
    
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   The door shattered.  Wooden shrapnel exploded inward, riding a hard blast of wind.  At the core of the wind, a thick, forking vein of blue fire stabbed into the living room.  The jags writhed, scorched the air, and faded.  
 
   Catching the edge of the attack, I was shoved away, thrown off balance.  I hit the carpet and rolled up against the couch.  From where I sprawled, I could see Sarah lying flat, trying to avoid attention.  Her eyes were turned my way, wide and dark with fear.
 
   A tall, thin figure appeared on the threshold, casually batting away the broken trim edging the doorway.  He wore purplish-black leathers.  The odd-shaped buttons on his torso were actually tiny bird skulls with empty, shadowed eyes, maybe crows.  A pale-violet scarf wrapped his lower face, a contrast to his flaxen hair.  The assassin had the long pointy ears of the fey.  His eyes pulsed with electric-blue as if lightning coiled around his brain, seeking escape, bleeding out along his optic nerves.
 
   I was up on one knee, my guns pointing his way.  I fired repeatedly, driving him back.  There were little sparks where the bullets were stopped on impact.  Noticing the stiffness of his coat, I figured he’d charged and hardened it in some way with fey magic, the mystic equivalent of body armor.  I aimed higher, trying to puncture the scarf around his lower face.  
 
   He flung himself back out of the house, not liking my weapon fire a bit.
 
   I yelled at Sarah, “Call Izumi.  If she’s home, she can help out.”  Izumi was Winter Court fey, and my neighbor on the opposite side from the wolves.  She also wanted to be co-regent of my domain in Fairy.  She had a vested interest in keeping me alive.  The sex wasn’t bad either.
 
   I went onto the porch, both guns firing blindly because the assassin seemed to have vanish.  
 
   I didn’t trust appearances.  Most fey have some degree of glamour they can use to magically hide their presence.  Wind roared across the yard, sweeping in to crash across the porch.  I was slammed aside, going off my porch, through the side railing on the far left.  I fell and rolled on the lawn.  A fist of wind picked me up and heaved me into the sky, holding me there. 
 
   The world became an insane carousel.  Everything blurred.  Once he dropped me, the assassin had every reason to believe my balance would be shot to hell.  The guy was good, sticking to wind.  I’d faced lightning from most of the others.  My enemies had finally realized that—as a golden dragon, even in human form—lightning only made me stronger.  Tapping into my inner dragon let me throw lightning around of my own, my heritage from my mother, a dragon princess.  Unfortunately, I didn’t have time to spare for a prolonged change.  
 
   A length of silver chain rode the wind to me, wrapping me, binding my arms at my sides.  I sent my guns away to the armory since I couldn’t shoot at the moment, and when I summoned them back, the magazines would be full.  I’d already come close to emptying my clips.  
 
   The release came that I’d expected; I dropped like a lead weight, crashing into the grass.  Stunned, my thought raced faster than my body’s responses.  I knew I needed to move, but my muscles just didn’t get it, so I poured raw magic into my Dragon Flame tattoo.  The ink warmed.  A fire blast fanned out.  I hoped I’d get lucky and hit the assassin.  At worst, the counter-attack might drove him off a little, and buy me recovery time.  
 
   The chain was reinforced with fey magic because silver isn’t one of the stronger metals.  The fey might well have underestimated my power.  I’d see if the chain could take real punishment.  My body rallied, arms flexing with dragon strength.  Several links slowly opened, stretching, melting where touched by my dragon flame.  Hah!  The reinforcing spell is crap.  
 
   The winds came again, attacking my flame more than me.  Whirling funnels attempted to scoop up my fire and save the chain.  It broke, falling away.  And then Izumi was there, wearing an ice-blue, silk jumpsuit, white-gold earrings, and silver studded ankle boots with silver–capped toes.  She wore a white leather vest with fringes.  With her fey glamour, she looked like a Japanese cowgirl, or maybe a really expensive whore.  As if she could read my thoughts, she smiled and dumped tons of snow on me as the air temperature plummeted below zero.  
 
   Smothering snow and superhot dragon fire annihilated each other, producing a heavy bank of damp steam.   The cloud coiled around the storm fey’s cones of wind, getting ripping away as it was funneled elsewhere, but in the moments the shroud lasted, we saw the pocket of nothingness hiding the fey.  His snaking wind cones all originated from that point.
 
    Izumi ducked low, crouching, hands hitting the ground.
 
   I jumped high, passing a twelve-foot mark, and opened fire on the magic-cloaked fey.  I still couldn’t see him, but my slugs flattened against something unseen, and fell to the grass.  A coil of wind wrapped around my torso.  My ribs were compressed.  I couldn’t breathe.  Fuck!
 
   But my distraction worked.  I’d given Izumi time to complete her attack.  The grass between her and the other fey warrior had flashed from frost to thick ice sheeting.  The ice had tunnels where it enclosed the lower legs of the invisible Storm fey.  He was trapped, pinned, and dropped his glamour as a waste of energy that no longer did him any good.  Popping into view, he looked the same as I’d seen before with the addition of a few grass stains, and a little singing on the end of his scarf.  The face covering had slipped, showing the usual beauty you’d expect from his kind.
 
   The coil of wind crushing me died, as he pointed palms down at the ice around his lower legs.  Blue lightning flashed, fanned, and bit.  The ice exploded and hailed everywhere.   I fell into a snow bank, mentally thanking Izumi for cushioning my fall.  Rolling free, I summoned my reloaded semi-automatics.  This time I had exploding ammo.  I was done messing around.
 
   Forked branches of lightning stabbed at Izumi as the storm fey changed target.  She conjured thick sheets of ice for a shield, but also threw herself aside.  She hit and rolled as the lightning broke the ice.  
 
   The storm fey moved his hands, sweeping the electrical fire after her.  
 
   I ran toward her, slamming one of my guns into her hands.  I spoke loud enough for the assassin to notice I’d given her a gun, “Shoot him!”  
 
   The lightning caught me, which is to say I caught it with raw magic, pulling the fire into my body, letting my inner dragon swallow it.  The storm fey tried to drag the lightning off me, and toward Izumi, but I wouldn’t let it go, drinking greedily.  The assassin’s face displayed astonishment and I commandeered his control.
 
   A shot sounded.  The assassin’s head jerked, and exploded into a frothy red mist.
 
   Love those exploding rounds.  
 
   Anything else was overkill, but I’d already flicked his lightning back at him.  It danced over him, burning him heavily, filling the air with the stink of blackened meat.  The lightning vanished.  The dead fey toppled and lay still, smoke wagging away, thinning.  
 
   “We’re not getting anything out of him now,” Izumi said.  “You could have told me the gun had explosive rounds.  I’d have aimed for his leg.”
 
   “There was no guarantee the rest of his clothes weren’t charmed the same way as his long coat.  My regular bullets weren’t even getting his attention.  Besides, I’ve put down enough of these guys to know exactly what they want.  Me, Dead.”  
 
   I lifted my hand in the air.
 
   Izumi tossed the borrowed gun back to me.  It had a heavy coat of frost on it from her hand, explaining how she’d managed to fire it despite fey being highly allergic to steel.  I’d really only expected her to yelp at the bite of the gun, dropping it like a good distraction while I turned the lightning back on its user.  I hadn’t counted on Izumi being so imaginative.  She could still surprise me.
 
   “Can you cover this mess with a glamour,” I asked, “and call a cleanup crew to come out and dispose of the remains?”
 
   “Sure, but you’ll owe me.”
 
   “What else is new?”  I sent my guns back to the armory.
 
   Sarah called out from the mansion’s broken doorway.  “Caine, is it over?”
 
   “When is anything over?”  I walked to my garage, lifted the sliding door, and went in.  I’d had to have the garage widened because of my habit of buying Mustangs.  I didn’t bother getting a building permit for this; I’d had a high-level magic-user attach a pocket of disjointed space instead.  This made my footsteps on the concrete seem to echo into infinity.  
 
   Leaning against one of my rides, I pulled out my phone and placed a call.  The connection went through.  The Old Man’s deep tones greeted me.  “Hello, Caine.  What have you fucked up now?”
 
   “Why does everything always have to be my fault?”
 
   “Caine, I know you, remember?”
 
   “Even you can be wrong, Old Man.  Storm Court hit again.  This time they sent a wind mage.  He was strong.  They’re starting to learn from their mistakes.”
 
   “Next time it will be a mass attack.  I understand you went off this morning without your personal security.  That’s not wise.  I’m sending them out to hook-up with you.”
 
   “Look, Old One, chances are very low of another ambush right away.  I don’t—”
 
   “No argument.  I’m overriding you.  Where are you now?”
 
   “Malibu, but I’m about to hit the road.  I need to find Vivian.  She’s off the grid a little.  I’ll drive to the clan house after that.”
 
   “Have your car call me when you find Vivian.”
 
   “Sure.”  I hung up and put my phone away.  Pushing off my car, I turned to face the side driver’s window.  My handsome, well-dressed image was reflected back at me from the midnight-blue Mustang, the one with pale-blue lightning striping the sides and adorning the hood.  This vehicle had the most magically-assisted security devices, and its own artificial intelligence.  
 
   “It’s me.  Disengage security defenses.”
 
   I felt a tingle as a sweep of magic licked past, seeing if my reality matched my voice.  The door lock popped up.  I pulled the handle, opened the door, and slid in.  Had I been someone else, a hundred thousand volts would have bitched slapped the hell out of me, making me a deeply-hurtin’ crispy critter.  The lightning paint job was my way of giving fair notice.  Why don’t people understand what a great humanitarian I am?
 
   I buckled up and used the thumb scanner to further identify myself.  Embedded in the steering wheel hub, a red crystal bead glowed to life.  It projected a horizontal beam that fanned down across my eyes.  With retinal confirmation, the engine turned itself on.  I backed out and rolled down to the street where I wheeled about and roared away.  My finger stabbed the radio player.  The crunch of hard rock guitars and throbbing drums filled the air.  A painfully coarse voice screamed something mostly indecipherable.
 
   And so the hunt begins.
 
   Heading for downtown L.A. where most of my contacts were, I had time to kill.  I decided to take care of a little matter so it didn’t grow into a monster.  I searched my phone’s contact list for a number I seldom used.  In moments, the call was going through.  I transferred the call to my dash system and put my phone away so I wouldn’t have to kill a cop who might try to give me a ticket for driving while on the phone.
 
   A deep voice came out of a speaker.  “Yeah?”  
 
   “Josh, Caine here.”  Joshua Kent was the were-liger I’d run into in Sacramento, during the affair with the Green Flame Assassin.  He owed me a favor for heading off a preternatural war in his city.  “I need to talk to Kat if she’s there.”
 
   His voice was edged with suspicion.  “About what?”
 
   “I need a favor.  I need her to come up to Malibu for a while.  She can bring a surfboard if she wants.”
 
   There was a long silence.  Time to push some buttons.  “Are you going to make the decision for her?” I asked.  “She won’t like that.”
 
   Josh said, “A lot of bad things happen around you, Caine.  I have doubts that you’re a good person.”
 
   Time to lay it on thicker.  These people have good hearts.  It makes them easy to manipulate them.  “The favor’s not really for me.  There’s this young were-wolf girl who lives next door, who’s responsibility for a bunch of new wolves.  She was raped and tortured and raped some more…” I pretended to choke up just a little.   “Anyway, she needs a maternal figure, someone wise to talk to, someone to help her hold it together in case another shifter clan decides to move in and take advantage of … damaged goods.”
 
   “So you need muscle too, and aren’t bothering to ask because you know I won’t let Kat go without me.”
 
   “Kat is one of the most caring people I know.”  Simple truth.  “I just thought this might be something she’d want to do.  I know how well she takes care of her own were-kitties.  And I do know that things have been quiet down there since she took over as Mistress of the City.  Vamps haven’t been back, right?”  
 
   “Yeah, but we have a really busy schedule with … what?  No, Kat, don’t…”
 
   “Hello, Caine?” the voice was female and cheery.  “Give my stupid, overprotective husband the street address.  We’ll find the route online and be there by tonight.”
 
   Josh came back on the connection.  “Okay, fine.  Give me the details.”
 
   I did, and ended the call.  The Mustang continued nosing toward L.A. where a number of bars catered to preternaturals.  I saw one coming up, The Purple Lemur.  It belonged to a loner shifter that had no clan.  The only reason a clan didn’t try to muscle in was because Gloria, vampire royalty, had put the word out to leave it alone.  The bar attracted a large number of human theater buffs that she liked to occasionally mingle with.  I understand they served grape juice, gin, and Sprite as the house drink, a Purple Passion.
 
   The building was white brick.  The front entrance was a blue-tinted glass door with purple lights just above it.  It was too early for the bar to be open, but I expected someone to be on the premises.  Someone who’d want to answer to a few question in exchange for cash.  If not here, someone somewhere would know what I wanted to find out.  
 
   Just a matter of time.
 
   The one thing I wasn’t going to do was to go to the Slayers who tossed her out of their humans-only club.  No, one day I’d be looking them up and that would not be a friendly visit.  I was really looking forward to it.
 
   The third informant I tried was a drunken were-weasel, cleaning windshields with a dirty rag and bucket of water at a Dollar Store parking lot.  He wore greasy coveralls that might once have belong to a car mechanic.  Loose threads indicated of where a name tag had been ripped away.  I pulled up near him and got out, leaving the car running.  His eyes lit up as he stared at the Mustang.  “Wash your windows?” he asked.
 
   My car snarled like it wanted to bite him.  “Over your dead body,” she said.
 
   The talking car clearly confused him.  I waved a handful of cash to focus him.  I’m looking for information on a Dhampyr who was recently kicked out of the Slayers.  Know anything about her?”
 
   “I might ‘ave heard something from a friend who works for a butcher.”
 
   “Might have won’t put money in your hand.  I fanned myself with the cash.
 
   “There’s a day-walker up in Lincoln Heights, just bought this ugly Victorian with an avocado paintjob.  She’s fixen it up.”
 
   He named a cross street, as close as he could get me.  I figured it was enough to finish tracking her down.  I scribbled the directions on a takeout napkin, and handed him a hundred. 
 
   He looked at me with grave reproach.  “That’s goddamn all?”
 
   I put the rest of the cash away and bitch-slapped him.  His face turned, then his whole body.  
 
   He crashed to the concrete.  Really, some people can be so stupid.  Just because I flash a role of bills doesn’t mean I’m offering them all.  “Be grateful I’m letting you keep the hundred.”
 
   I settled into my ride and moved on.
 
   
  
 





 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   FIVE
 
    
 
   “Of course I shot you!  I’m 
 
    helping you keep your secrets.”
 
    
 
                                                       —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   Vivian had fallen off the grid, but not far.  Turns out, she’d purchased a Civil War era Gingerbread Victorian overlooking the L.A. River, in Lincoln Heights.  I drove up there.  A few questions at the local meat market—and a hundred dollar bill—turned up the street address of a new, female customer that took regular delivery of fresh animal blood.  
 
   At that address, I discovered a three-story, green Play Dough colored building sad shape.  Part of a chimney was broken and a front porch column slanted out of alignment.  The porch flower beds were brashly crimson.  The property was enclosed by a rough-hewn wall with gaps in the mortar.  A black, wrought iron gate crossed the sidewalk entrance to the property.  There was a mailbox by the outer wall that smelled new; no name, just a bat stenciled on it.
 
   I parked and went through the gate, cross a yard, up to the wooden steps of the porch.  A few steps were in need of replacing.  I looked up at the door.  The rectangular window panes were dark with dust.  A long metal and glass lantern hung over the entrance.  Intentional or not, the amber-glassed lantern had all the appearance of a death trap waiting to happen.  The brass door-knockers looked like they wanted to bite any hand foolish enough to knock.
 
   Hearing banging sounds off to the side, I went around the base of the elevated porch and found a ground level door in its side standing wide open.  There were concrete stairs going under the porch, down into a basement.  Light down there gave evidence I wasn’t just spinning my wheels.  Someone was home.  I went downstairs, my hand on a side rail.  As nearing the bottom step, I heard arguing voices.
 
   “Vivian, you have to listen to me.  The Slayers aren’t going to ask you back, not here, not anywhere.  You only got in years ago under my watch because I’m your grandfather.  Now that I’ve retired…”
 
   “Why did you retire, so suddenly?  Just couldn’t wait to screw up my life?”
 
   “I have cancer.  If I hadn’t left, they’d have noticed already and forced me to step down.”
 
   “Cancer?  And you’re only now telling me?”
 
   “You’ve had a great deal on your mind.  I didn’t want you to drop your life to take care of me.  I can pay people for that.  I want to go with an easy mind, knowing you’re going to be okay.  That’s why pushed you toward Deathwalker.  He’s the real power in the city.  If the Slayers ever go after him, he will destroy them easily.  I want that power on your side.  That’s why I invited him here in a rather round-about way.”
 
   “Ah, so that’s who’s loitering on my stairs.”
 
   I went down, into the open.  “And here I thought I was being quiet.”
 
   “Dhampyr, remember.  I can hear your heartbeat as fifty yards.”  She looked beautiful as ever, white-marble skin, raven-wing hair, her very kissable mouth somewhat pouty, painted crimson red.  She turned dark eyes on her grandfather, handing him a pipe wrench.  “You keep working on the plumbing.  I’ll make us some lunch.”  
 
   She crossed an open expanse of concrete floor.  She stomped past a washer and dryer, and up some wooden stairs to another part of the house.  In that she wore a crop top and very short shorts, I was forced to ogle until she went out of sight.  What incredible legs, and that ass...
 
   I turned back to Carson.  As usual, the ex-slayers was unarmed.  The vibe he put out suggested that ordinary weapons couldn’t threaten him.  Strength seeped from his pores, the scent of green magic, of freshly turned earth and the rank decay of autumn detritus.  And, yes, my dragon nose smelled a hint of death, his cancer.  He still had a good bit of time.  The disease had yet to alter his appearance.  He was exactly as I remembered: steel-gray hair, a clean-shaved, wrinkled face with deep, slate-green eyes.  A body losing its tone, but still honed by a lifetime of training.  
 
   “I’ve been hoping to run into you,” Carson said.
 
   “Yeah, with a car?”
 
   He ignored my keen wit.  “Given your background, you’ve probably used Atlantean crystals before.”
 
   I shrugged.  “Healing crystals.  The Old Man has some books recorded on crystal too.  Why.”
 
   “I want to make a contract with you.  I’m offering crystals in payment.”
 
   “A crystal is only as good as what’s on it,” I said.  “Why don’t you tell me first who I’m supposed to kill?”
 
    “I get tired of standing.  Back and knees aren’t what they used to be.” He wandered over to the dryer and hopped on top, improvising a throne.  “To answer your question, it’s not death I want to buy, but life.”
 
   “Let a friendly werewolf bite you.  If you survive the change, you’ll live forever, and your cancer will be gone.”
 
   “I’ve been tempted, but, no.  I’ve fought creatures of the night all my life.  To become one now would make a mockery of too many sacrifices and hard-fought battles.  I came into this world as a man, I’ll go out as one.  The life I want to buy is Vivian’s.  She’s essentially alone in the world, and I’m not going to be there for her.  A lot of preternaturals will see her as a desirable target now that she’s not a Slayer any more.  They’ll want payback for being hunted.”
 
   “Yeah, she’s desirable all right, but pretty tough, too.  And she has friends that will look out for her.”  I knew of three were-kitties that would cover her back no questions asked, one advantage of a harem.  Vivian didn’t consider herself in one, but the rest of us claimed her.  
 
   Carson shook his head in disagreement.  “It’s not enough that she’s in your orbit.  I want a pledge that you will assign a high priority to protecting her—always.”  He pulled a small, copper-colored box out of a coat pocket, and held it in both hands.
 
   “That level of commitment doesn’t come cheap.  And it presumes that Vivian will let me protect her in a way she’d find smothering.”
 
   “I can only ask that you do your best.  What I’m offering should be worth the inconvenience to you.”
 
   I looked at the copper box in his hands.  “What is it that you’re offering?”
 
   “Project Black Crown.  Slayer history and heritage.  Yours.  I have information here on your father, what he is, and why he and your mother had to go so far off the grid to survive.”
 
   I went very still.  My heart fluttered with burning need.  Here was something I’d searched for all my life.  Carson had secrets I’d never been able to pry away from the Old Man.  Carson slowly opened the box.  Inside was a dark green felt lining with three depressions, each the size of a Bic mini-lighter.  The depressions held malachite crystals that weren’t quite as bright as emeralds.  
 
   Carson gave me a hard glare.  “You can never tell anyone you have these.  Every Slayer in the world would descend on L.A. and go for your throat.  They’d kill me and Vivian as well, slowly, painfully.  You see, I, uh, borrowed these from the holy relic vault without asking.  Your father’s secrets are tied up with Slayer secrets.”
 
   “There’s only one reason—I can think of—why that would be true.  My father was one of you?”
 
   “Not exactly.”
 
   There was a gasp from the stairs.  I looked over and saw Vivian standing on the stairs.  She’d caught my last statement.  And her gaze was locked on the copper box her grandfather held.  Her stare went to Carson’s face.  “What’s going on here?”
 
   “Business,” Carson said.  “Nothing for you to worry about.”
 
   “Business with Caine is worry enough for the whole world.  What’s on those crystals?”
 
   He closed the box, handed it to me, and gave Vivian a warm smile.  “If Caine wants you to know, I’m sure he’ll let you beat it out of him.”
 
   Yeah, I got something she can beat, all right.  I stashed the box in an inside coat pocket, and looked at Vivian.  “I assume lunch is ready.”
 
   “Lunch can go to hell in a picnic basket.  I want to know what’s going on between you two.”
 
   I shrugged.  “Nothing, anymore.”
 
   Her eyes warmed from black to an incandescent pink.  “Caine…”  
 
   It was amazing how much threat she could put in a single word.  I changed the subject.  “What are you doing with this old monstrosity?  You going to live here?”
 
   “While I fix it up.  I’ll sell it then and make a tidy profit.”
 
   “You’re flipping houses now?  That’s one way to recover from being kicked out of the Slayers.”
 
   Her eyes were edging now from pink to red.  “Thanks for the painful reminder.”
 
   I said, “We all have things we’d rather not talk about.”  I remembered the time I was doing a favor for a friend and got pulled over for speeding with a trunk full of dead hookers. 
 
   The fire in her eyes cooled a little.  She frowned.  “Okay, point made.  I’ll mind my own business and you do the same.”
 
   “Except you really do want to tell me about this place.  Your first project, huh?” I said.  “Must be a thrill to restore the hidden beauty underneath.”
 
   She turned and started up the stairs.  “Like I said, lunch is ready.”
 
   “Wait,” I said.  “I brought you a present.  I reached into a coat pocket and pulled out a black opal ring, one of twelve I’d purchased in the Honduras.  The silver bands were attached to silver settings that protected the soft edges of the stones.  The opal’s face was mostly pitch black with gray, crimson, and blue-violet flakes in it.  A rune on the inside of the band made it fit whatever finger put it on.  She came back down the stairs and I handed her the ring.  “Wearing this shows you’re under my command, answering to me alone as a top lieutenant.  The ring has strong magic.  When you really need me, wherever you happen to be, I will know.  I will come.  Uh, an oath of fealty is required.”
 
   Her pink eyes edged into red, but she took the ring, a sign of her hidden insecurity.  “How many demons do you command?”
 
   “Somewhere around five-hundred, give or take a few dozen.  I haven’t counted lately.”
 
   “And they’ll take my orders?”
 
   “Long as I live, or until you piss me off and I take the ring back.”
 
   “The slayers never trusted me with more than field unit or two.”
 
   “They don’t know talent when they see it.”
 
   She slipped the ring on, and turned away.  I wasn’t sure, but I thought she was holding back a tear or two.  Maybe that was just wishful thinking.
 
   I followed her with Carson right behind.  The wooden stairs groaned with our weight.  I wanted to get out alive, so I made a mental note to keep an eye out for weak floorboards.  My sense of impending doom eased off when I saw the kitchen.  There was no refrigerator or dishwasher.  A microwave occupied the counter.  Several coolers were off to the side by a fireplace style oven.  There was a gap where a regular stove might have been, and a metal rack over it where pts and pans might once have dangled.  I saw food and paper plates on a picnic table.  There were benches, wrap-around shelves on two walls that were empty, and the floor was golden yellow stone tile that looked Italian.  The walls were white plaster, matching the color of the empty cabinets.  It all needed work, but I could see the potential. 
 
   Vivian led us to the picnic table.  I looked down on what she called dinner.  Near her, sat a mug of blood.  Beside her was half a pastrami sandwich and a dill pickle.  Carson sat down and fell upon the left overs like a starved wolf.  Across from Vivian was my plate: a fried bologna, egg, and cheese sandwich. 
 
   I stared at her.
 
   She stared back, reddening in the face.  “It’s the only thing I know how to fix.”
 
   Carson gawfed around a mouthful of sandwich, nodding.  He swallowed.  “God’s honest truth.  Go ahead, it won’t kill you.”
 
   I lifted the top slice of bread and studied the insides.  “Are you sure.”
 
   “If you don’t like it, don’t eat it.”  Vivian picked up her red plastic cup and guzzled.  “There’s blood if you prefer.”
 
   I sat down, sliding my hand in my pocket, feeling the smooth lid of the coper box.  What I wanted was to rush out and investigate what was on these crystals.  But I had other business while I was here.  “Vivian, I’m hosting a coronation in Fairy, my own.  I want you to come.”
 
   “Trying to set up free security?” she asked.
 
   Yes.  “Not at all.  It will be a hell of a party.  I just want you there.”  I let her read whatever she wanted into that statement.
 
   “I’ll be your date?”
 
   “Sure, but as the host, I’ll also have to divide my time among fey lords and ladies, tend to security matters, and manage my visiting demon clan as well.  “And giving you fair warning, I expect a large number of assassins to crash the party.  I’ll let you kill as many as you want.”
 
   “What kind of fey assassins are we talking about?”  She asked.
 
   I noticed that Carson had paused in his meal to listen very intently.  I said, “Storm fey and 
 
   Autumn Court fey, probably Shadow Court as well.  You’ll want to pack a lot of fire power.  Mortal combat is how I plan to entertain my guests.”
 
   She smiled like a predator.  “Sounds fun.  Count me in.”
 
   “We just kill the evil fey,” I reminded her.  Or those who get in my way.
 
   “Where’s the fun in that?” Carson asked.
 
   Vivian nodded agreement.
 
   “Izumi’s fey,” I said.  “Do you want her dead?”
 
   Vivian set down her cup of blood.  “No.  Izumi’s kinda cool, once you get past that over-possessive bitch façade, even if she takes up way too much of your time.”
 
   I sighed.  “It’s terrible.  I know, so many women and have only one god-like cock to pass around.”
 
   Carson growled.  “Hey, I’m eating here.”
 
   Vivian’s eyes warmed at the mention of manhood.  She leaned forward, and stared meaningfully.  “Want me to show you around before you go?”
 
   I didn’t think inspecting the house was what she really wanted.  I pushed the glorified bologna sandwich away and got up from the bench.  “Sure.”
 
   She got to her feet and came around the table.  “This way.”  She headed through a space where double doors might once have been.  We passed a living room where the faded wallpaper was being removed, where ladders and buckets of paint waited.  There were sheets and tarps spread to protect the floor along the base of the walls.  A crystal chandelier hung from the middle of the ceiling.  It had pointy lightbulbs mixed in.  The lights were on.
 
   A hallway with bare wood flooring led us to a back room.  She waited at the door as I approached.  I looked past her, into at a master bedroom with an actual bed, queen-sized.  The drapes were closed and heavy so the space was stuffed with gloom.  She pushed me inside and followed, locking the door behind her.  
 
   She stood there with fists on her hips, daring me to make a move, when I knew—on the inside—she was begging.  She said, “If I’m going to be missing out on a lot of your time during this coronation, don’t you think you should make it up to me now?”  
 
   Being no fool, I quickly shed my clothes and bared a very hard erection.  My hungry eyes devouring her.  I went closer.  She held a hand up to stall me.  “Dhampyr are tough.  You don’t have to be gentle.  In fact, if you don’t tear off my clothes and ravish me in a lust-driven frenzy 
 
   I’ll be deeply disappointed.”
 
    I grinned.  “Can’t have that, can we?”  I lunged and enveloped her, slamming her to the bed, ripping away her top, attacking the fastenings of her shorts.  The zipper tore out.  The material shredded away, bouncing her pelvis on the bed as she was bared for consumption.  She squealed, like this was her first rodeo.  I appreciated the encouragement, claiming her lips with bruising force.  My lips trailed to her neck.    
 
   She gasped.  Her fangs playful sank deep into my shoulder.  As she drank my blood, I mauled her pretty flesh.  At one point, she whispered into my ear.  “You are my lord.  I pledge heart and fist, life’s blood and full strength to your service.”
 
   I continued my ground-and-pound on her throbbing pussy.  Through the slap of flesh on flesh, I said, “Oath … accepted!”  The golden dragon—my other half—stirred, murmuring from a dream.  Mine!
 
   Yeah, I thought, now shut up, I’m busy.
 
   
  
 





 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   SIX
 
    
 
   “Yes, I’m a vain-glorious dick.  What’s your point?”
 
    
 
                                     —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   I reached the gate in front of the Victorian and stopped to watch a pack of mongrel kids in black denim jeans, Nike’s, and raider’s jackets swarm my Mustang.  With its deep blue paint job and the pale blue lightning bolts for contrast, the vehicle was a thing of beauty.  The boss, a kid with a shaved scalp and a backwards hat pressed his wide nose to the driver’s window, looking to see if there were valuables inside.  “Jackpot!  High tech stereo.”  He pulled a slim Jim out of his pants, bringing the flat metal strip up to the door window.  “I got this.  Someone get those designer hubs off.”
 
   I smiled.  Oh, this is going to be good.
 
   There was a crackle of real electricity.  The nosy kid fell back on his butt, his face a bit on the smoky side.  The car’s anti-theft AI announced her presence with a sultry voice modeled after Gloria’s.  “Attention, scum, this vehicle is protected.  Any attempt to compromise its integrity will result in massive carnage and blood splatter.  You have been warned.” 
 
   Damn, I love that sexy voice.
 
   I stepped out of the gate and summoned both Berettas Storms.  They popped into my hands, comforting weights.   “Hey, douchebags!”
 
   I thought it funny that they all identified themselves by looking at me.  One of the punks was packing.  He demonstrated this by grabbing under his shirt at his waistband.  I placed a shot between his eyes, a neat little hole.  The exit wound at the back of his head was quite a bit larger.  Most of the others ran for it.  One big bruiser looked like he spent four hours a day lifting weights.  Probably getting ready for a life behind bars.  He lunged at me, grabbing for my hands.  
 
   I let him get a good drip and held myself immobile.
 
   Being slightly on the small side—except where it counts, in my pants—I sometimes gave a false impression of weakness.  Ridiculously big people thought I ought to be easy to shove around.  This guy thought so; he wrenched, and tugged, and grunted manfully, and accomplished nothing.  I don’t think he budged my hands more than a few millimeters.  Failing to understand the dragon-born strength in me, he glared, his brow furrowed in confusion as his nostrils flared.
 
   I politely asked, “Are you done, ass-wipe?” 
 
   He let go of one wrist and hauled his free hand back, making a fist to bust me in the face.  His knees were bent.  His back hunched as he leaned into me, throwing the punch with only his shoulder muscles behind it.  With my freed gun in hand, I shot him in the shoulder.  He stood there, barely moved by the impact.  I hopped, using his left knee as a stepping stone to launch myself into the air so we could see eye to eye.  The punk’s dark face was strained with pain.  
 
   I said, “Kiss the devil hello, he needs a new bitch,” and shot out his left eye while kicking him in the chest.  He fell back, dead before he slammed into the sidewalk.  My fun was over too fast.  Two dead, everyone else hauling ass.  I blame X-Box.  Too many kids playing Grand Theft Auto instead of living it.  Makes you soft.  I went around to my driver’s door.  The kid who’d been fried had been dragged off.  And I’d wanted to kick him in the balls a few times.  
 
   “It’s me,” I told the car.  “Shut down automatic defenses.”
 
   “Automatic defenses disengaging, darling.”
 
   “Don’t get fresh.  I don’t do tailpipes.”  I grabbed the handle and the door unlocked for me.  I slid in, shut the door, and buckled up.  A few moments later, I had my sunglasses on.  The car thundered down the road.  The rest of my business, I could handle from the San Clemente Island compound.  
 
   I passed L.A., cruising twenty-something miles due south to the Shoreline Aquatic Park lay between the Long Beach Arena and the Downtown Shoreline Marina.  The park was a boot-shaped peninsula in the Pacific where the Los Angeles River emptied into the sea.  The golden sun hung high overhead.  The sea glittered with sunlight.  Sailboats caught the wind, slicing the waves.  I took my usual shortcut across the bike trail.  A couple of pudgy feminists in too-tight shorts and “Women Rock” tees pulled off the trail, screaming insults.  
 
   I smiled in passing.  “Ah, sweet discord, it just makes me feel so alive.”
 
   I saw well-maintained grass inland on my right.  On the left lay a line of small boulders edging the sea.  Less than a minute later, I reached a pier lying less than a hundred feet from the hill lighthouse.  The white brick structure was capped on top by glass and a red latticework.  I pulled onto the pier.  The tires made rhythmic thunking sounds.  
 
   Approaching the end of the peer, the car entered an unseen summoning circle drawn in ultraviolet paint.  A blaze of magical blue light surrounded the Mustang.  The arcane energy vortexed and pressed in to get a taste.  I felt a lick on my skin as the magic searched for demon DNA.  I wasn’t demon-born like the rest of my clan, but the Old Man had keyed me into the circle long ago.  
 
   Passing inspection caused the light play to die, and the water to froth at the end of the pier.  A polished, flat-topped coral ramp rose out of the ocean, stirring up silt.  The coral fitted itself against the pier, giving me way down to the surface of the water.  The rest of the sea road was barely submerged.  At night, it rose much higher.  By day, the magic kept a lower profile. 
 
   I fed raw magic into my Demon Wings tattoo, extending the spell with more power to cover the Mustang too.  This would keep anyone from seeing a car driving on the ocean.  There were human-built amphibious car/boats that could ride the sea without magic.  I cloaked myself anyway, preferring privacy to public gawkers—and maybe distant snipers.  
 
   The thirty minute crossing passed without event, with the road behind me sinking to the ocean bed when no longer needed.  A crescent cove came into view, lined with residential boats, yachts, and powerboats.  Just beyond lay a little marina.  Beyond that, Avalon City, home to around 4,000 people. The place was a notorious tourist trap with shops, restaurants, and bungalow style hotels.  As designed, the magic road bypassed the Avalon Casino, swerving right to an area of empty beach.   A demon spell averted any watching eyes in the area as the road rose to lift and drop, depositing me well ashore on a dirt road.
 
   The new road didn’t look like much.  That was the point.  When activated, it brought travelers to the Lauphram Clan House.  Those not of the clan would never find the way.   Sure, a nearby rock had a rune sign carved into it, but the symbol needed a keyed-in presence to activate it and the second demon road.  
 
   As my Mustang neared the rock, aqua-tinted light spilled out, washing across my skin.  Though not demon-born, I was keyed into the system.  The light recognized me.   The dirt road changed, becoming paved.  Several illusionary trees actually pulled aside to no longer block the new direction of the road’s bend.  The trees moved behind me, back to their old places, as I headed inland, climbing sharply upward at times.
 
   I shot past Wrigley Reservoir and nosed into a mysterious mist. The road became limestone.  Trees appeared left and right, a light woodland.   Soon, I wheeled up to a natural barrier woven from branches where two monster trees laced branches. As the Mustang approached, the branches pulled apart, revealing an open path.  The road became a circular drive ringing a four-tiered fountain.  A side road wound behind the clan house to where the massive garage that served the clan.  
 
   Being special, I got to park right in front of the main door.  I left the vehicle, pausing—as I usually do—to stare at the building.  Some of it needed final touch ups, but most of the damage from the Blue Star Priestess’ army had been repaired.  The Old Man’s opulent excess in taste had triumphed in the end.  You could tell he’d grown up in ancient Atlantis.  The central hall was a two-story, Greek Parthenon of snow-white marble, like something plucked off an island in the Aegean Sea.  
 
   Bracketing the colossus were one-story wings stretching away.  Under crescent balconies, the main porch was lined with hand-carved columns resembling mythic heroes: Orion, Hercules, Achilles, and Jason.  After the destruction of last two figures, I’d suggested that my own likeness might replace one of the statues.  The Old Man had barked a laugh, gone somber with great speed, and told me “No, no, and Hades no!”  He’d replaced the statues with new copies of the old ones.
 
   Unlike the original model, a dome-capped this particular pantheon.  The cap was a web of magic-reinforced steel.  The walls had been magically reinforced to take the weight.  Between the curved beams, the sea-green glass shone.  The Great Hall’s many five-tiered chandeliers beamed brightly at night, making a monstrous lighthouse out of the roof so a bottle-green haze hung above the structure like an aurora borealis.  Bathed in that haze, a gold spiral rose from the dome’s center-point.  Inside, a mermaid figurehead gazed at the heavens with dark eyes.  She was gold, her scaled tail folded up at the knees, the fluke fanned against her lower back.  She was a little pudgy, with D-cup breasts.  
 
   Splendidly tacky, the nipples were twin rubies, shining like welcoming stars.  Strangely, I found I could taste them from where I stood; it was a dragon thing.  My sleepy inner dragon stirred a little, one eye opening in the back of my mind to take notice.  I felt the flame of his avarice licking at my own heart.  
 
   He asked, Can I have them? 
 
   “My guess is the Old Man will say no.  And I don’t steal from family—unless they steal from me first.  Then I kill them.  Dead.  Not that it’s come up before.” 
 
   Oh.  He closed his eye and drifted into pleasant dreams.  I caught a brief mental flash of a golden dragon on a mountain of gold and jewels, swimming languidly through the wealth.
 
   Nice.  A dream I can get into.
 
   I went to the porch, past the heroes, and didn’t even need to knock on the door.  It opened as I got there.  The four traditional house guards met me: a fire demon, one sheathed in ice, an earth demon made of pebbles, and a water demon with jade scales and yellow lantern eyes.  They saluted crisply, with great respect I still hadn’t gotten used to.  
 
   Imari, the new First Sword, was a great believer in discipline, and since I’d given her the job, she’d rooted out some of the rot that the last First Sword had allowed to creep in the ranks.  Without Kaden’s disruptive presence, I was actually managing to sway the bulk of the clan toward the opinion that I might be just a little bit competent after all.
 
   I passed the threshold and a summoning circle appeared under me.  The hallway floor lit up, bathing me in a silvery-blue glow.  My appearance didn’t alter.  I held out the black opal ring I’d recent started to wear.  Its black opal face grew even darker, the gray and red flecks in it shining like stars in an alien sky.  This showed I belonged here, demon or not.  Had I been an imposter, bad things would have happened to me.
 
   Imari intercepted me a few steps on, her clawed toes clicking on the tiled floor.  Dark as suet, glossy as obsidian, she wore pale orange flames as a translucent, second skin.  She wore nothing else except a belt, sheath, and her sword of office.  She grinned a welcome.  “Old Man’s in the War Room.  He’d like you to join him.”  It was as close to an order as she could give me since we technically were equal in rank.
 
   I pulled the copper tin out of my pocket.  Secrets.  My secrets.  My father’s past.  “I’ve got new intelligence I need to examine at once.  Trust me, this has priority.”
 
   She looked at the tin case curiously.  “Very well, I’ll tell him you’re going to be delayed with your duties.”  She turned and left.  I watched her swaying ass a moment, and sighed with appreciation, and mild disgust.  You call yourself a demon?  You believe me just because I say “trust me”?  What are we coming to?
 
   I turned from the Great hall and entered the left wing.  This took me to my suite of rooms.  The entrance had a bronze face set in the door at my eye level; the guardian.  Her lids hinged open.  She stared at me with twin ovals of blue topaz.  A flicker of magic brushed my face.  The eyes closed.  The door opened inward, a sign I’d passed inspection.  Most of the clan didn’t have such elaborate security as I used, but then, I was gifted with more paranoia than most.  
 
   It’s a dragon thing.
 
   I sat on a bench in the little terracotta mud-room and took off my boots, leaving them there.  I went deeper into the suite, into a living room with polished, hardwood floors.  An island of white leather loveseats and couches filled a central space making a U shape facing a massive bay window made of steel and glass.  Dangling down to partially block that view was a plasma TV supported by metal bars.  In the middle of U, a glass and chrome coffee table was loaded down with assorted grimoires, my mother’s diary, and stacked periodicals: everything from Modern Ammo, Soldiers of Fortune, Hot Rod magazine, to Ink.  
 
   I glanced to the right, at the kitchenette and bar combo.  No Osamu.  I looked left toward several closed doors.  He was either in his own room, straightening up my study—I looked right again—or in my master bed room.  I knew the quickest way to find out.  I hollered, “Osamu!  Get out my porn collection and come out here.  I need you.”
 
   A shout answered me from his room.  “Hai, Deathwalker-sama.  One moment please.”  He came out into the living room, closing the door behind him.  His black chauffer’s uniform suited him.  A bulge in the coat revealed that he was carrying his .38 special under his jacket.  His aged Japanese features, darkened by sun, were contradicted by the youthful energy of his steps.  His empty right palm showed the brand scar I’d given him.  It had been part of a ritual making him more lethal as a combat butler.  The mark allowed him to summon his own demon sword the same way I pulled my own out of thin air.  
 
   He had his driver’s cap under his left arm, anticipating we were going somewhere.  Maybe he was going stir crazy, locked in here all the time.  I waved him to come closer.  When he did, I handed him one of my black opal rings.  He looked at me, knowing there is often a catch to my gifts.  “Makes you an honorable member of the demon clan, and answerable only to me or the Old Man.  Anyone you see with one of these—like Vivian or Zero-T—is part of my trusted inner circle.”
 
   He bowed deeply.  “Yes, Caine-sama.”  He straightened, a flash of strong emotion in his eyes that he swiftly hid.  Giri.  Duty.  The burden that is each man’s to carry alone.   I had honored him, but he would not embarrass me with a useless display gratitude.  He’d prove his worth through service, as was his way.
 
   “I’m in for the rest of the day.  I’ll be preoccupied with business.  Go out and celebrate.  
 
   Have Zero-T take you down the demon road to the casino, or a good restaurant.  There’s no reason you shouldn’t have a night out.  The Mustang’s parked out front.”
 
   He bowed again.  “Yes, Caine-sama.”  He left like a cat, without looking back.  Once he was gone, I went around to the inside of the couches and loveseat.  I sat in the middle of the U and opened the copper tin.
 
   At last.
 
   The malachite crystals caught the light and fractured it, each one shimmering gently.  Drawing a little raw magic into my hand, I touched the first crystal.  My mind whirled through a kaleidoscope display where green light danced through flying shards of glass, all of it settling down as I landed in a large stone dungeon warmed by a brassiere of hot coals.  Reddened irons were poked in the coals.  Black metal armor was piled off in a corner.  Chains were bolted to the wall, though no prisoners currently wore them.  An unused cot with mattress and blanket pressed against one wall.  Flickering torches in wall sconces helped with the lighting.  
 
   A dead man in Slayer leathers lay sprawled across a table.  From the large quantity of knife cuts to his body, I guessed that ungentle questioning had just wrapped up.
 
   A man in leather britches with no shirt stood by a little stand.  He washed himself with a bowl of water.  Blood came off his skin but revealed no wound.  He wore a green crystal on a braided chain.  The same crystal that had brought me here.  There was something about his face, his eyes.  His armor.  Something familiar.  Maybe something from a dream.  
 
   Father?
 
   He didn’t react to my presence, but muttered, speaking so that his crystal swallowed his words.  “Since leaving the Village, I have walked the lower dimensions of Earth, staying with distant kin, these self-styled Slayers.  Since it involved one of the best blowjobs of my life, I’ve given them the genetic samples they’ve asked for.  I’ve fought beside them on several missions, yet I get the feeling I’m not really trusted.   It now seems they’ve grown afraid of what I am.”  
 
   He came back to the dead man on the table.  “With good reason.  On this last outing, we were supposed to encounter only light resistance.  The vampires met us with overwhelming numbers.  My comrades fled, leaving me behind.  I don’t think I was intended to survive, but I did, after killing most of them.”
 
   My father pause his narration, addressing the corpse.  “Running out on a comrade is not nice, but I think you’ve learned your lesson, so I’m going to forgive you now.”  He closed the corpse’s eyes and went over to the armor, dragging it to the cot.  He sat and donned his battered protection piece by piece.
 
   His narration to the crystal resumed.  “I’ve heard whispers of a Slayer project called Black 
 
   Crown.  I think this is what they want Villager DNA for.  I’m certain now that preternatural DNA is being mystically gene-spliced into human volunteers.  There may even be breeding pits where Slayer women are violated by captive monstrosities.  The Slayers want what we in the Village have achieved over millennia, but on a more containable scale.  
 
   “They aren’t going to like it that I can blow their humans-only propaganda with what I know.  They’re going to come at me directly after this.”  The man stopped and lifted the crystal on his chain.  He stared at the necklace for a very long time, shadows masking his face.  “I could simply go back to the Village, but there is one there I’m not yet ready to face.  Also, there is a woman in this world that I’ve grown greatly attached to.  If I abandon her, there is no guarantee she’ll be safe.  Slayers have killed dragons before.  Well, that’s all for now.”  
 
   He closed his fist around the stone, and I was swept on to the next image: a bedroom scene where a looming golden dragon spitting lightning as my father reached for his sword.  His black armor was near a rumpled bed.  A horde of Slayer fanatics had caught my father with his pants down.  Off to the side, on a dresser, his green crystal necklace lay neglected, until a slayer pounced on it and retreated, my father throwing curses after the man.
 
   
  
 





 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   SEVEN
 
    
 
   “Where’s the fun in running with 
 
   scissors if they aren’t sharp?”
 
    
 
                                                       —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   Several hours later, I emerged from mental fog, knowing that these crystals were my father’s.  The stones contained audio-visual playbacks, still images, and raw data that to simply be absorbed: Slayer operations, safe houses, and legend.  A good bit of the information went to the origins of the Slayers.  In ancient Greece, a spot of prime real estate belong to a dragon of Ares.  Red dragon clan.  He guarded a spring, making his home there.  A Greek named Cadmus came along, wanting to found the city of Thebes.  With divine help—meaning he cheated—Cadmus and his men killed the dragon.  
 
   The goddess Athena told them to sow half of the dragon’s teeth in the earth.  They did, and an army of dragon-fierce, armored men sprang up.  Cadmus was too afraid to take them on, so he tossed a rock in their midst to stir up trouble.  Old tricks were new at some point in history.  When the dust cleared, five Spartoi, the “sown”, remained.  Cadmus befriended these men.  The building of Thebes went on fairly well after that.
 
   Here, my father’s the story took a direction not recorded in Greek myth.  One of the wounded Spartoi wasn’t as dead as the others thought.  He lay among his dead breather until night, at which time he stole the other half of the dragon’s teeth and fled.  In time, the Spartoi would have their own village, The Village.  The hunters-of-the-dark.  Selective breeding with the best human warriors—and with not-quite-human creatures—made the Village warriors monsters on the battle field, and a threat to any city-state dreaming of empire.
 
   Having the whole world against them, the Village saw the wisdom of vanishing, hiding itself behind dimension-twisting barriers, pinching off for themselves a little pocket of time-space.  Those that did not want to leave Greece, the failures in the breeding process mostly, stayed behind.  These dregs would one day found the Slayers.  According to the crystals, the Black Crown Project is the Slayer’s attempt to make “Villagers” of their own, borrowing a little of the monster to fight monsters.  The crystals also documented Slayers killing children born too monstrous, because they couldn’t be easily controlled.
 
   With a world full of Slayers wanting my father dead, I could see why he and my mother might want to fall off the grid.  What I didn’t understand was why my father couldn’t take mom and me back to the Village, or why a gold dragon would give up her son.  Ever.
 
   My phone rang, breaking me out of my distraction.  My current Ringtone played: Dio’s Rainbow in the dark.  I answered.  “Yeah?”
 
   A deep voice boomed.  “Haven’t you wasted enough of my time yet?”
 
   It was the Old Man, breaking my balls, so I lied.  “Oh, I’d have come down in another hour or two.  I’m trying to set a world’s record for jacking off without Viagra.”
 
   “We have a lot of people sitting in on this evening’s clan review.  Haul ass down here before I send up a pair of shadow hands to wring your chicken for you.  You will experience all new dimensions of pain.”
 
   He would, too.  When I was growing up, he’d be a dozen feet away when a shadow hand would briefly form and smack the back of my head.  Shadow magic.  My own fault for time traveling to Atlantis and starting him on that road.  Having seen the Old Man as a teenager had been a helluva shock.  It was no wonder he’d taken the job of raising me.  His own future had depended on it.  That also meant that all the times growing up when it seemed he was about to get me killed had been safer than I’d known.  Or he’s just flat out crazy.
 
   “Caine, you there?”
 
   “I’m on my way.”
 
   I retraced my earlier path to the entrance of the Great Hall.  Just beyond, the under the dome, the chandeliers blazed hard white.  The floors were parquet, an intricate design of exotic woods from Africa and Brazil. The walls were etched with the names of every clansman who had ever lived.  Mine was over the door’s archway next to the Old Man’s.  It took a while to reach dead-center of the chamber.  The spot was occupied by Lauphram’s coral throne with its half-shell backrest.  The thing looked like it had been plucked from the throne room of a sunken city.  I guess that was the point.
 
   I passed the throne on the way to the back of the space.   Another hallway waited.  The checkerboard floor was laid in jade and ivory tiles.  Wall sconces copied the giant mermaid on the roof, but these miniature versions lifted arms to support aqua-blue crystals.  The back passage led to the War Room.  Just outside, my heightened dragon senses identified several of the demon guards the Old Man used most often to attend him.  Imari was there, a smoky, spicy scent like incense.  
 
   The War Room was circular with numerous plasma screens showing every L.A. territory.  Lauphram’s was color-coded ocean blue.  Blood red indicated vamp strongholds and nightclubs.  Yellow-white marked the areas claimed by magic-users like the cleaning services we used to keep the preternatural community a secret.  Amber marked the shifters’ territories.  I noticed that the spot over in Malibu for William’s house was gone.  That’s a little premature.
 
   Entering drew all eyes to me.  I nodded toward the Old Man.  “Once this is over, we need to talk.”
 
   Lauphram’s gaze flicked to Imari, then back to me.  “This new intelligence you’ve sniffed out?”
 
   “Yes.  I know about my father, what you’ve been keeping from me all these years.  I know about the Village.”
 
   Imari looked between the Old Man and me, her confusion evident.  “Village?”
 
   “Later,” the Old Man said.  “This review has waited long enough.”
 
   Imari tensed.  If her black face were able to pale with fear, I think she would have.  This was her professional life on the line.  While the Old Man and I had been away from the clan house, she’d had responsibility for defending it against the hordes of the Blue Star Priestess.  We’d lost clansmen, taken damage, but hadn’t fallen.  Imari should have taken pride in that.  All battles have casualties.  The problem was she’d taken the deaths and injuries to heart.  
 
   Not good.  Guilt is a liability in a commander of troops.  It can cause hesitation, second guessing, and paralyze.  The Old Man and I were doing this to help her get past all that.  
 
   We moved to the far side of the room, to a dais with built-in, magic-enhanced holo capabilities.  Normally, this served as our link to the Council of Lords who managed the other L.A. territories.  The display was now being put to another use.  A lot of research and tweaking had gone into the system so that it could show a play-by-play simulation of the last attack.
 
   “Start the review,” the Old Man ordered.
 
   One of the geek-demons seated at his station ran claws over the controls.  The property with buildings was recreated in smaller scale, sculpted in blue light.  Dead center was the Great Hall.  Protective wards were depicted with red-and-black hex signs.  The demon road leading toward the coast was a paler blue than the buildings.
 
   The enemy had approached the clan house with confidence, doing little to conceal themselves.  They were a mongrel lot, the cast offs of many other demon clans.  There were non-demons, too.  Rock demons walked side by side with mountain giants.  Pooka—murderous water ponies—clopped along with giant pythons.  The host carried a mix of modern and ancient weapons.  
 
   The sorcerers were obvious having bedecked themselves in protective amulets and talismans of power.  They also tended to wear garments made of bone.  One of them had for a helmet the horned skull of a gargoyle killed under moonlight when they stop adorning buildings and move about the skyline freely.  The magic-users tended to glow with murky red lights, or to spew black flames.  One of them levitated a dozen swords, hedging himself in with protection so he could work his spells without some hero coming along and lopping his head off.  Power built on ritual could be very potent, especially when stored in charmed items for later use.  The weakness of magic was that destroying the charms killed the spells, and spells started from scratch required time to become effective.  
 
   This was why my own spells were in tattoo form, needing just a touch of raw magic to set them off.  And why I used sword and gun just as much.  The best warriors aren’t the strongest or fastest—though that doesn’t hurt—but the most flexible in mind.
 
   “Here’s the good part,” the Old Man said.
 
   At the edge of the property were boulders meant to look like convenient ammunition.  The hazel-skinned mountain giants waddled over to these rocks and effortlessly hefted them into the air.  Explosions flowered where moving the boulders released pressure-restrained landmines.  Titanium ball bearings punched into the giant’s legs, cracking the outer skin, punching through half-petrified tissues.  Some of the legs came off at the knees.  Mountain giants toppled, steaming mud pouring out of them like blood.  Quite a number of slithering pythons went down as well.
 
   “Off to a good start,” I said.
 
   There were murmurs of agreement across the room.
 
   Imari remained tense and silent.
 
   Stepping out past the statues on the porch of the holo-version of the Great Hall, a miniature representation of Imari emerged.  She held a flaming sword and her ink-black body was sheathed in red-gold armor.  Using a bull horn, she demanded the immediate surrender of the enemy forces, threatening further carnage.
 
   The Old Man gestured and the display froze.  His voice emerged deceptively mild, uncharacteristically soft.  “So, Imari, care to explain what you were thinking here?”
 
   She cleared her throat.  “I was thinking that if they saw we were ready for them, they might withdraw, meaning more of us would live through the attack.  
 
   “Naive.” I said.  “They leave, they don’t get to loot, they don’t get paid, and their boss will kill them.  Cowardess has no up-side here.”
 
   “Worse,” the Old Man said, “you identify to them just who needs to be killed to throw our troops into headless disarray.   Why do you think we have a rule about no salutes on the battlefield?”
 
   “I didn’t think of that,” Imari said.
 
   “No, you didn’t.”  The Old Man gestured.  The holo-record continued to play.  Zero-T came up behind Imari, grabbed her by her armor’s collar, and dragged her back to cover.  Magic propelled rock demons slammed onto the porch, skidded, and two of the ornamental statues standing there were half broken.  Zero-T gestured and potted saplings left on the porch shattered their pots with a magical orgy of growth.  The saplings became squat trees with roots that covered the rock demons, tying them up in balls.
 
   Jets of flame shot from the enemy sorcerers.  The flickering tongues enveloped the rock demons.  Being rock, they weren’t hurt by the flames.  The roots were burned away, allowing the rock demons to press their attack.
 
   “The enemy is coordinating well,” the Old Man said.  “Good training.”
 
   “Not good enough,” I said.  “Look at all the casualties they’re taking from the wards.”  A lot of the attacking forces swayed, weakened.  They collapsed as their lifeforce was siphoned invisibly away, making the wards even stronger.  There was a reason all our soldiers were staying indoors, allowing themselves to be penned in.
 
   In their rush to attack, the magic-users hadn’t properly evaluated the nature of our defenses.  
 
   They probably thought the giant porch statues were supposed to come to life and defend the property.  The rock demons converged on the last two standing statues, flailing away against them.  The statues weathered the attacks without taking damage.  I looked over at Imari.  “You had a protection spell going to minimize damage at this point?”
 
   “Not exactly,” she said.  “We had a chaos demon in our ranks.  An entropy spell leeched off the kinetic force.  Same difference, really.  The demons stayed on the porch as we rolled grenades over to them.  The chaos magic was dropped so it wouldn’t corrupt the grenades.  They detonated, breaking up the rock demons.  We swept them away later, along with the broken statues.”
 
   I shifted my attention to the back of the property where another wave of attackers had come in through the woods, trying to sneak past the massive structure that housed the clan vehicles.  The enemy ranks had been thinned by more of our protective wards.  The notion of planting them, and hiding them while in operation so they couldn’t easily be located, had been one of the Old Man’s best ideas ever.  The wards were Atlantean in origin, a type of magic modern magic-users weren’t familiar with.  They were paying a heavy price for that failure of education.
 
   Snipers in the upper levels of the mansion opened fire.  On both sides of the Great Hall, the enemy hordes took casualties, forcing them to withdraw to cover.  
 
   “I’d say you won the first skirmish,” I said.
 
   “The wards did,” Imari said.
 
   “Events forced the enemy sorcerers to scry for our defenses and to start attacking them.  
 
   Time became critical,” the Old Man said.  “So you reemerge from the Hall and parley with the enemy.”
 
   Inari’s voice was hard and tight.  “Yes, sir, I decided on a strategy that I was sure I could win since their top people didn’t seem to be fire demons like myself.”
 
   “And where did you get the idea to challenge their leader to a drinking contest to decide everything?” the Old Man asked.
 
   She said, “I asked myself, ‘What would Caine Deathwalker do.’”
 
   “Get very drunk,” I answered.  “Very insightful.  What would you have done if it hadn’t worked?”
 
   “It did work.  I knew it would.  I knew my internal flames would burn up the alcohol so it couldn’t affect me.  And I knew they wouldn’t counter the alcohol because then, they couldn’t have savored it.  That’s why I started with the oldest, most expensive wine in the cellar.  After their general went down, the captains of their troops insisted on picking up the challenge, sure that they could drink me under the table.”
 
   “So you went through my entire wine cellar,” the Old Man said.
 
   “The enlisted men wanted their turn to save the day.  The enemy just kept coming and coming.”
 
   “Until they all passed out drunk,” I said.  “Brilliant!”
 
   She looked at me.  “Really?”
 
   “Really,” the Old Man said.  “An expansive victory, but not in terms of lost lives—on our side at each.  Well done.”
 
   The Old Man and I turned from the display and headed for the exit.  “Okay,” I called, “we’re done here.  Drinks are on Imari!”
 
   
  
 





 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   EIGHT
 
    
 
   “One must be wary of roses
 
    when gathering thorns.”
 
    
 
                                                       —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   Drake and my cousin Kinsey wanted to meet at Bask-n Robins for ice cream.  That’s why I was here, instead of working on the many details needed to pull off my coming coronation.  The mascot on the sign—a red robin lounging in a cardboard tub of raspberry-fudge dribble—looked unbearably pleased with himself.  Just behind me plodded the security escort the Old Man had thrust upon me.  The clan soldiers were cloaked, using various types of magic to pass for human. 
 
   I turned toward them, tired of their bickering, and fed raw magic to my Dragon Sight tattoo.  Their magic type sand strengths appeared for my eyes alone.  Jo-jo wore a red aura, its intensity indicated very strong fire demon magic.  He said, “Well, one of us needs to stay out here and keep an eyeball peeled.”
 
   “You do it,” Jorge said.  “I need ice cream.  There’s a blockage in my chakras.”  Indeed, he did have a blockage in his energy flow, an occasional hazard when you mix incompatible magicks.  His aura indicated he was a lower-level practitioner of earth magic, and dabbled in necromancy on the side.
 
   Megan, the only hot chick in the group, had transformative magic, the demon equivalent of a shape-shifter.  She said, “You can’t even spell ‘chakras’.  And you don’t need ice cream, you only want it.”
 
   “Technically true,” Gumbo, the Cajun gater-demon, boomed.  High level water magic there.  “But we all want ice cream, so someone’s gotta miss out.”
 
   “Or,” I said, “You could all wait out here and not spook the dragons I’m meeting with, and when I’m done, I’ll buy you all a chocolate ice cream cake.”
 
   Unfortunately, you have to be nice to the people volunteering to take a bullet for you.  
 
   Fortunately, nice is relative.
 
   Megan looked at me, brushing metallic red hair away from blue-chrome eyes.  
 
   Yeah, nothing unnatural about her.  
 
   She said, “We’re supposed to be looking out for you.  It’s our big chance to move up in the ranks.”
 
   I said it slowly, “Ice cream cake.”
 
   Jo-jo and Gumbo exchanged a quick glance, nodded and said, “Deal.”
 
   I turned back to the door, opened it, and went in—alone.
 
   The store was long and narrow, divided by a display case with bucket full of frozen decadence.  One person was on duty.  Helping an old lady gently toward a diabetic coma.  On the left, were three small tables with chairs, up against a glass window looking out on a patio with umbrella tables for outdoor dining.  The very last table had Drake and Kinsey.  He had a traditional Sunday in a waffle-cone bowl, with added sprinkles.   She had her back to the corner, as if expecting an attack.  Not a bad practice really.  Her sugar cone, with two scoops of rainbow sherbet, was clutched in both hands, as if she were afraid of it being suddenly snatched away. 
 
   I went up to the table and stood where they both could see me.  There was no third chair for me to sit in.  This wasn’t deliberate.  The other tables each only had a pair of chairs.  Really, this place needed a bigger storefront.  
 
   Drake nodded.  His yellow diamond cufflinks flashed.  He made a greeting out of recognizing my name, “Caine.  How’s the ‘death walking’ these days?”  He wore his steel-gray hair cropped close, and filled out a tawny suit with white shirt and a milk chocolate colored tie.  His seamed face was clean-shaved, leathery as dragon wings.  His deep-set eyes were also brown but possessed a butter yellow flecks.  My magically heightened sight didn’t pick up any magic weapons or relics on him.  He didn’t even register as having magic.  Too powerful to need a weapon; this was the impression he wanted to give.  With my weapons available by magic, I appeared unarmed too, going for the same affect.
 
   Kinsey smiled with no attempt to disguise her malice.  She nodded her greeting.  “Hey, half-blood freak, do you think you brought enough backup to be safe from me?”
 
   I smiled in return.  “Since I announced my up-coming coronation in Fairy, the assassination attempts on me have increased dramatically.  The Old Man won’t let me go anywhere without them, but I don’t need help taking care of business.”  I drew out my phone under her watchful eyes and pulled up a picture I’d taken of William’s remains.  I held the display out, letting her get a good look.  “That was an alpha wolf that betrayed me.” 
 
   I moved the picture so Drake could see it, too.  He nodded, and crunched down on a spoon of ice cream, no emotion on his face.  The guy had to be a damn good poker player.
 
   Kinsey’s eyes kindled with warm golden fire.  “Good job,” she conceded.  Her eyes flicked to my ring.  Dragons always notice other people’s jewelry.  “Not a particularly impressive stone.”  She meant, it wasn’t something she’d bother to steal: just a black opal stone with red and gray star-points in it.
 
   I shrugged and put away my phone.  “The ring is a demon clan thing, identifies my ranking as heir.  Those that serve directly under me wear one of these.” 
 
   “Makes sense,” Drake said.  “Who’d go around giving expensive stones to underlings?”
 
   Kinsey caused my Dragon Sight to post her with little tags labeling her many offensive charms and defensive wards.  She’d come loaded with killing magic, all of it color-coded royal gold—the strongest type of dragon magic.  She also wore a black lacquered sheath, hanging on gold chains from a thin leather belt with a silver and garnet buckle.  I’d seen this weapon before, and knew she favored it.  Her left hand occasionally fondled the jeweled, basket-style hilt before returning to the cone in her right.  A tag on the sheath said the weapon was spell-shielded so normal human eyes wouldn’t notice it.
 
   That didn’t really need magic.  Her natural beauty was distraction enough.  Looking hot as hell, she wore a sin-black mini-dress with poufy, black-lace sleeves.  Her straw colored hair was braided so it looked like she wore a crown.  Her eyes were antique gold, like her bracelets.  They were the wide kind some kung-fu fighters wear to block swords and knives.  They chinked a little as she moved her arms.  
 
   “I’d like to invite you two to my coronation.  It’s going to be a hell of a party.  Good booze, free food, and—since I’m expecting to be hit with a major military campaign while distracted—there will be plenty of blood-sport going around.  You can bring the whole family.”
 
   “Nice of you to offer.  Send me the details.  I’ll pass them along.”  Ice cream gone, Drake crunched into his eatable bowl.
 
   “Well, Kinsey?”
 
   “Don’t soil my name with its use,” she said.  “If I go, it’s just on the off chance I might see you painfully executed by your enemies.  I’d kill you myself, but you are family, just barely.”
 
   I smiled.  “Kinsey, you were born a fucking bitch, you’re still a fucking bitch, and you will die one day—stabbed by my dick—a well fucked bitch.”
 
   Drake shot us both quelling looks, and said, “Not helpful.” 
 
   Kinsey glared at me.  “In your impossible dreams.” 
 
   I glared back.  “So, you only came today to insult me?”
 
   Her eyes were bright yellow stars, her passions engaged.  “You stole it, didn’t you?”
 
   Yes, I certainly did.  I’d been wondering how long it would take for the conversation to touch on what they wanted to know.  I feigned confusion.  “Something got stolen?  Nothing important, I hope.”
 
   “You’re not fooling me, Deathwalker.”  Gripping her cone too tightly caused it to audibly crack.  The half-eaten scoop on top plopped onto the table.  Kinsey glowered at the fallen ice cream like it had done something wrong.
 
   Drake said, “We went looking for your mother’s diary, aware that we had promised to let you read it—under our supervision, as long as the book never left our possession.”
 
   “Actually,” I said, “None of those terms were part of our original deal.  You were supposed to hand the book over.”
 
   “That’s not how I choose to remember it,” Drake said, “but what’s done is done.”
 
   “As her son,” I said, “my claim to her property is stronger than yours.  I should never have had to bargain for what—by rights—you should have handed over years ago in the name of duty.  You failed my mother in death as you failed her in life.”
 
   Kinsey’s cone dropped from her hands.   She stood, jarring the little plastic table.  Her right hand reached across her body to draw her sword.
 
   I just stared with cold disregard.  “Try and tell me it isn’t true.”
 
   Drake stood.  He looked at my cousin, calling her name, “Kinsey.  We’re going.”
 
   She kept her hand on her sword hilt.  “But—” 
 
   Drake sighed.  “Kinsey, we can’t argue with him because he’s right.”  He turned to face me.  “If I come to your party, will you tell me how you breached our incredibly tight security to take the book?”
 
   I met his tawny-brown stare.  “I might.”
 
   Drake nodded and headed for the door.  Kinsey hissed at me like a viper and chased after him, her ice cream forgotten.  
 
   What a waste.
 
   I walked to the counter and the proprietor came over, smiling.  “What can I get you sir?”
 
   I turned and pointed at a cooler by the door.  I’ll take that chocolate ice cream cake there, some spoons, and napkins.”  I handed him a couple twenties.  “Oh, you seem to be in need of a clean-up on that table over there.”
 
   His eyes glanced over at Kinsey’s mess.  He muttered under his breath.  “Some people have no manners.”
 
   I smiled.  “I know, right?”
 
   A few minutes later, boxed cake in hand, I walked out of the store.  Jo-jo relieved me of my burden.  The guys took the napkins and spoons I handed, and swept me over to an outdoor table so they could be comfortable eating while keeping me alive.  I wished for an attack.  Seeing these guys scramble under fire to find their professionalism would have further brightened my day.  In a pinch, I could continue looking out for myself.
 
   Only Megan attempted conversation during the gorging.  She stared down the sidewalk in the direction taken by my dragon relatives.  “Who was the skank?”
 
   “Why do you ask?”
 
   “Just wondering about the stick up her butt.”
 
   “You’re a demon,” I said.  “You can say the word ass.  That was my cousin, Kinsey.”  
 
   “You sleeping with her?” Megan asked.
 
   “We’re family, and she hates my guts.”
 
   “It’s a thin line between disgust and passion,” Jorge said.
 
   I stared at him.  “Eat your cake.”
 
   Megan softly cleared her throat.  “Cause you know, if you‘re that hard up for female companionship, I’m available.”
 
   All the guys stopped mid-bite to see where this was going.  Gumbo chuckled to himself, a sound like an idling chainsaw.  “Understatement,” he said.
 
   Megan smiled sweetly at me.  “Excuse me a second.”  Her right arm went rubbery, morphing into a tentacle.  Her right fist puffed up and became a spiked wrecking ball that sped across the table and crunched into Gumbo’s face.  He fell backwards off the bench, cursing.  Jorge and Jo-jo, returned to munching on cake.  Megan’s arm returned to what passed for normal as she turned her attention back to me.  “Sorry about that, but a lady doesn’t like to be called a slut.”
 
   Gumbo picked himself off the ground.  He squinted with wrath at Megan as he sat down.  “Don’t do that again.”
 
   Strangely, this bunch of misfits were growing on me.  I was seriously considering keeping them around.  There were plenty of times I needed to sacrifice red-shirts as distractions, and they wanted the job.
 
   “If you see Kinsey again, and a violent impulse overtakes you,” I said, “you should haul ass right after.  One, she carries an invisible sword.  Two, her other form is a dragon.  She’ll either try to step on you and squish you flat, or bite your head off.  I mean that literally.”
 
   Jo-jo nodded.  “So we need to finish the cake and clear out in case she remembers how much she hates you, and comes back.”
 
   “You were paying attention,” I said.
 
   He nodded.  “Ice cream cake is good.   A live client, is even better.  I need a paycheck to live on.  You die, and I don’t get paid.”  He said it like he was proclaiming some deep, cosmic truth.
 
   “Just how much are you getting to keep me alive, anyway?”
 
   They told me.  I stared, appalled.  “That little?  I didn’t think the Old Man was that tight.  Where’s the motivation then for doing a good job?  You’d make a lot more betraying me than by saving my ass.”
 
   Jo-jo nodded agreement.  “Yeah, sad, ain’t it?”
 
   Megan touched my arm delicately.  “Of course we would never sell you out.”
 
   Jorge said, “Lauphram would hunt us down, rip off our heads, and then find something that would really hurt.”
 
   Gumbo said, “He’d cut off our privates for bait and go after snapping turtles.  He’d—”
 
   My cocked winced in sympathy.  I interrupted.  “And besides, most of my enemies want to kill me personally—slowly.”
 
   “Hmmm,” Megan said.  “Slowly.”  Her hand dropped to my thigh.  She gave it a squeeze.  
 
   “Tell you what,” I said.  “Anyone who saves my life in the heat of battle gets a 10K bonus.”
 
   The boys paused while eating desserts.  Gumbo said, “Really?”
 
   “You want a blood oath?” I asked.
 
   “No, honey, that’s not what I want.”  Megan smiled as her hand felt me up.   Her eyes went large with shock.  She leaned in and whispered.  “Please tell me that’s not a crowbar in your pants.”
 
   There’s a lot to be said for having dragon-blood.
 
   Sadly, I had to turn her down.  “Uh, no time.  I’ve got to get a move on or I’ll be late.”
 
   “Late for what?” Jorge asked.
 
   “I’ve got to dragon-nap a little kid.  You guys can take the rest of the day off.  I’m not going to be able to take an armed escort with me to the dragon world.”
 
   
  
 





 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   NINE
 
    
 
   “The best reason for mending 
 
    bridges is to burn them again.”
 
    
 
                                                      —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   I climbed the long flight of white steps to the front porch with its round, marble columns.  Our Lady of Perpetual Motion just looked like a huge catholic cathedral—a massive, white-brick edifice with a single, spire-capped tower rising four stories, as if flipping-off heaven.  The rest of the building was T-shaped with a fancy dome back where the halls intersected.  
 
   I approached a life-sized statue, a European looking woman in blue and white robes, a baby tucked under one arm, gilt halos over their heads.  The porcelain lady had a mysterious half-smile, like she knew a secret she wasn’t handing over.  The statue anchored a mild aversion spell turning humans away that had no idea of what went on here.  Those that knew this as a portal station were able to push through the low-grade magic, with just a moment of concentration.  
 
   I felt an impulse to pump the face full of exploding rounds, but I kept my Berettas in my Malibu armory when a thought could have armed me.  Maybe next time.  It wasn’t moral restraint—whatever that is—that stopped me, but the fact that the portal operators would deny me service if I ticked them off.  And then I’d have to kill them all.  And I still wouldn’t get where I needed to go.  There are times when even a Demon Lord needs to play nice with others.
 
   I passed the statue and went in through oversized, dark-stained, wooden doors.  There were miniature humanoid creatures in hooded friar robes waiting, clutching digital pads with grooves for credit card transactions.  As I crossed the foyer, one of these personnel attached itself to me, clomping along at my side in wooden clogs.  
 
   Inside the cathedral, no service was underway.  No candles burned.  Traffic flowed into confessional boxes on the right, while another stream of travelers emerged from the bank on the left.  I got in the shortest line on the right.  The little critter beside me croaked words, “Destination?”
 
   “Dragon Realm,” I said.  “Two ways for me, add a child’s fare for the return.”
 
   Those nearby turned to look at me.  Meeting my glare, they turned away again.  I understood the surprise.  Most of these travelers were staying in this dimension.  Reaching other universes cost a great deal.  Fortunately, I had one of Lauphram’s demon clan corporate credit cards, good on Earth, Shambhala, and most hell-dimensions with an oxygen-nitrogen atmosphere.  
 
   “Station?” the critter asked.
 
   “X’lourgahillus,” I said. 
 
   The creature entered the information and held up a blue fuzzy paw.  I handed over my credit card.  He swiped it through his machine and returned my card.  “Stay in this line, in this position.  If someone else takes your trip, the fee will not be refunded.  You must return by the same gate, so take note of where you emerge.  The gate will recognize you and bring you back anytime in the next twenty-four hours, Earth time.”
 
   “Understood,” I said.  He lingered.  My line advanced.  I took a few steps.  He lingered.  “What?” I asked.
 
   “You’re Deathwalker, the demon lord.   The one they call the Red Moon Demon.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   He dug in his robes, searching.
 
   I tensed, a heartbeat away from summoning a gun.
 
   He pulled a small spiral-bound notebook out of hiding and flipped it open.  “Can I have an autograph?  Make it out to ‘Nuroggi, my best bud.’”
 
   I stared.  “Autograph?”  That’s a first.  I found a pen and gave him what he wanted, only to find myself surrounded by others of his kind.  They held up scraps of paper, napkins, waving pens.  “Okay, what’s this all about?”
 
   “You protected the city!” one of them said.
 
   “And the portals,” another added.
 
   Several more said, “And saved our jobs!”
 
   “You’re our hero.”  That one had a female voice.  She dropped her voice to a stage whisper.   “I want your baby.”
 
   Yeah, right.   A free ride on my wallet as I pay child support out the ass.  Not happening.
 
   I signed quickly, misspelling my name on purpose as Cain Dethwalker.  Clutching their autographs, they hurried back to work.  The woman lingered, hope flashing in her liquid-crystal eyes of green tourmaline.  
 
   I smiled regretfully.  “Sorry, I’m in a committed relationship…”  With my own best interest.
 
   She sighed and trudged off.
 
   I hurried and caught up with my line.  The guy right in front of me passed the confessional’s door.   A blue-green shimmer surrounded him.  He snapped out of view, leaving the booth empty.  My turn.  I stepped in and my skin chilled and went tingly.  My vision clouded with cool, blue-green light, and my next step was a reality away.  Colored light bled off my skin as I looked around at a park-like area surrounded by a monolithic metropolis of gray stone, steel beams, and topaz glass.  The architecture was steam-punk medieval with hints of sci-fi.  Most notable of all, no hard, sharp corners.  The buildings were safe for dragons to slither over and around them.
 
   A buffer zone of forest ringed the park I was in.  Garden plots and paths crowded in. 
 
   Close by, quartz-lined flower beds held reddish brown grass and swaying, sapphire stalks crowned with golden blooms.   There were benches in the area for humanoids and great crumpled, folded beams of steel to serve as rests for dragons in their natural form.  These iron tangles could have been stolen from a modern art museum.  One of them across the park actually did have a dragon coiled around it.  He seemed to be rather old, scales faded and worn, dozing, soaking up rays from an over-sized ruby sun that dominated a fifth of the golden sky.  
 
   I turned and saw that I’d just emerged from a golden statue of a dragon, its head dropped so 
 
   I was staring past fangs, down a hungry, jeweled maw.  Something about the shape of the head made me think this was a female.  I wondered if my long-missing mother looked like this, or was still passing somewhere for human.
 
   A throat cleared.  
 
   I turned and found the escort I’d anticipated.  A woman with high, firm breasts and flaring hips filled out a turquoise uniform with gold buttons.  Her pants were striped with black.  A cute little hat perched on her head, the kind of hat a stewardess might wear.  The holstered gun on her belt—and the razor-sharp, black-iron claws she wore on her left hand—indicated she was no stewardess.  Behind her were two burley males in the same uniform.
 
   “Name and species,” the woman asked.
 
   “Caine Deathwalker, dragon-born.”
 
   She looked me over with scathing violet eyes that matched her hair.  “You’re a dragon?  Wait, Deathwalker.  I’ve heard that named.”  She took out an e-tablet.  Apparently, the whole city was wired for WIFI.  She made a small Hmmmm sound.  Her eyes widened.  “Royal Clan.”  Her eyes narrowed.  “In disfavor; no permission to be on the dragon world.”  She put her tablet away, letting it dangle on a clip from the back of her belt.  
 
   While this was going on, my inner dragon stirred, his happiness washing over me, mellowing my mood.  He used my senses to absorb our surroundings.  It’s so beautiful.  
 
   His electric fire jazzed along my nerves.  I felt heat in my back, my shoulder blades softening like wax, melting, reforming.   I took off my coat and then my shirt, not wanting them damaged by the change I felt setting in.  
 
   The woman asked, “What are you…”  She fell silent, her gaze raking my dragon-blood tattoos.  Her face paled as she realized the forces I could unleash without ever turning fully to dragon.  I also noticed she and the men were no longer looking me in the face.  That probably meant that my right eye had gone golden dragon, pulsing with imperial magic.  My right eye would should my father’s heritage, glowing inferno red.  My back hurt with an orgy of growth, cells multiplying exponentially, new muscles forming.  Bone spurs thrust from my back, the ribs of dragon wings.  Leathery membranes sheathed them and filled in between.  Fresh blood dripped down my along with other fluids I couldn’t identify by smell.  My family was the golden dragon clan.  That meant my wings were bright yellow.  As they dried, I fanned them languidly.
 
   That out of the way, I noticed a severe tension in my escort.  What did they think?  I’d come all this way just kill them?
 
   “That looked … painful,” the woman said.
 
   “It was.”  Not that I’d let that show in my face or body.  She was projecting.  Full-blood dragons change without pain and fuss.  I wasn’t that lucky.  I think my change pried a little sympathy out of her; she still didn’t look me in the eyes, but her face softened a little.  I didn’t think my welcome party was going to try and shove me back into the portal.
 
   “Business?” she asked.
 
   “Family business.  I’m expected,” I lied.
 
   Her tablet was back in her hands.  She tapped its face.  “I’m approving you for a one-day pass.  Be gone by this time tomorrow.”
 
   I nodded.  “Understood.”
 
   They backed away, and when they felt comfortable turning their vulnerable backs to me, they did.  I let them get a good distance away before folding my shirt and coat over my arm and starting toward the city.  Having planned this mission, I knew where I was going, the Red Clan section of the city, one of their schools.  Julia would be in class and definitely not expecting me.   She would be happy to see me though.  Just because her “uncle” Red was being a douche bag, refusing to see and talk with me, didn’t mean she loved me less.  I was the one who’d avenged her murdered mother, who’d taken her off the street when orphaned, finding her a home with 
 
   Red.  
 
   You defile yourself, you purify yourself.  You offend a friend, you say you’re sorry.  
 
   I was sure she’d understand being used as a pawn to teach Red a much needed lesson.  Really, I didn’t know why he was mad at me, unless it let him not face having turned coward on the battlefield, abandoning me in my struggle with the Blue Star Priestess.  Aggie, Red’s wife, was going to be mightily wroth with me.  I just hoped she’d be madder at Red, and would twist his arm so he’d do the right thing.  I really wanted to trust the guy doing my tats, and I didn’t want to have to break in a new artist.
 
   Musing and ambling along, I eventually came to the address I wanted.  The building looked like a three-story factory on the outside, red stone, concrete pillars, and a lot of glass windows.  Numerous people passed me, many with lingering glances as they scented more than dragon in me.  They were of many clans, wings of countless rainbow shades on their human bodies.   Those fully changed into dragon kept to the upper levels of the city with its sky roads, or winged across the tawny-gold sky. 
 
   I went in.  Despite the rough look of the building, the inside was clean and lacking in machinery.  Instead, the great vaulting spaces were devoted to mentoring.  Red Dragon Clan children were sitting in groups, being lectured, or working one on one with instructors on shape-shifting and flame attacks.  I left my shirt and coat on an iron bench by the door and went up to a desk where several oversized men stood in red leather longcoats and black boots. One of the men had red eyes and copper hair.  The other was bald and wore rectangular sunglasses, red lenses on a black metal frame.
 
   They looked me over as I closed in, especially eyeing the golden wings.  As I stopped, big iron rivets in the oak floor boards near my feet pulled in little yellow jags of electrical fire, helping to ground me.  There were soft crackles and a smell of ozone around me since I’d come to this world.  It was starting to feel normal.
 
   Copper Hair just stared like a trained attack dog, waiting for a call to lunch.  Sunglasses said, “What do you want?”
 
   “Not to have to kill anyone.  I’m Caine Deathwalker, the Red Moon Demon, and I’m here for my daughter, Julie.  Sweet little thing, thirteen years old, green eyes, short black hair, usually found carrying a stuffed green dragon that I gave her.  I’d introduced myself with a having red in it, not gold.  I hoped, subconsciously, that might influence them just a little.   
 
   The two men exchanged a fast glance.  Copper Hair said, “Julianna, that’s Red’s kid.”
 
   I explained, “He’s a foster father, like I am.  The girl’s mother died in my arms.  I found Julie the best home I could.  I couldn’t very well take her to the Golden Dragon Clan.  They’re just now acknowledging me.”  I pointed to the tats on my torso.  “Hey, Red does good work, doesn’t he?  Best ink man I know.  That’s why I brought the kid to him.”
 
   Shades nodded.  “Yeah, gotta come to the Red Clan for quality people and expertise.  I got some ink from him myself.  I recognize the style on you.  From the amount of ink on you, I’d say you’re his best customer.”
 
   “Sure,” I smiled.  “He and I go way back.  We’ve fought battles together.  I’m not here to bother anyone, it’s just been a long time since the girl’s got to do anything but school, or work at Red’s.  I thought I’d treat her to night out in the human world.”
 
   Copper Hair pursed his lips eyes staring off into the distance.  “I haven’t been there since the fifteenth century.  Villagers still handing over virgins to passing dragons?”
 
   I sighed with regret.  “Hard to find a virgin anywhere anymore.”
 
   Shades said, “You realize we need more than your say so, right?”
 
   “Just ask the girl who I am,” I said.  Not that it can be that easy.
 
   Copper Hair shook his head no.  “We’ll call her teacher over.  She’ll clear you, then you guys can go run amok on earth.”
 
   “Have her bring Julia.  You can see that what I said was true.  That way we’re only interrupting the class once.”  
 
   Shades nodded at the reasoning I’d given him.  “Stay here.  I’ll be back in two shakes of a dragon’s tail.”
 
   I waited, knowing that this was going to come down to a snatch.  Julie would come willingly.  The teacher wasn’t going to let her, not without clearing it with a parental figure.  It was going to cost me a lot of strength and magic.  I fed a trickle of raw magic to my Dragon Roar tattoo, awakening it, and prepared myself to hypnotically compel these dragons to do what I wanted.  That would be the easy part.  Then I’d have maybe two minutes to get Julia to a portal, and off-world.  Any longer than that, and dragons would be all over me like a plague.
 
   Going to have to do some powerful talking, then some serious flying.
 
   Fast footsteps ran my way, followed by slower ones.  I turned and Julia flung herself into the air, into my arms, planting a kiss on my cheek.  I could tell Julia’s reaction had mollified the security.  They were buy my story now.  I let Julia slid down to the floor.  She stayed close, hugging my side, legs sheathed in black tights, her body clothed in a frilly pink dress and white blouse.  
 
   “You didn’t forget that today was the day for your outing, did you?”
 
   Anxious for a day away from the usual grind, she played along, “Oh, I did.  I even left the note home I was supposed to give to my teacher.”  She looked to look back at the woman in the tangerine robes.  “I’m sorry.  It’s all my fault.”     
 
   I turned toward the teacher and let magical power coat my words.  “Well, no harm, right?  We’ll just go so you can get back to work.”
 
   “I’m not sure…”  Her brow furrowed.  Trickles of sweat rolled down the side of her face.   Her right hand—held in her left—closed in a fist, as a buried core of strength in her flailed against my influence.  She was naturally resistant.  Enspelling dragons required a lot more power than for ordinary humans.  
 
   I poured even more raw magic into my tattoo so it blazed on my skin almost burning the air.  
 
   I murmured a suggestion.  “You see everything is in hand.  It’s time to send the bastard gold on his way.  Really, what’s he doing among properly bred red dragons anyway?  Do we want other student’s exposed to his barbarian ways?”
 
   The teacher pointed her nose into the air, sniffing delicately.  “Oh, just be off.  We’ve more important things to do than cater to your needs.”
 
   I nodded, speaking louder, “You’re perfectly right.  We’ll just go now.”  Arm in arm, I walked Julia out of the school, all too aware the doomsday clock was running down.  Word would be out soon to stop me at all costs.
 
   
  
 





 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
TEN
 
    
 
   “I make crash and burn look good!”
 
    
 
                                                       —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   We stood outside of the school, around a corner where we’d not be spotted at once.  I turned my back to Julia.  “Get on.  We’re flying out of here.”
 
   She didn’t question me, but climbed on at once, her thin arms cinching around my neck, her legs going around my waist.
 
   “Not too tight,” I rasped.  “I like to breathe.”
 
   She loosened her arms’ stronghold a little.  “Better?”
 
   I grunted, leaping into the air, dragon wings beating furiously.  The climb was killing me.  Take off required pure power.  Until a proper altitude was achieved, I’d be bleeding strength already depleted by the magic I’d used.  No help for it, but to muscle through and hope I don’t collapse too soon.
 
   
  
 




As we curved up around a tower, fleeing its shadow, I felt for a thermal updraft in the air.  My color values shifted; the dragon world became a slightly blurry mix of reds and yellows.  My inner dragon said, Look for columns of gold.  Those will be thermals. 
 
   I avoided the parks and greenery below, figuring my chances were better over the stone and steel part of the city that had been basking in sunlight.  Julia’s weight on my back, and her tightening grip across my throat hampered.  Sweat dripped into my eyes.  Fortunately, with the recent change, I seemed to have developed secondary, transparent eyelids to shield my eyes.  
 
   My lungs worked like billows.  My heart hammered.  Fresh pain assaulted me as my inner dragon tweaked my biology, fueling the growth of extra muscle and tendon, bulking up my back and wings.  My feet hurt.  What the hell!  My shoes and socks ripped off, falling away.  I wiggled my—Giant clawed feet?
 
   In case we have to fight in close quarters, my dragon told me.  We can’t use our lightning breath while carrying Julia.  She could catch a backwash and get fried.  I’d feel bad about that.
 
   And I wouldn’t?
 
   My dragon didn’t answer.
 
   When I couldn’t climb another foot, and faced falling back, I found a thermal.  I leveled out in it, noting that my wings were larger now, more size-appropriate.  The first hurdle was past, but the knife of hunger was cutting up my stomach from the inside.  The changes, the riotous cellular growth, had a cost.  I needed to eat to fend off starvation.  
 
   I also needed to watch where I was flying.
 
   I banked sharply to avoid an oncoming horde; Mommy Purple Dragon and a little flock of dragonets.  They zigged.  I zagged.  One of the baby dragons passed a few feet away, it eyes bugging out as it looked Julia and me over, possibly considering a snack.  I met its stare, letting it see the death in my eyes should it dare slow me down.  Sometimes, words just aren’t needed.  It flinched back and hurriedly got closer to momma.  She swung her head to give me a glare, like it was her right of way after all.  She flicked her tail in passing, nearly crushing my skull with a close swipe.
 
   The dragon in me took offensive.  I found my head turning her way, my mouth opening for a shot of electrical fire.
 
   Julia’s aboard, remember?  Is the time and place to start anything, now that the hunt is probably in full swing for us?
 
   Alright, but next time I see her…
 
   Fine, next time you see her.  We’d just better be in full dragon form.  I closed my mouth so I wouldn’t swallow a bug.  We were under a stream of dragons now that were content to ignore us.  I scanned the ground, aware that Julia had sat up to ride me like a horse, her fingers clutching at the base of my wings.  Taking note of a few landmarks memorized earlier, I adjust my course, falling in a shallow dive.  I had a lock on the park I’d come in through.  The Dragon statue with the open maw lined up just right.  I aimed myself to fly straight down its throat, shifting my vision back to normal color mode.
 
   Reading my body language, Julia lay flat between my wings, snuggling against me, her hands shifting to my shoulders.  I was a little amazed that none of this had freaked her out.  Riding a half-phased hybrid across the sky couldn’t be common place in her experience.  Either her dragon instincts were telling her this was normal, being up here, or she really trusted me.
 
   Both, my inner dragon said.  You were there to care for her when she lost her mom.  She imprinted on you.  It doesn’t matter that you’ve been letting Red raise her.  She will always think of us as her rightful father.
 
   Me?  A father?
 
   My inner dragon smirked.  Yeah, scary, huh?
 
   Don’t be a wise-ass, I told myself.
 
   I had no more time for introspection.  I was on final approach, possibly in more ways than one.  The official dragons I met when in human form, wearing the turquoise uniforms with gold buttons, were waiting near the portal statue.  And they’d brought along a couple full-sized dragons for backup.  One was a Green.  The other Black.  These two stood with wings spread like a pair of goalies guarding the same net.
 
   Clearly, they expected this to stop me.
 
   Julia called out, “Caine, they don’t want us to go.”
 
   I yelled back over the wind roar.  “Not their call.  Hang on tight.”  
 
   I kept a course straight for the portal, increasing speed, sharpening my downward glide.  
 
   They could certainly stay there, but then we’d all go down in a bruising, bone-breaking tangle.  
 
   Julia could have her thin neck snapped like a twig.  Any dragon attacks used against me would also hurt her.  
 
   “All or nothing!”  Starving, my magic low, I fed what I had left into my Demon Wings tattoo.  I didn’t notice anything and Julia wouldn’t either, being touch with me, but to those on the ground, trying to intercept us, it would look like we’d simply ghosted away into nothing.   Our smells would be much hard to pick up, especially at this speed.  They might hear us whooshing in, but by then, it would be too late.  So they couldn’t anticipate my timing with an educated guess, I pulled up a little and used the change in my wings to catch air and slow down.
 
   Blinking in confusion, the full dragons stomped forward, as if to consult with the officials.  Thinking better of it, they simply launched their attacks.  Buried roots from nearby trees burst into view, reaching, thrashing across the sky.  However, my shit of timing and altitude left them clutching in the wrong area.  The Green’s earth magic failed.  The black, a shadow dragon, roared at me, a cone of darkness spewing forth.  His aim, too, was off.  I heard the officials telling them to get back in position so I could sneak into the gate that was preprogrammed to take me back to earth.
 
   Too late!
 
   Wings coming in, folding protectively over most of Julia, made her squeal in surprise.  We dropped like a rock.  Julia clutched my neck, strangling me as the ground rushed up.  We were behind the Green and Black.  The cone of shadow swept over us, blacking out the statue.  But I was oriented on it, my over-sized dragon feet leading the way.  It hurt when I hit, momentum dragging me to the portal.  I skidding through, knowing this by the blue-green light of transit that bathed me.
 
    I came slamming out of one of the confessionals of Our Lady of Perpetual Motion.  
 
   Several patrons were knocked off their feet.  I skidded to a stop, groaned, and loosened my wings from around Julia.  “You all right?” I asked, letting go of the Demon Wings spell that was draining me.
 
   “Yeah.”  She pushed off me, standing.  “Can we do that again?”  The people I’d brought down were cursing and stabbing me with angry glances.  Julia looked at them.  “There’s a child present, you know?”
 
   I don’t think she knew that her human eyes had gone dragon with vertical pupils.  
 
   Several of the small, hooded attendants swarmed us, helping us to stand.  I needed it, feeling wrung out and hungry enough to devour my weight in McDonald’s fries.  I wavered on my feet, needing Julia to steady me.
 
   I didn’t want to get banned from portal use, so didn’t shoot my way out of the angry crowd.  I did something rare for me; accepting responsibility.  “Really, it’s my fault.  I’m sorry.  Please accept my apology.”  Then I lied to gain their sympathy.  “I didn’t know the kidnappers would follow us all the way back.”  I pulled Julia into a dramatic hug.  “At least my poor daughter has been rescued from those monsters.”
 
   She looked up into my face.  “I have?”  Catching on, she spoke more emphatically.  “I have, I have!  Oh, daddy, thank you ever so much for saving me.  You’re my hero!”  
 
   I waved off such sentiment.  “Any loving parent would do the same for their child.”
 
   Some of the patrons I’d tackled looked suspicious, but the gathering crowd beyond them seemed to buy the act.   Really, they owed me a lot, bringing a little drama into their stale, trifling lives.
 
   Julia wiggled free and picked up one of the little, robed fuzzies.  “Oooo, how cute.  Can I keep him?”
 
    “That’s not a pet,” I said.  “Put him down.  All beings are worthy of respect, no matter what they look like.”
 
   She set him down and looked back at me.  “Yes, Father.”  And then her glance slid past me and she froze, mouth dropping open.
 
   As the crowd around us dispersed, I turned, wondering what I’d have to deal with next.   Aggie stood there, red hair piled high, jeweled with rubies, her indigo eyes piercing, locked onto me like she was going to tear my heart out and eat it.  
 
   My inner dragon said, Bad idea.  She’s wearing a cream-colored linen pantsuit.  Our blood might never come out of that.
 
   Yeah, that would teach her, I thought.
 
   Julia moved between us to protect me.  I put my hands on her shoulders, keeping her there so Aggie couldn’t just snatch the child back and go.
 
   Aggie spoke, voice hard as her stare.  “Caine, what the hell do you think you are doing?”
 
   Once more, I did the unexpected.  I told the truth.  “I’m tired of Red sulking and avoiding me.  I want my friend back.  He needs to man up and make things right between us again.”  I looked down at Julia.  “This is to encourage him to do the right thing, now as opposed to fifty years from now.”
 
   “You could have just asked me to help you.  I was intercepted on the way to Julia’s school with the news that she’d been abducted by a demon.  You know what that did to me?”
 
   I looked her in the eyes.  “I’m sorry you were hurt, but I’m like God; I give and I take away.  And I am a demon—in spirit anyway.  This is how I’m supposed to act.  Besides, Julia is as much mine as yours.  I have a right to see her, and that wasn’t going to happen as long as Red had his head up his ass.”
 
   “You have a point.  All right, take her for a few days.”  Aggie moved closer.  She stuck a finger in my face.  “Just don’t ever do this again.  Do I make myself clear?”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   She said, “I will go impress on Red the urgency of him making amends.”  Aggie bent and kissed Julia on the forehead, telling her, “Try not to pick up any bad habits hanging out with riffraff.”  
 
   Julia said, “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   With a last glare at me, she turned and walked away.
 
   Julia turned under my hands and faced me.  “You’re afraid of her?”
 
   “Am not!”
 
   She smiled at me.  “It’s okay, I won’t tell anyone.”
 
   “C’mon,” I said.  “Let’s get out of here.”  I turned toward the “church’s” entrance and led the way.  Julia walked along with me, humming what I assumed to be the theme song to some anime.  We went out, much to the relief of the staff escorting us, and passed he statue.  She, too, wore a lightly disapproving frown.
 
   As Julia and I went down the steps, I asked her.  “How’s the finger?”  During her brief kidnapping by the Blue Star Priestess, she’d had a finger cut off and mailed to me.
 
   She held up her hand.  “Aggie had some healers grow it back.  You can barely see the scar.”
 
   “Good.  I’d wondered.”
 
   We walked in silence along the street until we came to my Mustang.   I deactivated my alarms, and we climbed in, buckling up.  Minutes later, I located a McDonalds.  We pulled in, parked, and bailed out.  “Keep a sharp watch,” I told my car.  “I’m expecting trouble.”
 
   “Red?” Julia asked.
 
   “Yeah.  He’s been unkind to me so I’ve had to kick him in the teeth.”  I opened the door for Julia.
 
   “Using me?”  She stopped by the display that showed various happy meal toys being offered.
 
   “Uh-huh.  Got a problem with that?”
 
   “Depends.”  She pointed at the toy of her preference.  “Can I have that?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “Okay, then I forgive you.”
 
   We got to the counter.  A perky high schooler smiled at me.  Her name tag said Sandy.  
 
   “Hi, what can I get for you?”
 
   “Five cheeseburger happy meals, a different toy in each one.  A milk with that, and I’ll have the Sirloin burgers, one of each type, with three large fries, a chocolate shake, a large soda, and a couple of apple pies.”
 
   “To go?” she asked.
 
   I shook my head.  “No, we’ll eat it all here.”
 
   She looked at me like I was crazy, but rung up the order.  I paid and took my order number.  She gave me the empty cup for my soda.  Julia followed me over to get it filled.  “I can’t eat all those cheeseburgers,” she said.
 
   “I know.  I was planning to help you out there, out of the goodness of my heart.”
 
   “You are too good to me.”
 
   I sighed dramatically, proud of her growing knack for sarcasm.  “I know.   What can I say?  I’m just a hell of a guy.”
 
   Shut up and feed me, my inner dragon said.  You know how many calories I burned up for you?
 
   Don’t worry about it.  It’s all in service to my growing legend.  A fearsome reputation will someday mean less of this bullshit.  People and things will get so they won’t dare mess with me.  
 
   Crazy violent sociopaths get left alone.
 
   Or locked up.
 
   I nodded.  Yeah, that’s the down side.
 
   
  
 





 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   ELEVEN
 
    
 
   “What is this damn obsession women have
 
    with bad boys?  It’s enough to get me laid.”
 
    
 
                                         —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   I slowly woke up the next morning on the couch in my suite in the Clan House.  Light poured into the room from the windows—much too much light.  Izumi had stayed over, commandeering my bedroom for a sleepover with Julia.  I had not been allowed to join in.  Lying with one arm across my eyes, I vaguely wondered what time it was.  I was dressed in the sweats I’d slept in.  They must have been magical sweats because the fabric over my stomach was levitating, letting in warm breeze.
 
   No, wait.  That’s someone’s warm breath.  Izumi?  No, her breath is cold.  Always.
 
   I lifted my arm and looked to see a young hand holding up my sweatshirt.  My visitor’s head was hidden, but I could see her body.  The Old Man had been happy to have Julia visiting, and had sent a special ops team out to procure cute jammies and assorted items of clothing for her.  Julia hadn’t brought a whole lot with her since she hadn’t known I’d be kidnapping her.  The jammies were pink and purple.
 
   “Julia, what are you doing?”
 
   She spoke without taking her head out of my shirt.  “Osamu is making pancakes.  They’re almost ready.  Izumi wants you to help her with her shower.  I offered to wash her back for her, but she says she likes the way you do it.”
 
   “Julia, I’ll ask again, what are you doing?  What’s the great fascination under my shirt?”
 
   The shirt came down.  Julia looked at me with fixed determination in her face.  “I want a tattoo.  A magical one like yours.”
 
   “Red would kill us both if I let you.”  I held up a finger.  “One, he’d get pissed if he didn’t get to do the work himself.”  I held up another finger.  “Two, he won’t do the tattoo because you’re a minor and your body I still growing.  If you got a tattoo now, by the time you stopped growing, the ink could get distorted, ruining the artwork.”
 
   She straightened and took a few moments to think about what I’d said.  “What about a temporary tattoo?”
 
   I thought about it.  “Theoretically, it could work.  But I don’t have any pure dragon blood to mix with the ink.”   
 
   “All your tattoos use dragon blood?”
 
   “Not the Demon Wings tattoo.  Old Man volunteered a pint for that one.  “After breakfast, why don’t you go see if he’ll make you a temp tattoo?  Just call him grandfather, and he’ll fall all over himself to spoil you rotten.”
 
   She nodded emphatically.  “Okay.  I’ll give it a shot.”
 
   I sat up and swung my feet to the floor.  
 
   Osamu called from the kitchenette.  “Julia-chan, come get your breakfast.  Let Caine-sama pull himself together.”
 
   “Coming!” Julia called.  She leaned in and gave me a good morning hug and peck on the lips, then ran to the kitchen.  I stood, stretched, and headed into the bedroom, locking the door behind me.  Adult showering wasn’t something Julia needed to see.  She was precocious as it was.  I wondered about the tattoo.  I’d given her a gun, and I knew she went to the dump to target practice regularly on the scurrying rats.  Maybe she felt insecure and wanted more protection.  That would be consistent with what she’d been through.  I hoped she’d get what she wanted out of the Old Man.
 
   A quick glance showed me an empty bedroom with a rumpled bed.  The bathroom door was ajar so that a slash of light split the gloom.  I peeled out of my clothes and let them fall.  Against one wall was my magic mirror, throwing back my image.  Chiseled muscles, a small frame, dark hair and eyes; one of them shimmering with pinpricks of gold.  The tats all over my body contrasted against numerous faint scars.  I looked middle to late twenties, half my true age.  That was the dragon blood in my veins.
 
   I had only one mirror, but it occupied three points in space, serving as a mini-portal between here and Malibu.  My Mansion’s armory and bedroom each had a manifestation of the looking glass.  That reminded me; I needed to set up a similar system between tying the clan house to Santa Fe where we now had demons loyal to us.  Cactus demons.  They were currently providing security for Lysande, the jeweler making my crown.  The last element I needed in place for my coronation to come off.  
 
   That meant Julia, Izumi, and I were heading to Santa Fe today.  I needed to let Izumi know.
 
    I went through the bathroom door.  The air was cold, but not icy.  I went to the shower and slid the glass door open.  Izumi was inside.  The spray was full on hot, but sleeting off her body, it turned cold—just bearable to me.  
 
   As an ice fey, she had antifreeze for blood, and easily passed as a Japanese snow woman, her most comfortable disguise.  She no longer needed the cover, having made peace with her mother the queen, but this was a comfortable identity for her, and it was the one I’d met het under.  This was how I knew her, Asian eyes, perfect, pale skin with long straight black hair.  Her eyes were large, pools of black.  Five-foot nothing, maybe a hundred and five pounds, all of it wet and slick and bouncy as she lathered her luscious body, humming a soft song.
 
   Her back was to me, suds dripping down her sweet bubble ass.  I stepped into the shower and took what was mine, pulling her against my hard erection, sliding my hands past her ribs, and up to maul her tits.  She leaned back into me, saying, “About time you got here.  I was about to start without you.”
 
   I growled, turned her in the spray, and gnawed at her throat.  My hands continued to roam, tweaking nipples, sliding lower, back behind her to grip her ass, pressing our lower bodies together.  She seized my cock and squeezed its iron hardness.  My lips found hers.  They locked.  Our tongues battled as we shared a breath.  She pumped my rigid length.  “I need this, Caine.  I need you!”  
 
   “I aim to please.” 
 
   Her hands were on my shoulders, clenching wet flesh, icing the water so that a thin sheet of ice crept down my back.  The hot spray of the shower softened the ice and made it fall at my feet.  There was nothing soft and tender about what followed.  My inner dragon bugled encouragement.  I used his strength to lift her off her feet and let her legs encircle my waist.  Her back pressed against a wall of the shower.  Her huge tits were in my face, begging to be mauled.  
 
   “Take me, take me now!”  She was Winter Court fey, begging for the thaw of spring, for the breaking of earth and the sowing of seed.  I plowed into her, a hard thrust that buried my length.  A shrill sound of exultation fell from her lips.  “Oh, yes, yes!  Fuck me!”
 
   I licked a nipple, then the other, then nibbled with my teeth.  Then I got serious about pounding myself into her.  The sound of wet flesh slapping together was loud.  The water on my back burned with heat.   The bitch riding my cock burned me with cold.  If not for the raw gold magic protecting my erection, it would probably have snapped off like an icicle—a tragedy for the whole female world.
 
   She screamed incoherently, throwing her head back.  Her eyes rolled back in her head.  Her vagina clamped down on me.  Pulsing contractions milked my cock.  I followed her over the edge of ecstasy with an explosive release.  Long after I was done, her body quaked in rapid-fire aftershocks until she grew limp against me, needing my support so she wouldn’t fall and hurt herself.  She wrapped her arms around me, her legs unwinding.  I held her against me, letting the water bath us, clean us.  
 
   Her eyes opened and found mine.  She looked exceptionally serious for a change.  “Isn’t this good, Caine?”
 
   “Hell yes.”
 
   “Then why do you need anyone else?”
 
   Monogamy?  From a fey?  I hadn’t expected this.  I could have lied.  It would probably have been better, but I’d been experimenting with adding the truth to my lethal repertoire.  I gave her the truth.  “My dragon nature is my dominant side, uncomplicated by morality due to my demon upbringing.  To a dragon, it’s not what you have that’s important, but what remains to find, steal, or conquer.  The pussy yet explored will always have a dreadful fascination, but it doesn’t mean you aren’t a precious possession.”
 
   She stared into my eyes.  
 
   I saw no heat of anger in her.  Her eyes were dark mirrors, hiding emotion.  Being fey, from a culture that celebrates multiples partners, I thought she could handle the truth, but her silence made me nervous.  My relaxing cock slipped out of her, disconnecting us.  She seemed to move a thousand miles away.
 
   “Izumi?”
 
   She pressed into me, sliding sideways so she was by the shower door.
 
   “Izumi?”
 
   She licked my nose and ran for it.
 
   I yelled at her.  “Izumi!  You know I hate that.”  Yeah, paybacks are always a bitch.  A sexy, playful bitch.  
 
   I caught myself at the bathroom door and didn’t go out.  My heightened dragon nose smelled munchkin.  And pancakes.  And bacon.  Julia was out there despite the fact that I’d locked the bedroom door.
 
   Izumi went, “Eek!” as she discovered this.  She said, “I thought you off playing somewhere.”
 
   “You’re naked,” Julia said.
 
   “Well,” Izumi sounded flustered, which was really strange for a fey.  She’d been in the human world way too long.  She said, “I’ve been taking a shower.  Of course I’m naked.”  I heard her hurrying feet as she went to my closet for clothing she kept there.  I hoped she remembered to bring me some clothes too.
 
   Julia’s voice had an odd tension in it and a touch of cloying sweetness.  “Did you have a nice shower?  It sounded like you did.”
 
   Damn.  The kid had the same heightened senses I had.  She knew very well what went on in the shower.  Playground gossip would have already done much to educate her.  Fuck it with spurs on!  I went and got a towel, wrapping it around me, and went out.
 
   “Don’t tease Aunt Izumi,” I said.
 
   Her gaze shot over to me, raking my chest.  “I still want a tattoo.  I figure if it’s magic, it can be made to keep its shape as I grow.”
 
   “Well, yeah, that’s theoretically possible, but you should get Aggie’s and Red’s permission.”
 
   “Why?  You’re my father.”
 
   Clothing in hand, Izumi emerged from the closet in time to hear that.  She tossed me slacks and a shirt while giving me a piercing look.  “Really?”
 
   “Adopted father,” I said.  “Her mom died on my watch, and Julia is a half-ling like me.  Every now and then, I do something good to balance out my karma.”
 
   “So, I can get the tattoo?” Julia asked.
 
   Izumi went back into the closet for her own clothes.  I called after her.  “Dress lightly.  
 
   We’re all going to Santa Fe today, to Lysande’s silver shop.  Gotta make sure the crowns are ready.”
 
   She shrieked in joy.  I heard her doing a little happy dance, and hoped my closet would survive.
 
   I looked back at Julia who was still waiting for an answer.  “I’ll let you get a couple temp tattoos, but you got to talk the Old Man into donating blood for them.”
 
   “Oh, please,” she said.  “Give me something challenging to do.”
 
   Izumi emerged in khaki shorts, a pink top, sneakers, and a straw hat tied on with a tangerine scarf.  All she needed was sunglasses, sun lotion, and her purse.  She took over the conversation with Julia who held her plate, forking up a last bit of pancake.  I backed into the bathroom and hurriedly dressed while listening in.
 
   “Why do you hide beautiful skin with ugly ink?” Izumi asked.
 
   I paused a moment.  Ugly ink?
 
   “It’s not ugly,” Julia said.  “Red does good work.  And they’re useful.  If I’d had a magic tattoo, my finger wouldn’t have gotten cut off.  I couldn’t have been used to lure Caine into a trap.  He and Red wouldn’t be mad at each other now.  Next time someone comes after me, I want to be able to fight.”
 
   “But you’re a dragon,” Izumi said.  “You can turn into a beast and breathe fire.”
 
   “It’s really hard.  And it hurts.  I’m last in all my classes.  My classmates make fun of me all the time.  You know what’s worse than the jokes and laughter?”
 
   I finished dressing, zipping up, tucking my shirt in.
 
   Julia said, “The pity in their eyes when they look at me.  I hate it.”  She sounded like tears weren’t far off.
 
   I went out into the bedroom and over to Julia.  “Go put your plate in the sink.  Rinse it off.  As soon as I get my shoes on, and a belt, we’ll go talk to the Old Man.”
 
   Her eyes brightened.  She wiped tears away.  “Great.  I want a butterflies.  Magical exploding butterflies that will pull off my skin and go blow people up!”
 
   I nodded.  “Good choice.  Just make sure they’re gone before you go back home.”
 
   “Caine,” Izumi said, “you’re going to encourage this?”
 
   I said, “Among the fey, fourteen is old enough to marry a daughter off.  By then, most girls know any number of defensive spells, and have glamour to hide behind.  Why should I keep Julia more vulnerable than they are?  You know what I am, what I’m meant to be.  I have powerful enemies and I’m going to make more.  That means that Julia will sooner or later be back in the crosshairs again.  I can’t always protect her, but I can help her to protect herself.”
 
   I looked Julia in the eyes.  “It’s what I owe to you and your dead mother.”
 
   Julia nodded emphatically.  “Damn straight!”
 
   Izumi looked at her.  “Don’t say damn.”
 
   
  
 





 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TWELVE
 
    
 
   “Never go on a road trip with a trunk full of
 
   dead hookers!  It’s not as fun as it sounds.”
 
    
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   We left the two cars parked near the city square, tramping the sidewalks past the old adobe buildings, the galleries and cafes.  Julia and Izumi had me sandwiched between them, but weren’t fighting each other over my attention.  They were determined to leave no room for anyone else to make moves on me.
 
   “No more additions to the harem with my approval,” Izumi said.
 
   Julia looked up at me.  “Just how many girlfriends do you have?”
 
   “Oh,” I said brightly, pointing, “we’re here!” 
 
   The sign on the window said: Santa Fe Silver Gallery.  We went in.  All of us.  The entire fucking entourage.  Old man had manufactured the demon blood temp tats for Julia.  Her hair was loose.  She wore the blue butterflies proudly across her stomach, revealed by a cropped pink tee.  She rounded out her look with a blue jean skirt, sandals, and sunshades borrowed from Izumi, who looked less than pleased with the arid heat.  In exchange for the little explosive favors, I’d been strong-armed into accepting a security team to cover my ass: the same four from the ice cream store.  They were going on and on about how another ice cream cake would certainly beat the heat.  
 
   I was determined not taking the hint, much to their dismay.  I was feeling no pain, having stopped at a convenience store for a cherry Freeze which I’d spiked with jack Daniels.  Julia had gotten a Freeze herself, non-alcoholic of course.  I didn’t think she could get drunk, her dragon metabolism being as efficient as mine, but I was in enough trouble with Aggie already.
 
   Gumbo insisted on going in first to make sure it was safe.  A fey business was never to be trusted.  A fey water pony had tried to drown him as a child, and he still held a grudge.  He’d been telling the story to Julia.  We went in and Jo-jo and Jorge hung back to bracket the door.  Should ninja assassins or killer clowns barge in, they’d be ready.  Gumbo went up to the glass cases where the sales ladies stood with uncertain smiles on their fey faces.  
 
   Megan stood right behind me and Julia.  Izumi kept giving the shape-shifting demon a cold stare.  I’d forbidden out-right combat.  When they first met, both had bristled.  Izumi had an edge in cup size, at first, but Megan had rectified that and given herself Asian features as well, as if to say I could have every woman in the world through her.  It was an intriguing thought: without changing sexual partners, I could go straight from Tailor Swift to Sailor Moon.  Note to self: wait until Izumi is not around, and make a list.
 
   Both sales woman were the ones I’d met on my last visit out here, just a month ago.  Hot blonds with jeweled hair and low-cut gowns that invited you to look at a lot more than what they sold.  Their faces were symmetrical.  Their figures lean and perfect, skin like cream, lips of ruby.  I fed raw magic to a special tattoos.  It awoke, a warm tingle followed by the ghost sensation of a thousand needles biting into my flesh.  I rode out the pain, manfully hiding it.  This was the cost of using borrowed dragon magic in my human form—a cost Julia would be spared due to the temp nature of her tats. 
 
   Having paid the price, my vision became magically enhanced.  I glanced at the displays of jewelry on dark blue velvet.  The silver and turquoise rings, bracelets, and necklaces acquired a soft glow, a shimmering color coding no one else could see.  Pastel tones were safe.  Dark, murky tones would have indicated dark magic.  Angry red tones would have indicated violent spells, trapped items to be wary of.  Suspended over each item was a tags that betrayed the purpose of any spells.  Other information included the complexity of the spell and its strength.  Everything here had a low-grade compulsion spell to encouraged generosity.  I didn’t expect that to work on me or Izumi.  The rest of us, I wasn’t so sure.
 
   The saleswomen recognized me with deep formal bows.  With my new vision in operation, I could see their fey forms.  They were slimmer, less endowed in breast size, willowy with the usual pointy ears.  The fey on the right wore a saffron dress with billowy sleeves, restrained pink lipstick, and had hair assembled in a French chignon.  She wore silver earrings with blue teardrops which advertised for the business.  The other fey had grown taller, skin shining with a moon-glow.  An opal materialized in the middle of her forehead.  She wore cornflower blue silk and a necklace of sapphires set in silver that made my inner dragon sit up and take notice.
 
   Gumbo stared at them suspiciously.  Recognizing him for hired help, the ladies ignored him, addressing me.  “How may we serve?”
 
   “Is Lysande in the shop today?” I asked.
 
   “No,” the saffron one said, “but you are expected.  You may go back to her office.”
 
   I nodded and led the way around the display cases with Gumbo hurrying to try to get in front of me.  I stopped him with a hand to his chest.  “Since you don’t know where I’m going, how are you going lead the way?”
 
   He thought about that a second.  “Oh, okay.”
 
   I went through a curtain to a back room with a teak desk, phone, closed laptop, and cabinets.  The space also held tables and chairs, and a kitchenette with a sink, counters, and microwave.  I headed straight for a cream door with silver-scroll inlay.  The handle was silver as well, probably made by this very shop—or in the world across this next threshold.  My magically enhanced sight picked up the green of portal magic on the door, but I’d known from my last visit that this was an entrance to fairy, like the one I had in my Malibu mansion.
 
   I gave warning to my entourage.  “Once past this door, we’ll be under-the-hill, in the Mountains of Fairy.”
 
   “Really?” Izumi said.  Maybe I’ll meet someone I know.”
 
   “Doubtful,” I said.  “We’ll be in a silver mine.”
 
   I opened the door and crossed over.  A tingle of fey power skimmed me, a fading tingle, as with one step, I passed into another world, an office actually, with silver being the dominant metal since fey were allergic to iron and all forms of steel.  I remembered the yellowy gray poplar desk, six by nine feet, dominating the center of a fifty-foot room.  The usual visitor chairs in front of the desk were almond-blond with garnet velvet upholstery and hand-carved dragon-toed feet.  
 
   Nice.  Very realistic, my inner dragon said.  He vibrated with greed.  We both felt the pull of the raw silver ore in the rock surrounding us.  
 
   There was an ink stand with upright quill pens made from peacock feathers.  One of the feathers was bent, almost broken.  I think I did that the last time I fucked Lysande across her desk.  There were scrolls and invoices waiting for her attention.  She wasn’t here, but the three-inch butterfly people in their jewel-dusted gowns hovered defensively above the desk as we approached.  
 
   “Chill,” I said.  “We’re expected.”  They should have known they were safe with the matching statues back behind the desk, guarding the hexagon windows that looked into the silver mine.  The statues also had a smoky brazier of red coals between them, warming the room.  The carvings were red marble with pinkish veins, silently snarling monsters with male heads, shark teeth, lion bodies, bat wings, and scorpion tails.  Manticores.  They sat on their haunches like overgrown kitties, and wore spiked collars made of gold set with rubies.  My special vision told me the collars were the mechanism that brought them violently to life should Lysande need protection.
 
   The statues hadn’t stopped me from killing Lysande’s father.  Fortunately, any resentment she might have felt about that didn’t prevent her from sleeping with me.  Really, it was the younger sister I had to worry about.  A child younger than Julia, she wanted vengeance for what I’d done, and had animated a wolf rug in an attempt to kill me.  Damn thing had tried to bite my arm off.  Fortunately—since I don’t murder children—I had Julia to watch my back.  She took one of the visitor chairs.  Izumi took the other, leaving me and my entourage to stand.  Fuck that.  I went around the huge desk and took Lysande’s chair.  
 
   “Before Lysande gets here,” I said, “I need to explain about the statues behind me.”
 
   Everyone’s stares went to them.
 
   They are weapons, able to come to life and eat you for dinner.  Don’t mess with Lysande or you’ll be messing with them, and that’s not smart.  She likes dogs.  She’ll probably come in with her fey hounds in tow.  You don’t want to piss them off either.  This is friendly territory.  I don’t think we’ll have any trouble.”  But with the fey, things can change in a heartbeat.  That’s why I’ve identified the threats here for everybody.
 
   Julia studied the manticore monsters while absently rubbing the butterfly tattoos stuck on her stomach.  I think she was hoping for a chance to try them out.  Fortunately, commonsense asserted itself, and she looked away.  I did too, seeing a side door open.  Lysande swept in, her hounds with her.  They were the size of a Shetland ponies, tar black with rippling jade stripes along their sides.  Flop-eared, they bounded into the room and froze, seeing us all.  Each had four red eyes.  Recovering from surprise, they snarled, displaying yellow-white teeth and sandpaper tongues of dark purple. 
 
   My magically enhanced vision sheered through what I meant to see, finding deception underneath.  Not an illusion of glamour, but a twisting of body by shapeshifting magic.  Someone was looking us over without giving themselves away—they thought.
 
   Julia squealed.  “Oooo, I want one!”  
 
   “Trust me,” I said, “you don’t.”  Lysande was either a traitor, or compromised and under enemy control. 
 
   Megan whispered something very low to her team.  My guards went from watchful to tense.  Their hands stayed near their weapons, without drawing them, or casting any offensive spells.  
 
   As a shifter herself, Megan had somehow made the same discovery as me.
 
   Lysande shushed her pets.  “Sit!”  
 
   They looked at her, conveying that they’d much rather chew up the company, but settled down under her stern stare.  The animals stayed where put as she came closer, circling the desk to greet me.  
 
   Her long silver hair was pulled back tight, defining the shape of her skull.  A ponytail hung down her back. Her skin was creamy white except for a touch of tangerine blush applied to her cheeks.  She wore an all-black silk pantsuit belted with chains of silver.  Silver bracelets jangled on her left arm.  Silver had also been used unsparingly to adorn her calf-high boots.  Rather than throwing me out of her chair, she made herself at home sliding into my lap, giving me a kiss on the cheek.
 
   I heard both Julia and Izumi growl.
 
   I’ve made my hounds behave,” she said.  “You do the same.”
 
   “Be nice,” I told her.  “Izumi is a client.  If she’s not happy with your work, you don’t get paid.”
 
   Lysande looked over at Izumi and said, “Sorry.  I felt threatened by your beauty.  I’ll behave.”  Her glance slid to Julia.  Lysande whispered to me, “Isn’t she a little young for you?”
 
   I usually explain Julia as an orphan I’d taken in.  It suddenly occurred to me that she might be embarrassed by such an introduction.  I said, “That’s Julia, my daughter.”
 
   “Oh, yes,” she said, “I see the resemblance now.  A beautiful child.”  Lysande certainly knew how to sling bullshit.  Her stark admission of jealousy had soothed Izumi at once, flattering the ice princess.  
 
   Izumi said, “Fine, I’ll overlook the insult, just get off him before this room gets filled with ice and snow.”
 
   Lysande sprang off me, but probably not from fear.  She said, “Oh, Winter Court fey?  I see why silver was chosen instead of tacky old gold.  My work will definitely suite you.  Wait here.  I’ll only be a moment.”  She went passed her hounds making a tisk sound that brought them to their feet, chasing after her.
 
   “You’re doing her, too?” Izumi said.
 
   “When I’m available?” Megan muttered.
 
   Julia looked at me with pity.  “You have problems.”
 
   “You have no idea,” I told her.  So many woman in the world, and only one of me.  I wondered if the day might not come when a harem would become more bother than it was worth.  How many women is too much?
 
   Turning in her seat to look behind her at Megan, Izumi said, “Excuse me, I don’t believe I caught your name.”  
 
   “Not guilty there,” I said.  “She’s still on my “To Do” list.”
 
   Izumi turned to stare icily through me.  “We are going to have to set a few limits.  I long ago reconciled myself to sharing you—but not with the known universe.”
 
   “That’s not my goal.  Someone else can do the ugly ones.  It’s good employment for the blind.” 
 
   It wasn’t long before Lysande returned, without the mutts.  The four-footed spies were no doubt reporting to their superiors.  Lysande carried a silver tray draped with midnight blue velvet.  Sitting on the cushioning were a pair of crowns: silver circlets to fit our heads, a slightly bubbled shape of woven silver rose from there.  Vertical bands were spaced at eight compass points, capped by a final band of silver that had been artistically worked so that on my larger crown, it resembled a dragon with blue-diamond eyes circling the headpiece.  The final band on Izumi’s crown looked like interlocked snowflakes, each one with a small white diamond at the center.
 
   Lysande balanced the tray while swiping across the desk to clear a space.  She set the tray down so Izumi and I had it between us.  “There!”  The silver smith stepped back, smiling, fists on her hips, waiting for due adulation.  
 
   My bodyguards murmured in appreciation.
 
   Julia’s eyes were wide, her mouth hanging open as her own inner dragon sat up to take notice.  “Oh, I definitely want one of those.”
 
   My inner dragon stared through my eyes.  Mine!
 
   Not so fast, I thought.  Under the desk, my hand closed on a Berretta PX4 Storm semiautomatic, magically summoned from my armory in Malibu.  I gave Julia a hard stare to get her attention, and gave a command in dragon hisses: “Ready your butterflies.  Statues are yours.”
 
   Her glance slid to the stone manticores, then back to me.  “Yes, father, the crowns are very lovely.”
 
   “Oh, that’s what you said,” Izumi leaned forward in her chair.  “I must admit my dragon is a little rusty.”  
 
   Seeing her about to pick up her crown, and a slight widening of Lysande’s smile, I sharpened my voice.  “Izumi!”
 
   Startled, she stopped, pulling back.  “What’s wrong?”
 
   “I can see a faint trace of slumbering energy.  There are opal beads worked into the designs—dream stones.   The crowns have been enspelled.”
 
   “No, you’re wrong,” Lysande said.  “I wouldn’t do something like that.”
 
   I stood, my gun against my body where the statues couldn’t see the threat to their mistress, not yet.  I looked Lysande in the eyes and asked a simple question.  “Where’s Teramantha?  I thought for sure your sister would anxious to kill me.”
 
   Lysande trembled.  There were tears in her eyes.  She held her hands over her heart and then used a thumb to gesture through her chest, toward the door she’d come in by.  
 
   I mouthed a word.  “Hostage?” 
 
   She nodded.
 
   Julia muttered.  “At least it’s not me this time.”
 
   
  
 





 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THIRTEEN
 
    
 
   “I always ‘kill well’ with others.”
 
    
 
                                                      —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   Hostage situation.  How sad.  
 
   I had a mental picture of the silver-haired eight-year old who was overly fond of blood-red dresses and crocheted vests, the girl who’d tried to kill me with a wolf rug.  “Well, good luck with that,” I told Lysande.  
 
   My battlefield-voice bludgeoned across the room, “On your feet guys; we’re outta here!”
 
   Pain, my most intimate lover, took hold of my cock and wrung it with enthusiasm while an evil spirit wearing golf shoes kicked me in the balls.  Just because it was caused by activating magic, didn’t mean that I couldn’t be pissed about it, not that I let such weakness show.   Raw magic flooded my Demon Wings tattoo.  From one breathe to the next, I vanished from everyone’s awareness.
 
   Lysande stumbled back a few steps.  “Caine…!”
 
   All-but-invisible, I threw myself across the desk, sliding head-first.  I spun like a car hitting ice and got my feet under me as I came off the desk, between the chairs Izumi and Julia were in, except by then, they were on their feet.  I touched their wrists so they were included in my spell, and only they could see and hear me. 
 
   “Draw the kidnappers to the jewelry store while I get the kid.  Julia, the manticores.”
 
   I ran past the chairs and turned sharply toward the door to the rest of the apartments.  Before I got there, black clad fey soldiers with silver weapons spilled into the room, causing me to duck and swerve.  Just because I was cloaked didn’t mean they couldn’t hit me while trying for someone else.  
 
   Squeezing off shots, I dropped two of the fey attackers, and sent my gun elsewhere.  I trusted my personal security to see the threat and act while I handled other business.  
 
   Waiting to slip past the incoming warriors, my enveloping stare kept track of the battle, as well as Julia and Izumi.  Izumi cold-cocked Lysande to keep her out of the fight, not knowing what side she’d take.  Lysande went down which activated the statues, bringing them to murderous, roaring life.  
 
   But Julia—having seen way too much anime—loudly screamed the special name of her magical technique so as to maximize its power.  “Blue Butterfly Storm Attack!”  Her little voice almost echoed with menace.  
 
   Well, she tried.  
 
   The butterflies did more than try.  They peeled off her stomach in fluttering waves, a tight formation until they cleared the desk and spread out to intercept the lunging manticores.  Like a dozen flash bang grenades going off, the flying blue ink violently disintegrated on contact with the snarling stone beasts.  Hit in the throats, the statues’ heads rolled like bowling balls.  Their control collars flopped onto the floor.  The stone bodies lost all animations.
 
   Lucky shot. Or did she mean to do that?
 
   The enemy fey flung weapons freely, not caring who they killed as long as someone died.  It was an approach I often used myself.  
 
   The curved knives spun end-over-end.  
 
   Izumi’s ice-wind swept them safely aside.  
 
   My bodyguards countered with gunfire.  Catching the returning shifter hounds as they charged in.  The hounds sprawled and slid, smearing blood in their wake.  They whimpered, whined, and died.
 
   No one else shoved into the office.  The hall was clear.   I slipped into the hall.  The stone floor was polished, but a runner down the middle provided traction.  The walls were white cedar.  Wall sconces with pale blue crystals provided light.  To my left, the hall ended in a huge, slow-turning fan for ventilation.  To the right stood a second wave of black clad fey.  Beyond them were numerous family suites.  The fey were focused on dark crystals, amulets, and on tying their fingers into obscure knots as they muttered assorted spells.  Warriors and magicians for back up.  Someone is serious about getting to me.  Too bad I’ve already gotten to them.
 
   I shoved one guy—with yellow-green energy clouding his hands—into a fey cleric who was praying, fingering a black-beaded necklace like a good Catholic.  The incompatible energies went wild.  Shining Hands shrieked like a damned soul, his skin sloughing off as his cellular structure decayed.  
 
   Ah, Autumn Court assassins.
 
   Mr. Beads lost his head, literally.  Nightmare mists of blue and black uncoiled from his ears, the shapes of dragons, trolls, and demon-kind.  The mists acted like what they resembled—tearing at the cleric’s face and throat, ripping out his tongue and eyes.  Wrench at his head until his neck snapped.
 
   Ah, Nightmare Court too.  That’s unexpected.  And unless I miss my guess, I smell ozone down the hall from Storm Court fey.  Looks like they’ve got Teramantha.
 
   With a thought, I summoned my demon sword.  Its savage hunger hit me like a runaway bus as the hilt slapped into my palms.  Its voice filled my head, a demand, Feed me!
 
     I made no argument, glad that the hallway was double wide.  I pitched one way, slicing the other.  Wheeling, I repeated the technique, bracing myself for the soul-screams of the fey as the big ventilation fan went whump, whump, whump…  The black sword I held was limned in red fire.  It lapped up the silver-blue souls of the dead mages.  Instead of going on to Avalon, elven paradise, the souls became part of my blade, adding to its hungry howl.  
 
   A backwash of that sacrifice spilled extra strength and power into me.  This forced sharing was a design feature that prevented the sword from easily getting strong enough to devour me like the rest.  As it was, the blade dreamed of one day catching me in a weakened state and slurping my soul as well.
 
   Finally a decent meal, my sword said.
 
   If you behaved a little more, I said, you’d get out more often.
 
   Bite me!
 
   I hurried forward to the next doorway which stood open like an invitation to death.
 
   There’s more?  Fuck yeah!  Let’s go get them.
 
   This was Lysande’s room.  They were here.  I smelled their fear, their body odors, the heady tang of ozone was stronger.  Fortunately, I knew the room’s layout having made use of the bed many times on my last visit.  Unfortunately, they had filled the space with heavy fog that obediently didn’t stray across the threshold.  Someone with a brain had set this up.  They knew of my Demon Wings tattoo and my “you-don’t-see-me” spell.  They wouldn’t need to see me to track me.  They could follow the man-shaped hole in the fog.  
 
   Unless…  I smiled.  I could pull all the fog into my spell and hide it along with me.  My sword had given me a boost of power.  Enough power to pull this off.  
 
   Preparing myself, I took a moment to recall my first visit here, nailing down the details of the layout so I would stumble over furniture while trying to survive.  In my mind, I saw a cathedral-sized pocket in the surrounding rock.  The walls would be polished, partially draped with tapestries.  The central space would be clearest with islands of furniture arranged close to various walls.  Moving right would be a cooking area with a bronze stove on clawed feet, a shaft overhead drawing out the smoke.  
 
   The far right of the cavern would curve into a much smaller pocket, the bend half blocked by a standing screens hinged together, black lacquered panels with a pattern of mother-of-pearl cranes flying into a sun setting in a mountain scene—a Japanese import from Earth.  Covered with furs, the king-sized bed in that smaller cavern had many pleasant memories attached.  
 
   Unfortunately, I had no time to wallow in them.
 
   Pouring a god-awful amount of energy into my Demon Wings tattoo, I went through the door, taking possession of the fog.  I still saw the hazy vail, but I heard gasps of surprise indicating that the storm fey didn’t.  The fey were clumped in the center of the space.  There were five of them, and one by the fire pit holding Teramantha so her tear-stained face was just above the smoking coals.  Her captor leaped to the top of my list of who needed to die first.  I shifted my sword to my left hand and summoned a Beretta PX4 Storm with explosive rounds.
 
   My first shot disintegrated the bad guy’s wrist so that Teramantha could pull her face back from the threat of the coals.  My second shot hit the storm fey’s head, making a red cloud of it.  The standing corpse crumpled without a whimper.  Teramantha scrambled to take cover behind the bronze fire pit with its cute but useless feet.  She chanted, her words rising, a gathering spell.
 
   I let my gun vanish, putting both hands on the hilt of my sword.  I was near the milling fey.  A few of them fired blindly, slinging bolts of lightning that exploded furniture and chunks of wall.  One of the fey held up a loop of wood wrapped in leather.  In its center, a cord held a sliver needle—a tool for scrying, for finding lost things.
 
   Oh, no you don’t!
 
   I stabbed between two warriors, pierced the heart of the seer behind them, and watched him crumple as his soul leaked out, only to be slurped up by sword.  Looking over their shoulders, the two warriors turned toward each other, losing focus on their swords.  I had to go low to the stone floor so they wouldn’t accidently snip my head off.  I slashed across their stomachs and watched entrails slither to the ground as the dropped their swords.  With three bodies near me, it was pretty easy for the rest of the warriors to guess where I was, and what I was up to.
 
   I flung myself away as conjured winds and webbings of lightning battered the spot I’d just vacated.  Rolling up against a love seat, my foot sent an end table clattering over.  Several of the storm fey turned, tracking the damage I’d done.  Their hands came up, fingers splayed, sheathed in violet-blue fire that built toward discharge.  I scrambled to throw myself clear once more, releasing my sword so I could summon guns for what had turned into a long range battle.
 
   Through the last part of the engagement, I’d vaguely registered a metallic clomping sound like hammers on an anvil.  The rhythm accelerated as the bronze fire pit, staggering along on its clawed feet, ran into the storm fey.  Brought to life, shrugging off the lightning blasts, the bronze furnace waded into enemy ranks.  Slinging coals, it opened its maw and went to gobbling the offending fey.  
 
   All the while, Teramantha shrieked with vengeful laughter, delighted by the effect of her spell.  She hadn’t been this strong just a month ago.  Girl’s really been practicing hard to kill me.  Now that’s deep devotion.
 
   The last surviving storm fey broke away, plunging toward the hallway.  I unloaded a semi-automatic, bringing them down dead.  I let go of the Demon Wings tattoo, feeling relief from the crushing drain on my power.   The bronze crucible took a few steps toward me.  Calm, I turned to face Teramantha, extending my full gun to cover her while I sent the empty one back to my armory to be magically reloaded.
 
   “You should have taken cover.  If you die,” I said, “your spell dies too.”  I hoped.  
 
   The Bronze oven stopped dead in its tracks.  Apparently, I’d guessed right.
 
   Teramantha said, “I suppose it would be poor manners of me to kill you right after you protected my face from disfigurement.”
 
   “He wouldn’t have stopped there.  Death would have followed—after he’d tortured you enough so you’d beg for it.”  Such cruelty toward a child was uncommon among the fey.  Her captor had to have been a psychopath.
 
   Teramantha tried to be all cool, but I saw an involuntary shudder go through her.  The kid had imagination.  That made her easier to scare than the average idiot.  “Fine,” she said.  “I owe you.”
 
   For a fey to say that, established a binding contract.  She couldn’t kill me without first repaying the debt.  It was a short term answer only.  She’d still hate me for killing her father.  She’d still build her strength until the day she was free to strike.  However, I could now turn my back on her, if necessary.
 
   I summoned my second gun from my Malibu armory and headed for the hallway.  “Let’s go see how the fight’s going with everyone else.
 
   The girl’s eyes widened.  “Lysande!”
 
   I heard her running after me, now that she’d remembered her sister might be in danger.  Sibling love is a wonderful thing.  Not that I knew anything about it.  I retraced my path and burst back into Lysande’s office.  She was awake, sitting in her chair, just beginning to focus on her surroundings.  Teramantha burst past me and ran to her.  Fiercely, they embraced each other.
 
   There were fey warriors on the floor, all quite dead, one way or another.  Most had bullet holes.  A few had their heads encased in ice so they couldn’t breathe.  Izumi’s work.  I saw no sign of my people which meant they’d done as I asked and drawn the battle to Earth, to the jewelry store where they had the salesladies for backup.  I didn’t hurry.  They rest of the fight had to be over by now.  These things seem like they last forever, but that’s just subjective perception.  Few fights go on very long, not when people are serious about murder.
 
   I walked through the office door, back to the breakroom.  There were a few more bodies, these ones exploded into bloody chunks.  Julia’s work.  She was getting serious herself.  Aggie might give me grief about that latter—or not.  Dragons as a species were a bloodthirsty lot.  I should know.
 
   My inner dragon stirred.  He looked around.  She does good work.
 
   Yes, she does.
 
    I entered the front of the jewelry shop.  One display case was half-shattered, a sword poking through it.  Two warriors were half-way dead, one roasted, one waterlogged, both disarmed, and in the process of being stomped to death by the stiletto heels of the salesladies.  Izumi leaned backs against a counter, offering interrogation suggestions.  The salesladies ignored the critique, as did Jorge and Jo-jo who were guarding my women folk, awaiting my return.  Julia stared at jeweled silver in a display, probably deciding which ones she wanted me to buy her.  I noticed she’d used up her butterflies; her stomach was bare.  Somehow, that seemed wrong.  The butterflies had really looked good on her.
 
   Jorge and Jo-jo saw me and hustled over.
 
   “Where are Megan and Gumbo?” I asked.
 
   Jo-jo pointed to the front door.  “Outside.  They’re making sure no customers come in and see something they shouldn’t.”
 
   “Smart idea,” I said.  “Who thought it up?”
 
   Each of them said, “I did.”  They turned furious glares upon one another and went to disputing the intellectual property rights to the idea.
 
   I muttered, “I’m sorry I asked.”
 
   
  
 





 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   FOURTEEN
 
    
 
   “Spare the fist, spoil the child!”
 
    
 
                                                      —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   I roasted in the noon sun, a cold drink in my hand.  Sweat trickled down my face.  Leaving Izumi and Julia with Lysande, I’d come to the back of this abandoned motel to deal with the security detail that had walked off the job.  Megan was out front, watching the cars, keeping an eye out for trouble.  Jorge was sweeping the rooms, making sure our private business stayed private with no squatters around.  Gumbo was also inside, pulling down a rafter, making a stand for it, putting a strut on the other end.  The sound of his hammer was slow and steady.  He also had a rope from trunk.  I’d told him to make me an old fashioned gallows.  
 
   I’d need it soon.
 
   This left Jo-jo and me to wake the cactus demons from their camouflaged hibernations.  This was an important step since it does no good talking to dormant demons until you get their attention.  That’s especially true of cactus demons stretched out in the sun, imitating an ordinary cactus patch.  I took a sip of rum-and-Coke, looking over a bed of prickly pear cactus: flat, thorny paddles with red radish-looking fruit crowning the top edges.  There was probably thirty or forty demons here.  It’s hard to say when they’re not in humanoid form.
 
   I called back over my shoulder.  “Jo-jo, I need a little fire.”
 
   He walked up beside me and looked at the cactus.  “Those are demons?”
 
   I nodded.  “Yep.”
 
   “Our guys, and we’re going to roast them?”
 
   “Singing around the edges will be enough to start.  They need to be held accountable for abandoning a client.”
 
   Jo-jo nodded.  “Okay, I can see that.”
 
   “I could do it myself with Dragon flame,” I explained, “but I’m holding back on the overkill, for now.”  Dragon fire is many times hotter than what fire magic tends to command.  Also harder to control once it takes hold.  I turned and gave Jo-jo a menacing stare.  “Just so we’re clear, I’m not in the habit of justifying my decisions.  
 
   He nodded back.  “Understood.”  He held his palm out.  A ball of red-orange fire bloomed there.  He closed his hand around that ball and fire spurted out past his thumb, a lash of flame.  He snapped his hand and the lash rippled out, slashing off some of the red fruit, black-scarring some of the cactus paddles.  They twitched and shuddered.  The whole mess began to pull itself apart, with separate clumps rearing up, acquiring human form.
 
   “That should do it,” I said.
 
   Jo-jo’s fire thinned to nothing.  He opened an empty hand, letting it swing back to hang at his side.
 
   A sickly-green group of naked men and women huddled before me, more than a few with smoking hair.  Blistery, puss dripping wounds closed and healed.  Spines grew back in areas of reddened skin.  Hurt groans, sobs, and crying died down.  Cactus demons are tough, but vocally are very emotional.  They have to be silent to be truly intimidating.  The looks they sent mingled rebellion, hurt, and anger; the eyes themselves were jade scabs on butter yellow, but they weren’t jaundiced being human only in a rough sense even now.  Their noses were parrot beaks, their mouths just slits across their faces.  
 
   Echsel, their leader, was nudged forward by the rest.  His too-smooth face had a plastic hardness.  He made a formal bow.  His coloration began to pale as I stared through him.  
 
   “What am feeling?” I asked.
 
   “Human emotions are difficult for us,” Echsel said.
 
   He was lying, making excuses.  These cactus demons had been in and around Santa Fe for centuries.  They knew humans.  These demons had most of the same emotions buried away.  “Make a wild guess,” I said.
 
   The cactus demons behind him edged back, as if to say: “We don’t know this guy.”
 
   Echsel said, “You are peeved, possibly put out?”  His head turned.  He listened to the nearby hammering, but didn’t comment on it.  
 
   A definite failure of curiosity there.
 
   “Possibly?”  I used my piss-your-pants scary bad-things-are-coming smile.  “How did you fail to keep the client’s family safe?”
 
   Echsel looked away, “We did our job.  We stood around and looked tough, until we were asked to leave.  How is it our fault that the client wished to—?”
 
   I held up a palm to stop him.  The hammering had stopped.  I could hear the sound of dragging.  This told me my gallows was on the way.  Echsel and the rest of the demons turned their faces to see what was coming.  I turned as well.  Jorge and Gumbo brought the gallows.  The thing looked serviceable, but queer as hell—but not in a gay way.  Gumbo did most of the heavy lifting, barely noticing the weight of the twenty-foot beam.  Jorge had a push broom, its handle poking out of his armpit, the bristled end hanging behind him.  
 
   They stood the rafter up beside me.  The top had a two-by-four nailed to it, a jutting arm whose tip had a metal trashcan nailed in place with its bottom removed.  The rope was threaded through the loop of the converted trashcan.  Stranger than that was the cobbled base of the rafter.  Three mismatched wooden chairs had been nailed on, an attempt at a stable base.  
 
   Gumbo looked at me, his human face dropped so he now had a gator head, his natural look.  The skin was several shades of gray with black mottling thrown in.  The lids had yellowy splotches added.  The eyes themselves were bright green, flecked with gold, possessing black, vertical pupils.  Dragon eyes weren’t much different.  My right eye—which shifted in and out of human form—looked like that when my dragon nature surfaced, except my dragon often was clouded with golden, electrical fire, not that it affected my vision.  The similarity caused me to feel an odd kinship with the gator–demon. 
 
   I gave him a thumbs up, and lied.  “Great work.  I owe you a chicken dinner.”
 
   He rumbled with pleasure.
 
   I told my guys, “Keep this thing from falling over.  Gumbo, grab the end of the rope and hold it.”
 
   Echsel said, “You’re going to hang me?”
 
   I caught a hint of humor in his voice.  He either didn’t believe me or didn’t care.  I arched an eyebrow at him.  “Why, yes.  Is that a problem?”
 
   He shrugged.  “No, not really.”  
 
   Jorge shifted the push broom so he could unscrew the bristled end.  He knew it was only the stick I needed.
 
   I gave my full attention to Echsel and his clan.  I had a few points still to make.  “What you don’t seem to grasp is that bad guys got to the younger sister.  This let them blackmail Lysande into dismissing you.  You should have picked up on that and pretended to leave.  Then two things should have happened.  You should have mounted a covert rescue of the sisters, and you should have called me so I wouldn’t walk blindly into a dangerous situation.  I am appalled by the shallowness of your loyalty.  You wanted the benefits of being allied to a larger, more powerful demon clan, but care nothing for responsibilities of such an alliance.”
 
   There was murmuring among the cactus demons.  One of them, a female, I think, said, “See, I was right.”
 
   Echsel turned to give her a hard glare.  “Shut up.”
 
   “Is that what happened to the voice of reason among you?  It gets intimidate into silence so your stupidity can know no bounds?”  I was using a silky soft voice that hid the boiling rage straining to explode from me like the killing wind of dragon breath.
 
   “Nothing was out of place,” Echsel insisted.  “The mistress showed no distress when giving orders for us to stand down, and informed us she herself would call you, Master.”
 
   I moved up to Echsel, invading his personal space.  “As you say, I am your Master.  That means you don’t give a shit about what others say, you call me when I need to know something.”  I grabbed his left arm and ripped it off at what would be the elbow.  The needles on his skin broke against my graphene-armored gloves, doing me no damage.  He hid his hurt, or actually didn’t suffer the way a human would.   Sadly, the missing piece of arm would regrow in a few days—a short termed lesson.
 
   “Yes, my Lord,” Echsel said.  “I will take your words to heart.”
 
   “There’s a lot you’re going to take before we’re done.”  I slapped him across the face with his own hand.  His head turned sharply.  It looked for a moment like his neck was going to break.  His face turned back to me, still blandly lacking significant emotion.  
 
   Passive-aggressive bastard.
 
   I threw his detached arm away.  My hands tingled with raw magic.  Then came a sharp burst of pain as they enlarged.  My fingers tapered, hardening with scales.  My dragon claws came out.  I sliced Echsel open along his right side where humans kept a kidney.  Greenish white sap leaked out, just like what dribbled from his upper arm stub.  
 
   He dropped to his knees.  
 
   The rest of the cactus demons jolted in a common surge toward their clan leader.  
 
   I filled my eyes with the promise of death.
 
   They stopped moving. 
 
   I looked at the slice I’d made in his side.  “Oh, yeah, that’s where you keep some of your testacles.  A globby, bladder-like thing lay leaking in the dirt, part of his animal/plant reproductive system.  
 
   “That’s a lot of kids on the ground.  Reminds me of my first day in kindergarten.  Oh, the carnage...”  I smiled.  “In case you haven’t figured it out yet, I don’t play well with others.”
 
   I stepped back so he could better look up at me.  
 
   The female cactus demon that had spoken earlier said, “My, Lord…?”
 
   I looked at her in silence.
 
   She said, “You have every right to your anger, but if you kill him, he can’t learn to do better.”
 
   “If he’s dead, he can’t fuck up again, either,” I said.  “Do you know what he almost cost me?”
 
   She hesitated.  “No, my Lord.”
 
   “My life and the lives of my friends, a mountain of fey silver, and a valuable ally among the fey, but worst of all,” I thought of Lysande, naked, writhing under me as I pounded into her, “this dumb, nutless plant almost cost me a great pussy!”  I kicked him in the face and watched him fall backward.  
 
   I held my hand out and was given the rope, the end with the noose.  I snagged his feet with the rope and tightened the loop so I had him by the ankles.  “Pull, Gumbo!”  The slack left the rope.  In moments, Echsel dangled upside down from the gallows.  Jo-jo and Jorge each had a knee in a chair, stabilizing the beam as Echsel rose higher and higher.  Soon, his head was seven feet off the ground.  “Tie it off there, Gumbo.”
 
   He grunted acknowledgement of my order, tying his end of the rope off on the chair base.  He picked up the broom handle Jorge had brought and handed it to me.  Once I had it in hand, he went to help support the gallows.  I smacked the broom handle against a palm, looking over the cactus demons.  “Piñata Time!”  I walked away from my dangling servant, choking up on the stick by holding it mid-point where it felt balanced in my hand.  Thick, sturdy oak.  I turned back toward Echsel, took a few running steps, and jumped past him.  The stick in my hand right claw blurred.  
 
   Whack!  Echsel jounced and bounced like a tetherball.  An “Urrummmph!” came out of his mouth.  Green-white fluids striped the ground like strudel frosting as he bled.
 
   I landed lightly on my feet.  “Ah, that was fun.”  Turning to the cactus woman, I pointed the stick at her.  “You, what’s your name?”
 
   “Rhanda, my Lord.”
 
   “Take the stick,” I said. 
 
   “My Lord?”
 
   “Don’t be coy.  You were right.  He was wrong.  He should have listened to you.  That entitles you to have a swing at him.  Go ahead.”
 
   She came forward and held up a palm, waving it a little.  “My Lord, I would rather not.”
 
   “Are you related?  Dating?”  I held the stick toward her.
 
   She shook her head.  “I just don’t want to do this.”
 
   I frowned at her.  “But it’s Piñata Time!”  
 
   “Still, my Lord…”
 
   I sighed.  “Look, each of you can take a healthy whack on him, and it’s all over.  If I have to do this all by myself, I’m not going to stop until he’s in itty-bitty pieces that I’ll gather up and throw in a furnace.  You see, I have to be sure that whoever I appoint to take his place isn’t a dumb fuck.  I have to know that when I give an order, it will be followed above and beyond the call of duty—or else.”  
 
   I extended the stick a little more towards her.   My eyes narrowed.  I dropped the silken softness from my tone.  “Rhanda, take it and hit him.  I want you to lead by example.”
 
   She looked at the stick like it might bite her, but extended her hand and took it.  I let go and watched her walk up to Echsel.  Dangling, he spun around and saw her.  His mouth opened.  “Rhanda—”
 
   She hit him across the face.  Paused, then hit him again.  Then again.  Soon, she was beating the unholy hell out of him.  I suddenly understood: it wasn’t that she was afraid of hitting him, she’d been afraid that once started, she might not be able to stop.  I knew in that moment exactly who was going to take Echsel’s place.
 
   
  
 





 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   FIFTEEN
 
    
 
   “Besides murder and mayhem, the best
 
   way to solve a problem is Margaritas.
 
    
 
                                                —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   Without my entourage, I was back at the Malibu mansion, wearing a change of clothes, and a magic amulet from Gloria that I’d soon put to good use.  I’d sent word to Red that I wanted his advice on what kind of tattoo might best suit Julia, and did he have someone he wanted to recommend for the ink work?  
 
   Talk about needling someone…  
 
   That I would get an outsider to ink someone who’d been under his care, someone he thought of as family, and not let him do it—that was designed to eat him on both a personal and professional level.  That I was (apparently) letting a minor have a tattoo, again without consulting him, was salt in the wound.  
 
   He’d resisted coming over and making peace for much longer than I’d thought possible, so playtime was over.   The brass knuckles were coming out.
 
   In the back of my mind, my inner dragon was singing in his sleep; Under Pressure by Queen.   Angie sat on a barstool across from me.  She smelled very clean.  She’d taken numerous showers today, more were probably planned.  Her wolves didn’t need her underfoot just now, they were relocating in mass to Izumi’s house next door.  She’d be with me in Fairy soon, and didn’t mind if they hung out, so long as they didn’t break anything.
 
   Angie’s eyes were dark with remembered pain, haunted.  Her arms were crossed defensively in front of her as she stared at the items collected on the bar: a box of flexi-straws, seven glasses, bottles of silver tequila, orange flavored liqueur, and lavender simple syrup.  I added a shallow bowl of sugar, a bottle of lime juice, and dried lavender.  
 
   My actions finally drew her out a little.  “Seven glasses?  There are only three of us here.”
 
   I looked past Angie, at the wingback chairs by the fireplace.  Megan sat there, her lovely legs crossed, her top foot bouncing a little in the air.  She looked hot as hell in a flame-red mini-dress with translucent red-silk sleeves that balanced the bright gold hair tucked into a chignon in back of her head.  Her eyes were currently antique gold, like her many bracelets.  
 
   My bodyguard wore many offensive charms and defensive wards, though not quite as many as Kinsey whom she was impersonating.  One of those charms altered her scent so she smelled like a real golden dragon with a hint of ozone thrown in as if lightning were about to be summoned.
 
   Megan’s demon sword lay on a nearby coffee table.  Its sheath and straps were black.  
 
   There was a blue-steel buckle and several throwing stars on the belt.  This was not the basket-style rapier Kinsey favored, but the impersonation was still very good considering Megan had only seen my cousin once at the ice cream store.  
 
   I pulled my attention back to Angie, grinning as I answered her question.  “I’ve fallen way behind in my drinking so I’ve got to make up for lost time.  Besides, I expect Red to come bursting in here at any time, having worked himself into a towering rage.  He’ll be thirsty, especially if he’s breathing fire.”
 
   “Maybe I should clear out,” Angie said.
 
   “And miss the show?”  I took the top off my Darth Vader shaker.  Combining the liquid ingredients, I let the drink sit.  Adding the dried lavender to the sugar, I applied the dry mixture to rim the glasses.   Clinking ice went into the glasses.  I picked up the shaker and vigorously shook it.  Finally, I strained the shaker’s contents and filled the glasses.  “There.  All we need now is our guest of honor.”
 
   A roar sounded outside, above the roof.  It rattled the windows.
 
   I nodded with satisfaction.  “And there he is!”
 
   Angie looked up at the ceiling, cringing as if expecting it to drop on her head.  “He’s in dragon form?”
 
   “Oh, he’ll turn human soon, if only to tell me to fuck myself in some anatomically impossible fashion.”  I slid a glass across the bar to her on a napkin.  “Here.   It really does help.”
 
   She slid off her stool.  “I just remembered something urgent I have to go do.  I’ll leave this to you.” 
 
   I gestured at the glass.  “But your drink…”
 
   Across the room, Megan stood and plucked up her sword, strapping it on without much of a hurry, her bracelets clinking.  A sultry smile stretched her lips.  She took a couple steps toward the bar.  I stopped her by lifting a palm in a “wait” gesture.
 
   Angie said, “I’ll take it to go.”  She picked up the glass and went to the living room door.  
 
   As she closed it behind her, I turned my gaze to the far wall where the multiple windows gave me a segmented view of a red-scaled dragon landing on the lawn.  The dragon swung its head so that a huge eye filled one window, peering in.  The dragon pulled back and roared, spewing fire that melted glass and incinerated the surrounding wood.  
 
   I now had a flame-edged hole in my wall you could drive an eighteen wheeler through—or a dragon.  Red surged inside, splintering more of the wall, snuffing out the flames with his writhing body.  He trampled a couch, shattered a coffee table, and paused briefly to see the score of a soccer game on the monster-sized Plasma TV.  Curiosity assuaged, he turned his attention to me and trudged closer.  
 
   His dragon magic shrunk him step by step until he reached the bar, fully human, wearing a dark red suit with a dusky violet V-neck tee underneath.  His long white hair indicated great age for a dragon.  His stony skin was hard as his scales in dragon form.  The frequent use of magic as a tattoo artist had turned his front and back vivid crimson.  His sides were jewel-bright bluish-green.  He could have spelled the pigmentation changes away, but didn’t bother.
 
   The smell of smoke clung to him, dulling his olfactory senses, as he took a seat—oblivious to Megan lurking behind him.  He stared at me, trembling with fury.  
 
   I slid a glass over to him, and picked one up for myself.
 
   He stared at the glass in front of him.  “What the hell is that?”
 
   “A lavender Margareta,” I said.
 
   “It’s silver, not lavender,” he said.
 
   I pulled a lavender-colored straw out of the box and stuck it in the drink.  “There.  Happy?”
 
   He glared.  “Poison, I suppose?”
 
   “If I wanted you dead, or incapacitated, I’d simply tell Aggie what happened on that last trip we took to Vegas.”
 
   He blanched.  “You would, too.”
 
   “Besides the obvious reasons, why am I the bad guy?” I asked.  “I didn’t abandon you on the battlefield.  I’m the one who went to you to make peace, and you wouldn’t even open the door.  We’ve been friends a long time.  Why do I have to use Julia to get your attention and make you man up?  I’ve got your ink all across my body, mixed with your blood.  Do you really want me to have someone else finish the work you’ve started?  Where’s your pride, man?”
 
   He snarled, baring jagged, pointy teeth that weren’t quite human.  Red Fang looked at me with clear topaz eyes lacking irises or pupils.  “I’m man enough not to be your bitch.  You don’t get to push my buttons, and have me come running to your beck and call.”
 
   I smiled, sipping my drink.  And yet here you are.
 
   He leaned in over the bar.  “Where’s Julia?  She’s going back to Aggie with me.”
 
   I lifted an eyebrow.  “Is she?”  I finished my drink, set the empty aside, and reached for his drink.  “If you’re not going to drink that, I’ll take it.”
 
   “It’s too good for me?  That’s what you’re trying to say?”  He seized the drink I’d given him, fending my hand off.  
 
   Being part dragon, I knew how to play on his possessive nature.  Even if he didn’t want the drink, he wasn’t going to give it to me.  Not easily.  Not the dragon way.   I picked up another of the drinks I’d made.  “Julia isn’t here.  She’s on a play-date with a friend.  I’ll let you know if I decide to give her back.  I’m not sure I want her raised by a dragon that can’t own up to his mistakes.  That wouldn’t be fair to her.”
 
   “We’re her family.  What gives you the right to decide anything for her?”
 
   “You adopted her into your clan without consulting me.  I never surrendered my parental claim on her, but you’re avoiding the issue at hand.”  I drained my glass and put it down.  “You wronged me.  I let you live anyway, and here you are spitting on my generosity.  No other golden dragon would have tolerated this.  We are either going to get past this ugliness, or I am going to have to kill you.”
 
   “You think you’re dragon enough to do it.  Golden dragon my ass.  Fuck all you gold dragons anyway.”
 
   Now I have you.  
 
   I shook my head sadly.  “Oh, Red, you have done it now.  You should have limited your insults to me, and not brought my family into it.”  I looked past him.  “Right, Cousin Kinsey?”
 
   Red Fang slid off the stool, spinning to see Megan over by the fireplace.  “Who?”
 
   “I told you, my Cousin Kinsey.  She’s with the Drake branch of the family.  They have a territory here in L.A.  I’m not hugely popular with them, so I can’t intervene on your behalf.  Sorry, Red.  You should call your elders and inform them that you’ve just started a clan war.”
 
   Megan stomped closer, her face screwed into a display of rage.  “No need to let things get out of control.  We’ll settle this, here and now.”  Her hand went to the hilt of her demon sword.  Slowly, she let the blade scrape free of its scabbard.   “With a duel to the death.”
 
   Red pointed at her weapon.  “That’s a demon sword!  How is that fair?”
 
   She said, “I put no words in your mouth.  Prepare to have your soul devoured.”
 
   “Don’t worry, Red.  I’ll see that Aggie is taken care of.  Think she’d like to join my harem?”
 
   He shot me a stare mingling disbelief with fury.  “Fuck you!”
 
   Megan stopped just within sword reach of him.  “Coward!  Face me.”
 
   “If you manage to beat her,” I said, “which isn’t likely, be prepared to fight every family member she has.  The whole thing will turn into a clan war.  Dragon parents will die, their children made into orphans.  Violence will erupt across the dragon world, especially if the other clans jump in, choosing sides.”  I picked up a glass and took a slow drink.  “I could weep copious tears, if only I had a heart.”  
 
   “You bastard!” he roared.  “You set me up!”
 
   I sighed.  “Yeah, I did.  See, when you stop being my friend, you have no reason to live, and without a reason to live—well, the merciful thing is too kill you, but the problem is, I’m not merciful.  That’s a reputation I’ve got to uphold, so I’m afraid that I’m going to have to torture you before I let the peace of death enfold you.”  I gave him my best evil grin-of-impending-doom.  “I know exactly how I’m going to break you.”
 
   Red spun toward me and gripped the edge of the bar with both hands.  “Damn it, I know I was wrong, but I’ve got my pride.  You’re never going to get me to admit it.  I’m damned unbreakable.”
 
   I put another empty glass down, and licked the sweet lavender-flavored sugar on my lips.  “Yeah, pride.  That’s the weakness I was just talking about.”  At the moment, I had no jacket on, just a long sleeved charcoal colored shirt on to cover the tatts on my torso.  I unbuttoned the cuffs, then started down the center, freeing one button at a time, but not opening my shirt.  Megan edged to the side, licking her lips, waiting to see my bared flesh.  
 
   Really, that girl’s way too easy.
 
   As Red looked at me, his brow furrowed with puzzlement.  “What are you doing, Caine?  I know what your tatts look like.  I put them on you, remember?”
 
   I moved down, finishing the last of the buttons.  “Yeah, I know.  You spent an ungodly amount of research time on the magic involved, devising the special inks, and then with the work itself; all those hours with a needle gun in your hand, creating perfection.  You made me powerful, as well as a work of art.  For years, you’ve told everyone that I come to you because I want only the best, right?”
 
   “You did come to me, but we’re through.  If you weren’t out fucking over the universe, you wouldn’t be targeted by enemies every other hour of the day.  You were the reason Julia got snatched up by bad people.  Tell me I’m wrong.”
 
   “You’re not wrong,” I said.  “But I never gave you permission to stop being my friend.  Friends are possessions, and I never surrender mine willingly, not without a way to make it pay off down the road.  You can only stop being my friend when I’m done with you: when you’re old, half blind, and too trembly to hold a needle gun anymore.”
 
   Realizing that his mouth was hanging open, Red Fang closed it.  “You’re insane!”
 
   Megan frowned at his disrespect, then looked at me, asking, “So can I lop his head off or not?  I got all dressed up for this.”
 
   I murmured to her.  “Patience dear.”  She glowed, smiling at the cheap endearment.  Really, who said you had to buy the cow to get the milk?  I stared back at Red and opened my shirt.
 
   He stared.  His mouth dropped open again.  It wasn’t because of the amulet I wore on gold chain.  His eyes wiggled as he scanned my chest and stomach, looking over what I’d done too his tattoos.  Nothing, really.  The magic of the amulet altered the appearance of the ink without actually changing me.  The alterations were illusion ... and heartbreakingly godawful.  I looked like a yakuza gangster that had work done by Pablo Picasso while high on meth.  I looked like a picture drawn by a committee of four-year olds, none of whom spoke the same language, all of them holding the crayons in their toes.  There were splotches, overly thick lines, and garish colors.  A ping-pong-eyed mermaid with miss-matched breasts swirled my bellybutton, frigging herself with a tuna.  
 
   The tuna didn’t seem to mind.
 
   Red did.  “You’re going to go around and tell people that’s my work?  That will destroy my business.  I’ll never work again!”
 
   I smiled.  “And you haven’t even seen the back yet.  There’s a picture of ninety-eight year old whore sitting on the face of a red dragon, cutting off his penis with a straight razor.  A lotta blood.  The red dragon is farting fire.  The lines are somewhat crude.  It looks like you just can’t stay inside the lines.  Under that is a fuck-fest featuring My Itty-bitty Pony and Horney Kitty.  Now, do you still think you have a choice?”
 
   He bowed his head.  “Put the shirt back on, Caine.  You win.  What do you want?”
 
   “Julia will be staying with me until after the coronation.  You will be expected to attend.  And to be on your best behavior.”
 
   “What coronation?” Red asked.
 
   “I’m being crowned as a lord of Fairy.  Your invitation—with the details—should be in the mail already.  You should dress formally, and bring a lot of weapons.  I can’t guarantee your safety.  That’s up to you.”
 
   “Fine,” Red said.  “Anything else?”
 
   “Yes.  You’re paying to fix my wall, and you need to get down on your knees to beg my forgiveness.  Three minutes of groveling should do it.”
 
   Red’s grin was shaky, sickly.  “But, Caine, c’mon, buddy.  We’re friends…”
 
   I looked at him coldly.  “You should have remembered that earlier.”  
 
   He got down on one knee as I came around the bar to watch.  He glowered up at me.  Clenched jaw muscles told me how much he hated this.  “All right, I’ll grovel,” he said, “but when I’m done, I’ll still be tall and you’ll still be a shrimp.”
 
   “Four minutes,” I said.
 
   
  
 





 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   SIXTEEN
 
    
 
   “If living in my own mind fails to scare
 
   me, what makes you think you can?”
 
    
 
                                                      —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   I considered: Gloria had the food and drink covered.  She’d be basing operations from my Malibu house, using the magic door past my bedroom to access Fairy.  That door went to the garden outside my treehouse mansion, not my mountain fortress, but the land was malleable, distances were fluid, the very shape and textures of my kingdom shifting on my whims.  I intended to fold space, to move my treehouse mansion over to the keep, at least until after the party.  
 
   This was going to be draining, which was why I couldn’t leave it for later.  During the coronation, I’d want to be totally fresh since I expected all hell to come calling.
 
   I continued my mental checklist to see if I had everything in place so I could get on with business.  Invitations were out.  L.A. guests knew to come here to access my kingdom.  I planned to have Angie’s wolves hanging out here as security in case the wrong people tried to crash the party from here.  Angie had a copy of my guest list and taken a sizable check for her services.  Cat and her were-lager boyfriend were going to be here too.  In fact, they were already next door at Izumi’s with Angie, offering moral support.
 
   As requested, the Old Man had sent me a king’s ransom worth of ammo.  It had come through the magic mirror in my suite at the Clan House, straight into my armory.  I was going to be fighting a damned war.  The last thing I needed was to run dry of ammo.  With so many of our forces in Fairy, the Old Man was staying in the Clan House; he’d thought someone might take advantage of the lowered security.  He wasn’t going to have all our repairs go for nothing, or have the place looted while focus was elsewhere.  
 
   Lysande would bring the crowns—minus the dream stone enchantments.  She knew I’d check and if I found anything off, well, she’d wish I’d left her in enemy hands.  Osamu and Julia were with Lysande and Teramantha.  The young girls had become fast friends despite their age gap.  That didn’t mean I’d turn my back on Teramantha, not with bad blood between us.  Sure, I’d saved the girl from disfigurement and probably death, but I’d also killed her father.  
 
   People hold grudges over such silly little things.  Okay, time to begin Phase Two.
 
   I walked down the hall, past my master bedroom, and opened the door to my kingdom.  The door closed behind me, just a door standing upright in the middle of a private garden.  The door didn’t have to come out in the garden.  I could reset the transfer point so visitors arrived up in the great tree, in the mansion.
 
   My glance slid across a jet-black polished that sat near a lightly splashing fountain, its base layered by silver vines.  Several surfaced roots broke soil, humping up to provide further seating.  Padded leather cushions were tied to the root-couches.    
 
   Inside a surrounding white brick wall, wild flowers glowed in neon colors like something scribbled in fluorescent chalk.  There were wild crimson roses, and a few nine-foot cherry trees.  The energy of my land filled me, a surge of affection that I returned. Something about being here was making my usual aches a distant thing.  Breathing felt easier.  Fresh strength seeped into me as the land welcomed me with its attention.
 
   The garden and the massive tree that held my aerial estate were surrounded by a stone wall.  Entry came through an oversized iron gate that fey intruders would have a hard time getting past.  Of course, with the land watching out for me, I didn’t really need locks, but a paranoid mastermind takes precautions against what might happen, not just what was likely.  
 
   Beyond the wall lay the great golden plain.  Beyond that lurked a band of charcoal forest.  Past that, reared black-purple bruised mountains.  I visualized soaring high over my domain, staring greedily down on a kingdom that would like very much like a dragon’s eye peering back.  When taken as a new possession, a fey land reshapes itself to reflect the nature of its new owner.  Land and lord become symbiotic; dependent on one another in many ways.  I was counting on that to get me through the storm that was coming.
 
   I turned toward the great tree and the mansion it supported, drawn by the beauty of the workmanship.  The house had diamond-paned windows had glinted when beams of sun or moonlight breached the leafy canopy.  The walls were rare and precious woods, laid in abstract mosaics.  The sprawling decks encircled the elevated rooms.  The magic door was usually locked, keyed only for my use, but I often found the spirit leopard over here, as if I’d magically constructed the massive treehouse solely for her benefit.  
 
   I called up there, “Leona, are you here?”
 
   “Caine?  That’s you skulking around down there?”  The black leopard’s head hung over the deck, peering down at me, yellow eyes blazing.  “Good thing you said something.  I was about to throw a dead bird at you.”
 
   “I’m doing some renovations and—”  
 
   A dead bird dropped onto my head, bounced, and landed three feet away.  It was a blackbird with cloudy red eyes.
 
   “Oops,” Leona said.  “That one slipped.”
 
   “Anyway,” I said, “you’d better grab hold of something stable.  I’m moving this part of my kingdom over to adjoin the mountain keep.”
 
   “Izumi’s place?”
 
   “It’s mine, too.  That’s where we’re having the coronation.  Oh, if you see Storm Court, Autumn Court, Shadow Court, or Nightmare Court fey skulking about before or during the celebration, feel free to kill all you want.”
 
   “Really?  It’s going to be one of those orgies of destruction you hear about?  Count me in.  
 
   Oooo!  Rivers of blood.  I can taste them now.”
 
   It takes so little to make some people happy.
 
   I stretched out on fragrant earth and grass, closing my eyes.  My senses were locked on the garden.  I visualized myself as a ghost, sinking down out of my body.  I fell through grass roots, soil and stones, eluding the grasp of tree roots great and small.  As a being of pure awareness, I reached out with currents of golden magic seeking those that veined the land.  Deep down, a vibration rolled across me, like a vast heart beating in slow motion with all the time in the fey world.  It felt like I’d been loosed from my body and had grown a web of nerves that extended like roots for miles.  This was my tie, the bond of ownership.  I would have to die before the land would accept another claim.  
 
   I shaped my desire, focusing my thoughts, my desire, on what I wanted to have happen.  I felt the land respond, a small shudder at first like a beginning quake, a ripple of earth under me.  Lying still, I felt the garden move like a living thing, carrying me on its back—and the garden, the giant tree, and the wall around my estate as well.  A gentle wind kissed my cheek.  The golden fields of the central valley parted as my estate set course for the bruised mountains.   
 
   The speed increased as the land caught my excitement and decided to show me what she could really do.  Wisps of cloud appeared, a translucent veil across the bright blue sky.  A few hills came and went, piled up for my amusement.  My estate rippled, rose, cresting high, then sliding down the backs of the hills.  The golden grain gave way to forest which parted to either side as my compound carved its way through wild terrain.  
 
   Nowhere was there sign of habitation.  No fey mills with paddle wheels dipping in streams, no enchanting little cottages, no sleepy towns, or castles towers with multi-colored banners snapping in the wind.  No herds grazed in the forest leas.  This was my land, and those that travelled her without my permission, those that might want to settle in secret, they would be driven out by terrors of the night as the land gave shape to the dark things in my soul.
 
   The estate climbed at a steeper angle, slithering down into valleys, sliding up across the forested ridges of hills.  The hills gave way to towering mountain and river cut ravines.  These mountains flowed like wax, cradling my estate, handing it from one rock giant to another.  We were high, where the air chilled and thinned.  Snow capped the exposed teeth of the earth.  
 
   I wasn’t using my eyes to see all this; the land was inside me—a knowing—that matched the external reality.  That knowing let me feel that we were approaching a land of ice and endless winter, a land that answered to someone else: Izumi’s mother.  The Winter Court was my neighbor on this border.
 
   Once a disk of property, my estate had become an oval patch with a distorted, wiggling wall.  It flowed down into a narrow valley.  The rocks here were softened, rounded like pillow lava that had cooled and been weathered by eons of rain.  My estate skated down the center of the valley, along a winding river edged in white gravel.  Trails came out of clumps of trees and various orchards.  The air warmed as we passed steaming hot springs.   Several large boulders gave sanctuary to the natural baths.  These boulders were wrapped in honeysuckle and wisteria, sweetening the air.  Song birds trilled in the shadows of woodland.  I’d have to wait until nightfall for the region’s ivory moths—the size of dinner plates—to flitter across the moon-silvered sky.  
 
   We were almost there, following a bend in the river, around a spire of rock giving the universe the finger.  The river expanded into a mountain lake that butted up against a curved wall of rock.  Many streams branched, trickling down the wall.  High in the rock was my keep, like something chiseled from stone by an army of dwarf workers.  Pale blue glass filled narrow windows.  Light beamed out through them.  Capping the central building, a great hall, was a peaked roof layered with red-clay tiles.  There were stone chimneys disgorging wood smoke.  The keep was part of the land, and celebrated my presence, preparing to receive me.  
 
   My estate grounded to a stop, its leading wall opening to embrace a grove of saplings with gray-bark, and saw-tooth leaves like miniature spear points.  In the branches were small globes of fruit as bruise-looking as the mountains we were now in.  Izumi had planted these trees, Choke cherries.  Good for making jam and winter wine.  
 
   The gravel along the river fused into a white road that led into a high, arched tunnel at ground level.  The tunnel breached the polished granite under the raised builds.  Heavy, crisscrossing portcullises were raised in invitation.  
 
   Leona’s trembling voice dropped down from my treehouse mansion.  “Are we there yet?”
 
   “Sure,” I said.  “Come on down.”
 
   “Is the ground still trembling, or is it just me?”
 
   “Just you,” I said.  
 
   I watched her spring from branch to branch, zigzagging her way down.  Her first couple jumps were sloppy, but she smoothed out quickly, landing and slinking over to me I stood.  Nervous, she kept her stomach low to the ground, flicking her tail tip in agitation, looking around for threats.
 
   I moved toward the tunnel that accessed my keep.  Torches illuminated the inside of the tunnel, revealing the flagstones of an inner courtyard.  Leona stayed by my side as I crossed the tunnel and emerged in a huge cavern.  Stables lay to the left.  There was also a smithy, and barracks for guards.  To the right, ramps of stone wound up out of sight, accessing the higher levels of the keep.  I had the infrastructure for a community, but no one lived here—not yet.   
 
   The paving stones underfoot were blue-gray octagons with square emeralds filling the gaps.  As I continued, the walls closed in.  They bristled with banners.  A great hall materialized around me.  Flags on the right bore gold dragon silhouettes flying against a black sky.  The banners on the left were midnight blue with a large silver-blue snowflake on each.  They stood for Izumi.  Between the hangings were silver-crafted stands, branched like saplings.  A nocturnal vine used the branches for support.  Its flowers were frosted yellow, spilling radiance in little pockets.   A fire pit in the center of the hall provided orange warmth.  A ten foot copper hood suspended over the fire pit caught the smoke, guiding it away so the air stayed fresh.  
 
   Leona and I skirted the pit and approached a dais with glossy, midnight-blue thrones.  The taller one had a high back, its upper half carved into a flattened dragon profile with a topaz eye.  The smaller throne had no dragon on its back, but an oversized snowflake rendered in fine, crystalline detail.  They were meant for Izumi and me.
 
   They were currently being usurped by stranger: a man and woman with the silver weapons strapped onto their elaborately jeweled clothing.  They had the ears of the fey, and smelled of fey magic.  The man had spade-shaped shoulder pads trimmed in white braid.  His hair was cut short, a roiling of reds, browns, and dusky golds—colors stolen from autumn.  His suit was bronze and rust silk.  Ruffles down his chest tried to give a sense of mass.  The truth was, a strong wind could have probably snapped him in half.  He wore a ring carved from bone, a bird skull on it instead of a stone.  His eyes were half-lidded, barely containing an aura of menace.
 
   Autumn Court fey, I decided.  And not a low-level lackey.
 
   As Leona looked them over, sniffing delicately, her hackles bristled with threat.  A low growl hung in her throat.  Our visitor gave no sign of caring.
 
   I studied the woman.  She was what Izumi would call “dark fey”.  Her skin was fair, creamy white.  Her eyes were a dance of violet and sapphire.  Her full lips were pursed, almost pouty.  It was her soul that was dark.  Her magic.  She wore a black opal necklace with red, green, and blue motes adrift in their depths.  Her gown was solarized; that slightly oily, headed-for-brown tone you get from frequent sun bleaching—the color of spoiled black.   She wore a saber-tooth necklace, over-sized cat teeth strung out on her ample chest.  Her hair waved with a life of its own, like kelp stirred by a dark sea current.  
 
   Of the two, she was the dangerous one.  A child of fear and terror, a maiden of the Nightmare Courts.  
 
   Now, I finally had faces for two members of the alliance that was out to destroy me.  The woman on Izumi’s thrown stood so she could tower over me, staring down in cold fascination.  “So, you are what all the fuss is about?”
 
   I looked past her at the empty throne.  “What were you thinking?  Izumi’s going to have to get that steam-cleaned now.  Tell me, have you bathed this year?”
 
   The man leaped off my throne.  He lifted a single finger like a great orator about to make a telling point to crush me utterly.  
 
   I slanted him a narrow look.  “Shut the fuck up.”
 
   Leona snickered.
 
   
  
 





 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   SEVENTEEN
 
    
 
   “Armed, drunk, and feeling no 
 
   pain explains most of my life.”
 
    
 
                                                        —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   The man shouted, “How dare you!” 
 
   “Quite easily, I assure you.”  I held up a palm and said to the lady, “Excuse me, I need a moment.”  Staring down at Leona, I said, “Over here.”
 
   Turning my back, I walked to the edge of the fire pit.  This wasn’t as foolish as it seemed.  They’d have launched a sneak attack already if they thought they could get away with it.  It seemed like there was something else they wanted.  Maybe all the assassins they’d thrown at me, which I’d killed, had forced the idea through their tiny minds that a half-dragon could be more of a problem than a full-blooded one.  Maybe they were looking for a way to save face while dropping the whole thing.  Maybe they wanted to know if I’d let them just walk away.  Or more likely, they were here scouting out the place to make better attack plans.
 
   One thing I did know, they weren’t really on the dais.  My dragon enhanced senses hadn’t picked up heartbeats or scents.  The man’s Autumn Court magic centered on the process of decay; he was a bit player.  For pulling a fast one, my money was on the lady with her Nightmare Court illusions.  She was capable of constructing a waking dream and altering perceptions.  
 
   “So what are we going to talk about?” Leona asked.  “The weather?  Why are we killing them right now?”
 
   I used a very low voice.  “If it looks too good to be true, it is.  We could be inside a nightmare that has yet to show its true face.  The woman is Nightmare Court.  The weakness of her power is she can’t provide sensory input that is outside her experience.  The two on the dais are smoke and mirrors.  Our real enemy is close, but not too close.  I’ll keep everyone’s attention focused on me.”
 
   “Sure, you’re favorite thing to do.”
 
   “Just wait here, and slink off when you can.  Find them!”  I walked back to the two “ghosts” on the dais, smiling as I got closer.  I stepped up on the dais and walked straight toward my throne.  The man was all blistery, but hopped out of my way, avoiding contact.  He apparently didn’t realize that his partner would have provided the sensation of contact.  I had the feeling she was very good.
 
   I sat, crossed my legs, and looked over at the woman.  “So, what’s on your mind?  And—if you don’t mind telling me—why exactly is it you’re trying to kill me?”
 
   She snorted delicately.  “You weren’t supposed to be such a thorny tangle.  I really wish you’d had the decency to die under our attacks.”
 
   I flushed all of my tattoos with raw magic, a tingle caressing my skin.  I wanted all my options ready.  I paid a price for that: meat-hooks-tearing-through-your-body kind of pain.  Hiding my pain, I only wept on the inside.
 
   I said, “You didn’t answer the question.”
 
   She sighed languidly.  “No, I didn’t, did I?  Well, we all have our reasons.  Jehmael, my beloved prince, hates the idea of any outsider holding fey land, ruling among his betters.”  
 
   I knew Jehmael’s name from hours of research.  He’d just recently ascended to the throne of the Storm Court at his father’s death.  
 
   The lady went on, “And there is the matter of you killing his little sister after she tried to assassinate you in this very keep.”
 
   “Oh, yeah, I remember that, but I didn’t kill her.  She used a Shadow Court charm to destroy herself after I’d cornered her.”  Commendable loyalty.  Her brother ought to be proud.
 
   I lifted an eyebrow at woman, “And you?”
 
   “You spoiled my plans once.  You might do so again.  That is all the reason I need.”
 
   “I’d remember if we’d crossed sword before.  Maybe you have me confused with some other well-hung demon lord.”
 
   She laughed.  “Oh, no mistake.  I had engineered the fall of my rival court…”
 
   The Dream Court.  The case I’d taken down in Sacramento, recovering a stolen relic of great power.  Okay, the pieces are falling into place.
 
   “What’s his story?”  I pointed a thumb at the man glowering at me, his arms crossed on his shallow chest.  Age is difficult to judge where fey are concerned, but I thought he might not be long out of adolescence.  He’d be the best target for getting someone to boil over.  He was halfway there already.
 
   The woman’s gaze flicked to her partner, then returned to me.  “You’ve killed various members of his family as they tried to kill you.  Makes it personal for him.”
 
   I nodded in understanding.  “That would piss me off, too.”  I looked at the fey male.  “Hey, ass wipe, are you too afraid to challenge me in person?  Got no guts?”
 
   The fey lord bunched as if he were about to fling himself at me.  He suddenly relaxed, but the fire lingered in his eyes.  I took this to mean that he hastily remembered he didn’t really have a body on the dais to use in attacking me.  I think the nightmare zone of the woman’s power was very real for him.  If I shot or stabbed his phantom body, and he believed it, his real body might actually acquire the wounds.  They used to say that if you died in a dream, you’d die in your sleep, that snapping awake mid-terror was the mind’s defense mechanism.
 
   “Round-eared bastard!” the lord muttered.
 
   I casually glanced past the fire pit, noting that Leona had vanished without drawing attention.  Good girl.  My focus went back to the woman.  “So, you want to tell me your names?”
 
   She inclined her head in regal allowance.  “I am Alyssa, Mistress of Nightmare, and the True Fist of Darkness.  A trusted advisor to the queen.”  She flicked fingertips at her companion.  “That’s Tallow.”
 
   Tallow said, “Lord Tallowyne, Knight of the Autumn Court.”  He drew a deep breath of pride.  “It is a name you will one day take to your grave, scoundrel.”
 
   I had all I figured I’d get: their names, most of their faces, and their motivations.  C’mon, 
 
   Leona, find their hiding spot.  One quick, surgical strike could end all this and blow the clouds away from my coronation date.
 
   “Look,” I said, “I’m not going to get any easier to kill.  You might as well call the whole thing off, and let bygones be bygones.”  Bygones.  Such a weird word.  Talking to the fey always screws up my language.  I start sounding like them after a while.
 
     The woman smiled with just a hint of effort.  “You know, you just might be right.  Quarreling with you hasn’t gotten us anywhere.”
 
   I smiled back just as insincerely.  “Which is why you took personal charge of things.”
 
   “It’s that obvious?”  Her gaze widened.  Her body stilled.  Her smile wilted.  Her breath went very shallow, then stopped altogether as she forgot to maintain that part of her illusion.  Three thin, faint scratches materialized on her throat.  A couple beads of blood dotted those lines: the marks of Leona’s claws.  This threat to the woman was a signal to me that the enemy had been located.  Now, if I just knew where that location was…
 
   The woman reached out slowly, one hand swinging back behind her just a little.  She grabbed something I couldn’t see and pulled it in front of her, setting it in her lap.  The object filled in, its image materializing: a sauce pan.  
 
   My smile widened.  The kitchen!  Thanks Leona.  I owe you one.
 
   The woman fell back, spinning.  The male warrior’s face was slashed apart.  Bone showed through deep gouges as his head twisted violently.  His scream came from the distance.  The woman slid to the floor and vanished along with her boy-toy—a cut connection.  I heard shouts and the clatter of weapons echoing.
 
   I pushed out of my throne, alone on the dais, and ran to its edge.  I jumped down and ran toward the back of the hall, toward the kitchen.  My thoughts reached out as I passed an arch, pulling my PX4 Storm semi-automatics from my world, from my Malibu armory.  The handguns filled my hands as I ran with great, bounding leaps, drawing on my dragon half for strength.  I could feel my muscles swelling, straining my clothes, ripping many of the seams.  Leona was fighting alone against an unknown quantity of enemies.  She’d taken out one of the leaders of the party, the male fey.  I guessed she’d left the woman scared but mostly unharmed so the guards would have to commit a large number to shielding her.  Tying up some of the bad guys meant we didn’t have all of them to deal with at once.  Leona was a bloodthirsty killer, but she could also fight strategically.
 
   I burst into the kitchen, seeing what I expected: a high-arched space lined with red brick.  The floor was all sand-colored flagstone.  A far wall had a window panel of frosted glass that brightened that end of the hall.  A shaft lay behind it that allowed noonday sun to contribute light.  This was an emergency exit.  I hoped it wasn’t hoe the enemy had broken in.  I like my secrets to stay mine.  
 
   Four fey soldiers in violet-black armor, held swords, crowding the woman toward that back section of hall.  The male lord was beyond help.  He sprawled on the floor, his face a bloody ruin, his eyes wide, staring, empty.  
 
   Dead. 
 
   The ceiling supported two black bands that swung on chains.  Candles—like pale, thin fingers—were supported by the iron bands.  Several of them tumbled off.  I didn’t see Leona, but from the agitation of the chandeliers, I knew she’d jumped from one to the other.
 
   An enemy with a double crossbow fired both bolts up there, hoping to get lucky.  He had three other warriors with him.  They slashed at empty air, hoping to keep the spirit leopard off them.  Unlike the other guards, these ones wore chainmail so they’d be lighter on foot—not that it seemed to be helping.  Their surcoats were storm-cloud gray, edged in lightning-yellow: Storm Court soldiers.
 
   I heard a grunt which helped me place my invisible ally as she landed on the floor.  
 
   “I got these guys,” I yelled.  “Go after the rest.”
 
   Leona’s soft padding feet were just a whisper of fading sound as she obeyed.  Of course, it was probably what she wanted to do anyway.  Cats aren’t good about following orders.
 
   The guards that had been fighting her, realigned on me, forming a half circle so they could hit me at once from many sides.   On the left, one of them followed a very long worktable, accidentally kicking a fallen pot on the flagstones.  I moved to the right, toward four square pillars that boxed in a massive oven and stove.  In that area, racks were suspended up high with all kinds of pots and pans dangling from them.  I moved so that I had one of those four-foot pillars at my back.
 
   The four guards moved their half circle to keep me its focus.  They stayed about three feet apart from each other.  I figured they’d lunge in from just out of sword range.  One of the middle two, a smooth-faced warrior with a winged helm and golden hair hanging down his back, grinned evilly, his eyes flashing with joy.  “It’s the runt,” he said, “the one with that huge bounty on his head.”
 
   That piqued my interest.  “Just how much am I worth?” I asked.
 
    Instead of answering, they lunged in unison—swords stabbing—like they’d choreographed and practiced the move for hours.  Too bad for them, I’d anticipated the strike, launching my response before their muscles shifted to betray their intensions.  My dragon-born strength shoved against the flagstones.  Two of them cracked.  I jumped, sailing higher than their blades, moving forward.  
 
   I spun in the air and planted a knee in Winged-helm’s face, crumpling his nose, sending him reeling back.  Before he could get out of range, I straightened my bent leg, kicking off him, careening toward the second inside man.  He was leaning into his original strike and didn’t have the balance to turn and bring his sword between us.  I spun once more and brought a heel crashing against the side of his head.  It caved in.  
 
   The two men I’d hit were down, maybe dead.  I shot them both simultaneously to be sure.  
 
   The last two warriors lunged at me as I hit the ground and rolled, keeping my momentum going so wouldn’t waste the energy.  I barrel-rolled through the legs of one warrior, delivering a pistol-whipping to his family jewels.  He crashed to the floor, clutching between his legs.  From my spot behind him, I came up on one knee, snapping off a pair of shots.  He and the last guard caught my bullets with their heads and toppled over, dead.
 
   I jumped up and ran after the ones Leona was chasing, wondering if she’d leave me a prisoner to interrogate.  Hauling ass toward the far end of the kitchen, I caught dark blurs as Leona would become visible for moments at a time, snarling, flashing fangs, her eyes baleful yellow stars of fury in her head.  I could tell she was really having fun.
 
   The armored guards were harder for her to deal with.  She did manage to careen of one after another, using her jumps to send them crashing every which way.  It looked like she was saving the woman for last.  A tragic mistake.  The woman had been scared out of her tiny mind, but I saw she was focused now, a dark crystal in her hand that burnt the air, filling it with unfolding swirls of black mist.  
 
   The air all around her grew dim, shadowed.  Violet sheens betrayed motion as the wall behind her grew into a vortex.  The funnel obliterated the space where the window should have been, but nothing shattered.  No debris flew.  The window and wall were just gone.  She’d reached into an altered space, into nightmare itself, and something huge and terrible was stomping toward us, small only because it was charging from a distance.
 
   I skidded to a stop, sending my guns away, calling my demon sword to me.  I yelled, “Leona, out of the way!”
 
   She vanished.  I heard her growl off to the side and knew she was safe.  
 
   My black sword was edged with a demon-red glow.  Its hunger slammed into my body like 
 
   a mammoth fist.  Its voice shrieked in my head.  Feed me!  
 
   I switched the blade, left then right.  Two fey fell with riven armor, dead before the hit the floor.  They dropped their weapons, having no more use for them.  Their liberated souls hung in the air, streamers of lifeforce that my sword slurped down.  The swords were eaten by my blade, their screams echoing off the steel, filling my own head.  A backwash of raw energy flowed from the demon sword, adding to my power—a side effect of using cursed steel.
 
   My sword didn’t wait for me to move it.  Levitating, it almost wrenched out of my grip, plunging its point into another warrior’s guts, spinning, cutting free once more to intercept the last guard’s sword as it tried to sever my arm.
 
   I pumped my sword against the guard’s, deflecting it aside just enough for my point to stab in and flick across the man’s throat.  He grabbed his throat and gurgled as he slid off his feet.  He landed dead.  His soul hung in the air a moment until my sword sucked it in.  My sword said Yum as one more screaming voice now joined its chorus.  More lifeforce spilled from the hilt, into my hand, into body, which wasn’t a bad thing, because a real bad thing was chittering down in the black funnel.  
 
   I saw a scuttling, six-legged monster whose single-horned head should have overbalanced it, but didn’t.  It emerged into fey space scraping the red-brick ceiling high above.  Its glossy black body was a chitinous armor streaked with fluorescent green and red.  Defying the insect motif, its curly tusks were wicked yellow hooks.  Worst of all, an infernal red light beamed from its eyes, superheating the air like a wind from hell.
 
   Since Leona was invisible, the monstrosity locked on me.
 
   The woman pointed at me, as if the monster needed help.  “Kill him!”
 
   The monster smiled, rippling bristles inside its wide-gapping maw.
 
   I hate it when they do that.
 
   
  
 





 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   EIGHTEEN
 
    
 
   “I hate it when I have to 
 
   clean up my own messes.”
 
    
 
                                                        —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   The creature summoned from Nightmare probably didn’t have a soul.  It wasn’t true life, just a killing illusion.  Knowing this meant fighting it was a huge waste of time which only an idiot would attempt.
 
   “What are you waiting for?” Leona cried out.  “Hit it right between the eyes!”
 
   I shifted my grip so my sword hung in my left hand as I angled my body.  My right hand swung up toward the woman who still chanted lovingly to her black crystal.  If she’d had half an ounce of caution, she’d have ducked down that vortex already and escaped.  My PX4 Storm popped into my hand.  I squeezed the trigger, as the hell-beetle’s death-ray gaze caused my coat to burst into flames.  
 
   I poured more magic into my Dragon Fire tattoo.  It pulled in the fire, absorbing it.  I flung that hellfire energy back into the monster’s sensitive eyes.  It flinched away, trembled, and collapsed into black billows of smoke, dissolving.  
 
   The creature’s unmaking was a side effect of the shot I’d made.  My explosive round had punched into the woman’s face and shattered her head from the inside, spraying brain, blood, and slivers of skull everywhere.  Almost headless, she collapsed to the floor.  The large, six-sided crystal she’d held rolled out of her lax hand, clinking across the flagstones.  It was the only prize from this encounter since there weren’t any survivors to interrogate.
 
   Leona materialized beside me.  “I thought you’d want a prisoner to play with.”  
 
   “I did.  Plans don’t always work out.”
 
   “Hmmm.”  Leona left me to go slurp up the fresh blood.  Blood was her main form of sustenance, though she was known to occasionally pilfer my booze as well, and sniff my coffee.  
 
   “I don’t need a prisoner to know that killing off high-ranking fey will drive the rest of them bat-shit crazy.  We are definitely going to be attacked by massive numbers on my coronation day.”
 
   “So what’s the problem?” Leona asked.  “Killing’s what you do best.”
 
   “Well, next to fucking, yeah.”  I counted the bodies.  “We’re going to need to make use of the dead.”
 
   “Cannibalism?  You’ve starting a new hobby?  Trust me, it won’t taste like chicken.”
 
   I glowered at her.  “No, fur-brain, we need a display outside the keep, something to make my fey guests think twice about fucking me over—in a bad way.  The ancient Roman’s got a lot of mileage out of mass crucifixions.  Then again, I can always hang the bodies in iron cages.  The crows would like that.”
 
   “We have crows?”
 
   “I am the land, the land is me.  We’ll have crows if I want crows.”
 
   “So,” Leona said, “if you want there to be flocks of tasty young sheep grazing by the river—”
 
   “Then they’d shortly be dead and stinking up the place because you don’t eat your kills.”
 
   “Hey, can I help being a blood-slurping spirit leopard?”
 
   “I suppose not.  Want to give me a hand dragging these bodies outside?”
 
   Silence.
 
   I looked for her.  She’d gone invisible.  Again.  I saw the disturbance made by a ghostly tongue lapping spilled blood.  Apparently, I was on my own.  I sighed.  Try to get a cat to be helpful…  
 
   Thankful to my dragon strength, I easily dragged the four guards together and piled them up, two to a shoulder.  I carried the bodies across the tunnel-shaped kitchen, while Leona cleaned my bloody floor with her sand-paper tongue, doing her part.  
 
   It took a couple more trips to get all of the dead fey outside.  That gave me time to consider the esthetics of what I intended.  I’d considered stripping the dead and posing them as if death had come mid-orgy; my warped sense of humor.  Reconsidering, I decided there needed to be less humor and more horror.  After all, this needed to be a deterrent.  My enemies needed to know that there would always be a heavy cost paid for coming after me.
 
   I settled upon growing brambles around their bodies, letting the thorny vines lift the bodies into the air where they could be seen by those coming up to the keep.  For a final touch, I went with the crows, calling to the land.  A black cloud spiraled down out of the sky, settling on the dead.  Wings rustled.  Red-eyed crows cawed, jostling each other to get first dibs.
 
   Ah, eyeballs, such a delicacy!  Have at it boys.  Bon appetite.
 
   I headed down the white road along the river.  Enjoying the walk, stopping here and there plant shadow wards at irregular intervals.  At one such spot, where rocks made a river crossing all too easy, I paced off a five-foot circle, leaving footsteps of shadow in my wake.  I knelt within the ring and placed a palm on the road’s alabaster surface.  Feeding raw magic into the spell caused a disk of shadow to expand from my hand, anchoring darkness to the shadow steps.  I lifted my hand as the land accept my gift of power.  The darkness sank into the road, leaving no trace, but I could spring the trap with a flicker of shadow magic when needed.  
 
   I planted ten of these shadow-wards, and encouraged the land to grow me some stretches of quicksand off the road as well.  Varying the traps, I grew pillars of rock and fragments of wall so an army couldn’t sweep through the valley at top speed.  Caution would be needed or carnage would follow.  I was hoping for carnage.  
 
   Seeing all this, an insightful enemy might think that coming in along the valley wall, using the forest for cover, would be best.  Certainly, fey from forested land would think they could travel that way with impunity.  I smiled a little evil smile.
 
   A dark blur formed in the air, taking on definition as it landed at my feet.  Leona had tracked me down.  She flicked her tail tip, looking up at me baleful yellow eyes.  “I know that evil smile.  What are you up to?”
 
   “Everything,” I said.  “Let’s take a walk in the woods.”
 
   “Why, are there tasty sheep in there?”
 
   “I could arrange for something that needs killing if you like.”
 
   Her eyes brightened with the prospect.  “Really?”
 
   “Sure, what are friends for?  Speaking of which, you have spirit beast friends back in the Amazon jungle right?”  
 
   “Yeah.  So what?”
 
   “Just a minute.”  We entered the edge of the woods.  Although this was a mountain valley, there was a decided lack of snow.  The temperature actually increased.  This was due to volcanic vents and hot water springs that dotted the woods.  The intertwined pine and black oak, the weaving trails, combined to create a natural labyrinth.  A few crows looked down on us as we walked.  I’d asked for them, but the land seemed to have provided more than necessary.  I’d probably find a few wherever I went after this.
 
   I stopped in a clearing where a stone-lined depression in a slanted bank formed a basin for a steaming spring, with feed-off for a second pool that returned the water underground.  There was an adjoining shelf of rock next to the first pool, kind of a patio for entertaining.  A few small boulders created steps up to it.  
 
   I took the steps.  Leona jumped straight up, landing lightly ahead of me.  She turned and flashed me a smug grin, sitting on her haunches.
 
   Show-off.
 
   I sat and brushed my hands over the rock, sinking part of my awareness into the land while picking up the thread of our conversation.  “I was just thinking, while I’m having my coronation, there’s no reason why you can’t have all your friends over for fun and games.”  
 
   I felt the land reacting to my desires.  A flash of reddish brown passed behind some brush, hooves digging into the dirt.  Leona lifted her head, sniffing.
 
   “A stag,” I said.  Rabbits and pigs too.  You just have to look around for them.”
 
   Leona said, “When you say pigs—”
 
   We heard a squeal and a flurry of grunts.    A small heard of black bristled razorbacks burst into the open, charging down below past the raised bath.  I had a quick impression of high shoulders, sloping rumps, long, skinny legs, and small hips.  Their massive, wedge-shaped heads were decorated with short, hairy, ears and pointed snouts.  The curled tusks looked wicked-sharp.  A male—two-hundred pounds and four-foot long—led the pack.  The females behind him were a little smaller.  Some runt piglets brought up the rear.
 
   Leona watched them in silence, an evil smile on her face that she could have stolen from me.  One the pigs were gone, she turned her face to me.  “You’re trying to make me kill, for pork chops?”
 
   I shrugged.  “Half the fun for your friends will be the challenge of bringing down your prey.  What?” I said.  “You think bacon grows on trees?  This isn’t a perfect world, just damn close.”
 
   “You know, I see through what you’re doing.”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Yeah.  You want free security.  You want us to haunt the woods and kill any of your enemies that come along.”
 
   I pushed off the rock and stood.  I felt tired, drained of energy after all my expenditures.  Everything has a cost.  Especially magic.  “I resent the idea I’m getting anything free; I am catering your party.”  
 
   There was a distant squeal of pig. 
 
   “Point made,” Leona said.  “I’ll pass the word, but we are hardly going to be enough to cover the whole forest on both sides of the river.”
 
   “I have a plan for the far side of the river.  C’mon, we’re going to the tree house.”
 
   “What’s there?”  Leona jumped off the rock shelf and waited at the foot of the stepping stones for me.
 
   Hopping down from one stone to another, I passed her, leading the way.  The forest was stimulating with new secrets popping up as I travelled.  I saw signs of tubers, wild corn, turnips, and mushrooms fleshing out the natural pantry.  One clearing was dotted with small trees awash in sunlight.  Clusters of red grapes hung from low branches.  I gathered some as we went by.
 
   “So, what are you going to do about the other side of the river?  And the river itself?  The enemy could approach by enchanted boats with magic filled sails.”
 
   I nodded.  “I thought of that.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “Have you ever considered the problem that urban shape-shifters have in finding safe ground to run amok on that won’t draw human attention, or government interference?”
 
   “Duh!  Spirit leopard here with a thirst for blood.”
 
   “My plan is to contact the Fenris, and let him know that the American werewolves are welcome to use that side over there for recreation.  It has also been stocked with game.  Who knows?  After the coronation, we might build a few Inns, get some tourist cash flowing around here.  Maybe Gloria would like to branch out, start a franchise.  It might be a nice opportunity for the were-kitties to build a little empire of their own.”
 
   “You have a lot of dreams, enough for everyone it seems.”
 
   “Is that a bad thing?” I asked.
 
   “Not if gladly shared by others.
 
   I stopped and looked at Leona.  “You think putting a gun to people’s heads might not be effective?”
 
   “Not in the long run, no.”
 
   “Like I’d really do that.  You have so little faith in me.”  Mental note: no guns to heads.  Stick to bribing women with mind-numbing sex.
 
   We returned to the area outside the keep where my tree-house mansion loomed.  By then, the sun was much higher in the sky.  My human form had reabsorbed the dragon elements so I looked my usual self, except I needed a change of wardrobe, preferably something not soaked with blood.  
 
   We used the gate, crossed the private garden, and reached the mirror back to my world.  A crow sat on top of it, keeping watch.  I closed my eyes.  Inside my head was a crimson picture with a severe curvature.  It took a moment to realize I was seeing myself through the crow’s eyes.  Neat trick.  With practice, I can probably learn to do the same with all the animals in the valley.
 
   I stopped and looked down at the leopard.  “Are you coming back?”
 
   Her head turned at a white flash of motion under some shrubbery.  She and I took a deep whiff.  
 
   Ah, rabbit.  
 
   “You go on ahead,” she said.  There are a few things I want to catch up on.”
 
   I grinned.  “A few things you want ketchup on?”
 
   “Go, already.  You still have things to do, right?  Battles to plan, alliances to build?”
 
   “All too true.  No rest for the wicked.”  I walked into the mirror, reappearing in my master bedroom in the Clan House.  It was quiet.  I went to the bed, peeled off the bloody rags I wore, and dropped them in a heap.  Osamu would just have to burn them when he got back.
 
   Tired, waving on my feet, I dropped my phone and wallet on the nightstand and threw myself onto the bed—seeing, a second too late, the wolf skin rug, the wolf head still attached.  The eyes were amber.  The white teeth were bared in menace, awaiting their chance to rip and shred.
 
   Oh fuck!
 
   
  
 





 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   NINETEEN
 
    
 
   “There is merely profound 
 
   horror and then there’s me.”
 
    
 
                                                       —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   As I hit the bed, the threat cleared the cobwebs from my mind.  My heart pounded as I felt the soft brush of moving fur.  Adrenaline jazzed my nerves, tweaking my muscles to deliver extra strength.  I pulled a Storm PX4 out of thin air and jammed the barrel into the wolf’s mouth, using the gun like a horse’s bit so the jaws couldn’t close and savage me.  At the same time, I warmed my Dragon Flame tattoo with a flush or raw magic, preparing to incinerate the enchanted rug.  There wouldn’t be much of my bed left over, but necessity is a motherfucker!
 
   It seeped into my mind that the rug wasn’t fighting me, but had stayed inert.  There was no threat.  I pulled the gun back and placed a slug between the eyes of the wolf anyway.  
 
   It didn’t care.
 
   Rolling off the bed, I sprang onto my feet, my smoking gun panning across the space.  That’s when I heard it: the muffled giggling of two young girls coming from the bathroom.  I stalked over, wrenched the door open, and glowered down on Julia and Teramantha.  They were convulsing with laughter, trying to be quiet about it with little success.  
 
   Seeing me, they went dead quiet.  Julia looked into my face without fear, a smile in place.  Tera ducked behind the older, taller girl, using her as a shield.
 
   I used my smoking gun muzzle as a pointer.  “One of you want to explain the fuzzy dead thing in my bed?”  My other hand clutched the rug, using it to cover my private parts. 
 
   Still smiling, Julia wiped a tear from her right eye.  “Just a little harmless joke.”
 
   I glared.  “Inducing a heart attack would not have been harmless.” 
 
   Julia huffed.  “Like you’re scared of anything!”
 
   Damn, using my own pride against me.  How can I contradict her claim that I’m overwhelmingly courageous—I mean, it’s so true!  Kid’s still too smart for her own good.  
 
   I looked past her to Tera whose face poked out.  “And what do you have to say about yourself?”
 
   Creases appeared between her eyes as she glowered back at me.   “I promised to stop trying to kill you until I paid off my debt of honor.  I never said I wouldn’t try to scare you.”
 
   
  
 




Technically she was correct.  It was one of those fine lines the fey draw all the time.  She was being true to her heritage.  I said, “What will happen, do you think, if I tell Lysande about this?”
 
   Julia looked shocked.  Overly shocked actually, a little too into her role of protective big sister.  “Isn’t it against the demon lord code of honor to snitch?”
 
   Damn, and I thought Angie was a natural lawyer.  Precocious or not, Julia’s getting a little too spoiled.  That’s not good for her.  Time for consequences.  
 
   I willed my weapon away and pointed a finger at Julia.  “Do you know why there will be no ice cream for you tonight?”
 
   Her face stayed angelic as she answered.  “Because you’re a big meanie?”  
 
   I smiled.  “No, because aiding and abetting is a crime.”
 
   “So what?  It’s not like you’re a law-abiding citizen.”  Julia looked genuinely bewildered.
 
   “Yes,” I said, “but the difference between us is I don’t get caught.  In the Demon Clan, getting caught is frowned upon.  It marks you as a rank amateur.  Any other questions?”
 
   Tara held up her little hand.  “I still get my ice cream, though, right?”
 
   I smiled.  “Of course.  You get your and Julia’s as well.”
 
   Tara hopped in place.  “Yea!”
 
   Julia sank fully into grumpy petulance, her expression stormy.  “That’s not fair!”
 
   I shrugged.  “Tell you what, track down whoever told you that life was fair.  You have my permission to kill them.  Just don’t get caught.”
 
   A suspicious gleam entered Julia’s eyes.  “So you’re saying I can do anything I want, as long as I get away with it?”
 
   “Sure.  Just remember that not everything you might want to do is a good idea, or especially safe.  There are countless hell-dimensions full of dead ass-holes that didn’t know their limitations.”
 
   Julia nodded gravely.  “I’ll remember that.”
 
   I turned and walked away.
 
   Tara whispered to Julia, as if my dragon hearing wouldn’t catch every word.  “Don’t worry, I’ll slip your ice cream to you under the table.”
 
   Julia sighed.  She answered without whispering.  “It won’t work.  He heard you.”  
 
   I returned to the bed, slid under a sheet, and flung the wolf skin rug across the room, into the bathroom.  I closed my eyes and said, “Run along and bother someone else.  I need some sleep.  And make sure someone wakes me up for dinner.”
 
   I heard inarticulate grumbles as the kids stomped loudly through my bedroom, slamming the door to the living room shut behind them.  
 
   I pulled out my phone and called Imari.  She picked up.  “It’s Caine.  Julia and Teramantha are heading toward the main hall.  For fuck’s sake, make sure someone keeps an eye on them.”
 
   “Isn’t that your job?” Imari asked.
 
   “While I don’t technically outrank you,” I said, “I am a cold-blooded, scheming bastard with a very long memory.  Besides, don’t you owe your current job to me?”
 
   She sighed over the phone.  “Fine, I’ll put some people on them.”
 
   “I knew you’d be reasonable.”  I killed the connection and put my phone on the nightstand.  Sleep closed in.  I sank into deep fathoms, welcoming oblivion. 
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Awareness trickled back.  I still felt tired.  
 
   Can’t have been out long.  Why am I awake?
 
   I listened.  The quiet was deep, offering no clue, but unease lingered.  Trusting my instincts, I slid out of bed and pulled a gun from empty air.  I thumbed the safety off, suddenly realizing I’d been dressed funny.  I’d gone to bed in all my naked glory and was now wearing red satin shorts and a black wife-beater tee-shirt. 
 
   WHF?  Selene?  
 
   It seemed likely.  Red was her color and black was mine.  I was going to have to have a talk to her.  She needed little encouragement to be outrageous, and I didn’t want her “fixing” my wardrobe on a regular basis, especially in public.   There was no telling where that could go.
 
   I went into the living room.  Another WTF moment hit.  The white leather couch closest to me had been hacked into pieces that bled upholstery fluff.  I looked across the room as the door opened to Osamu’s room.  He stepped out looking mummy-ish with white bandages across half his head, covering one eye and ear.  He had a bandaged arm in a sling and hobbled on a walking cast. 
 
   Seeing me, he stopped.  For the first time ever, I saw thinly veiled fear in his eyes.  I pointed at the murdered couch.  “Want to tell me about that?”
 
    “You couldn’t get Heartbreak Hotel out of your mind.  You said the couch was obviously possessed by Elvis.”  Osamu shrugged with his good shoulder.  “The couch no longer has that problem.”
 
   “You’re saying I did this?”
 
   He cocked his head, studying me closer.  “Are you off your meds again?  You know that’s not good.”
 
   “Meds?  The only medicating I do involves massive amounts of booze.  You know that.”
 
   “Alcohol on top of anti-depressants is dangerous.”
 
   Okay, some kind of gag was in play here.  Wondering how far the joke was going to go, I headed for the hallway door.  “Whatever.  I’m going to talk to the Old Man.”
 
   “Visiting his grave?  Dressed like that?”  Osamu’s voice held a trace of disapproval.
 
   I stopped, my hand on the knob.  “Grave?”
 
   “Ah, you’ve forgotten again.  You did your best against the tidal wave that half-destroyed the city ... you both did.”  He paused.  “I guess even ancient demons can have bad hearts.  His was strained to the breaking point.  If only he’d had time to complete the protective barrier…”
 
   I turned back.  “We won that battle.  He did finish the barrier.  The city was saved.”
 
   He bowed, carefully, as if everything hurt.  “If you say so, Caine-sama.”
 
   Obviously, there’s a conspiracy to make me believe I’ve gone soft in the head.  
 
   I turned back to the door and whipped it open, going through.  The hall looked perfectly normal.  I headed toward the Great Hall.  A door opened and a housekeeping demon in maid’s uniform with green mountain goat horns and violet hair stepped out.  She saw me.  Her eyes went wide with fear.  She stepped back and slammed the door shut between us.
 
   Not the usual reaction I get from women.
 
   I continued on.  The only way to get to the bottom of this was to find the Old Man.  I reached the foyer to the Great Hall.  The front door was gone along with some of the wall.  I saw the outside porch strewn with rubble.  All of the heroic statues were broken off at the knees now, when only two had been destroyed and replaced before.  
 
   This is carrying things too far.
 
   Hurrying, I went into the Great Hall—only it looked like an abandoned factory with pipes and rusting machinery.  Shadows choked the space.  I heard the scurrying of rats and saw their beady red eyes glaring hungrily.  Garbage dominated by beer cans, banana peels, and used condoms littered the floor.  The ceiling was gone, giving me a view of a bloated, monster moon in a star-strewn sky—which was really fucking weird since it had been daylight only moments before.
 
   A ghost appeared in front of me, a transparent image of the Old Man.  He clutched a can to his chest, glaring balefully at me with blue-star eyes.  His hands trembled as did his voice.  “I was god-awful strong.  Now, I can’t even rip open a can of spam.  And it’s all your fault!  My own son let me die!”
 
   “You’re on ghost-crack, Old Man.  I’d never let that happen.”
 
   He dropped the spam.  “But you did!  I stop breathing and you wouldn’t give me mouth to mouth, ‘Because it’s too gay,’ you said.  I should never have taken you in, ungrateful runt.”
 
   This was not Lauphram, and definitely not funny.
 
   “Go fuck yourself, shit-dick,” I told him.  I pushed on as if to walk right through him.  
 
   He vanished as ghosts do.  I kicked a rat out of my way and continued on.  Pipes dripped water.  Gauges wagged needles at me.  I heard the snarl of grinding gears and the serpentine hiss of venting steam.  The mechanisms became more and more archaic in a steam punk kind of way.    
 
    I found the throne of the Great Hall.  Vivian sprawled there, covered neck to knee in a poncho of black gauze that left little to the imagination, wearing only a black thong underneath.  Her nipples poked the fine netting, begging to be clamped.  She turned pink eyes my way.  “So, you going to fuck me or what?  The throne is the only place we haven’t done it yet.”
 
   “I don’t do cheap imitations.”
 
   She rolled her eyes.  “Fine.  It’s not like I can’t replace you with three dildos.”
 
   It was past time to figure out what the hell was happening and to stop it.  I was either insane, high on damn good drugs, or being influenced by dark magic.  
 
   One way to find out.
 
   I warmed my Dragon Sight tattoo with a tingle of warm golden magic.  The payment of pain left me feeling like two boulders had collided, with me in the middle, crunching my bones to powder, pulping my flesh.  The sensation left as fast as it came.  My enhanced vision noted areas glowing with color-coded mystic energies.  Little descriptor tags pop up.  One said, “Hella bad mojo here!”  Another said, “Freddie Mercury is rising.”  The place still looked like a post-apocalyptic movie set as envisioned by H. G. Wells.
 
    And then they came at me from every side.  Flying-fucking-monkeys in red velvet vests and caps, their wings beating furiously as the dropped from the sky, chittering like cockroach demons sniffing Raid.  They spiraled, orbiting each other, blurring, kicking up a stiff wind, becoming a thin tornado of darkness.  Fading in like another ghost, I saw Old Man’s gigantic head.  Only his head, doing a bad Wizard of Oz impression.  The head bobbed and rotated, it voice distorted like when you talk into an oscillating fan.  Lauphram’s blue features turned green—and white, morphing into the head of an alligator.   
 
   He said, “I am the great and glorious Gizzard of Odd.  Tremble before me!”
 
   Vivian whined, “I just finished cleaning up all the monkey shit from last time.  If they start fling feces again I’ll kill them!”
 
   Pay no attention to the man behind the curtain,” the Gizzard said.
 
   I saw a mint green curtain materializing.  It was brushed aside as a copy of me walked up.  He wore a black suit and reading glasses.  There was a phonebook in his hands.  He flipped past a couple pages.  “Damn, I just can’t find my ass with both hands.  Where the hell did I leave it?”
 
   Another copy of me came from around the throne.  He wore long hair tied into a ponytail and had a rolled blunt in his mouth.  It was lit, filling the air with the scent of top grade pot.  “I’ve almost got it!  A new Unified Field Theory.  I’ve covered all natural laws and cosmic forces.  I just can’t account for Twinkies.”
 
   “I think they qualify as a synthetic life form,” another me said.
 
   “Or perhaps a fifth state of matter!” I commented.
 
   “Damn it all!”  Vivian screamed.  “There are three of you and I still can’t get fucked!”
 
   The tornado exploded.  A wave of flying monkeys swept past me, on the way to help Vivian out.  Passing, they slowed, faces distorting, as if hitting an unseen barrier of plastic wrap.  Their muffled screeches turned into the whistles of steam locomotives.  
 
   A column of darkness stood where the tornado had been.  The alligator face sank into that darkness.  It expanded, chasing after the flying monkeys.  The darkness took on a midnight-green cast and filled the space, cold and absolute like the moldy touch of death.
 
   After tasting me, the darkness retreated, and the newly revealed floor was a sheet of glass with more darkness underneath.  And I finally figured it out.  I was still in bed, dreaming I was awake.  This was the work of the Nightmare Court; a long range magical attack.  They hadn’t been able to kill my body with assassins, so now they were coming after my sanity.
 
   
  
 





 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY
 
    
 
   “I am the envy of all I kill.”
 
    
 
                                                —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
    I moved like a koi in maple syrup.  Time was out of joint, or just being difficult.  Or my thoughts were racing faster than normal, outstripping everything else.  The blackness had a faint green cast.  The green glass flooring was glossy, a layer between me and a sublevel that ignited with eerie emerald-white flames.  
 
   Now I could see people under the floor, skin burnt away, raw muscles exposed.  They screamed, beating skeletal fists, trying to break through the “oven window” to where I was.
 
   This will teach me to fall asleep thinking about hell-dimensions.  I wonder where the demonic overfiend of this place is.
 
   A female voice shrieked at me.  “How dare you kill me; don’t you know I’m too beautiful to die?”
 
   I turned toward the voice and saw the fey woman from my keep’s kitchen.  She wore the bullet hole I’d put in her head.  Her eyes were empty sockets.  Eye fluid had dribbled down her face.  There were a few crow feathers in her hair.  In place of a dress, she was wound up in thorny vines.
 
   I mused, “Now, why the hell would I waste time dreaming about a skank like you?”
 
   “You will pay for what you did to me.  You will suffer and beg for death.”  She stood a dozen feet away, bare feet a few inches above the glass floor.  She reached for me, her arms stretching like rubber to close the distance and grab my throat.  I couldn’t breathe.  She was choking me and laughing like a damned, demented soul.  
 
   I reached with my thoughts, calling my demon sword to me.  Something felt off about the grip of the sword, but I slashed anyway—with a push broom.  The handle bounced off her left arm, doing no damage.
 
   What the Hell!
 
   I dropped the broom and reached for my armory again.  A pistol grip fit my palms.  I raised my handguns and squeezed the triggers—on plastic water guns congested with strawberry jam.  The dream was corrupted beyond my control.  I struggled to focus, to get the reins back.  I mentally added the detail that the guns were full of holy water blessed by a priest.  
 
   This dream will give me what I want.
 
   The water hitting the fey woman burned like acid, washing off skin, fuming her features.  She screamed.  Her grip loosened.  I could breathe again.  I let the water guns go back into nowhere and visualized a new tattoo I’d never had inked.  It appeared on the back of my right hand: a ring with a lightning bolt X.  I imagined that the new spell would let me tap into the electrical potential of my inner dragon.  The spell would fade when I awoke, but it should work, here and now.  
 
   I grabbed her wrists and warmed my new brand with raw magic.  It tingled as golden fire appeared, wreathing my hands, pouring into her arms.  Her skin blackened, the muscles blasted apart.  Her head rolled back as her scream deepened to a gurgle.  Then she was down, moaning, twitching a little, oblivious as a huge, shambling creature came out of the darkness behind her, a bear burning with green fire.  It was the thing I’d killed in Sacramento, another of my memories being thrown at me.  
 
   Understanding hit me.  Asleep, I’d been pulled into nightmare, into the clutches of the Nightmare Court.  This was payback for those I’d killed in my keep.  Fear and terror were going to try and break me.  My only true weapons were my imagination well-deserved confidence.
 
   The fire bear sniffed the crumpled fey.  And bit her head off.  It crunched into pieces and was swallowed.  I stared at the glass-brick floor between us, visualizing little crack growing, spreading, webbing the entire area.
 
   The bear swallowed the last of the woman, and lifted its head to look at me.  “It’s your fault I’m here.  You just had to go and kill me when all I wanted was to eat you.”
 
   “You don’t have to thank me,” I said.  “The Hell of Green Flame Assassins really suits you.”
 
   The bear growled and came on.  As all of its paws pressed onto the cracked glass, the barrier collapsed.  Splintered bricks dropped into the green-white flames as they surged up through the breach.  Floating on that fiery sea, the dead souls latched onto the struggling bear.  Clambering for freedom, the dead grasped green fur, their weight, spinning the beast as it sank.  Losing their ride, the dead swam for the edges of the hole I’d made.  Several of the dead made it to my edge of the floor.
 
   I pointed a palm at them.  Golden jags of electrical fire forked across the gap, blasting the dead back into the embrace of the whooshing flames.  New glass bricks faded in as the hell-dimension repaired itself, walling in the dead once more.  I turned, scanning the darkness to every side, and called out to the Nightmare fey who were playing with me, “That’s all you’ve got?  Pathetic.”
 
   The darkness came for me, breaking apart into a storm of crows.  They cawed, wings pumping, little red eyes burning with hate.  
 
   Fuck!  I really need to wake up now.
 
   Wishing for it didn’t help.  There must have been a large number of nightmare fey pooling their power to keep me here.
 
   Alright.  Time for the big guns.  Since this was a dark dream, I could dispense with logic to some degree.  I knelt and touched the glass floor.  Spikes of glass shot up, spearing many of the crows.  I lashed the air with golden lightning, killing the rest.  
 
   “For my final act,” I announced, “something you fey have never encountered: a tactical nuclear warhead going off in your face!”  
 
   Hah!  Fey Society hadn’t suffered through a nuclear age and they thought they knew what fear was.
 
   In the distance, a light came with the strength of a thousand suns.  Expecting this, I looked away.  Chasing after the flash, a concussive wave hit, gouging up the floor, creating a tsunami of shattered glass.  My dragon wings were out and flapping, the transformation coming easier because I wanted it that way.  I ripped across the sky, climbing higher and higher.  I imagined the returning darkness taking on weight and substance, letting it entomb me.  My claws slashed at soil as I dug toward a surface firmly fixed in my imagination.  
 
   The “ground” shuddered, rippled, and bucked me up into fresh air with a new world around me.
 
   I tumbled end over end, fighting to right myself.  And felt a hand pressing on my chest.  I was being bounced on my bed by Gumbo.  He rumbled at me, “C’mon, we gotta go eat.  Wake-up already.”
 
   “I am awake.  You can stop bouncing me now.”
 
   “Huh?  Oh, yeah.”  The gator demon backed off.  
 
   I swung my feet off the bed and switched on the nightstand lamp.  The sheet around my lower body was damp with sweat.   I needed a quick jump in the shower.  But first…
 
   “Hey, Gumbo?”
 
   Pausing on the threshold, he looked back.  “Yeah?”
 
   “What was it that got you kicked out of the Gator-Demon Clan?”
 
   “Ah, I don’t really like to talk about that.  I was young and foolish, and thought drawing to an inside straight was a good thing.”
 
   “Gambling?  What did you lose?”
 
   He sighed and scratched his head.  My family headed the clan.  We had a big chunk of South Louisiana Bayou.  The land developers were after it.  I got sucked into a rigged game and, well, here I am.  Exiled.  Anyone else would have been killed.”
 
   “What would happen if you went back and told them you had a way of making it all up to them?”
 
   He turned in the doorway.  “Seriously?”
 
   “Sure.  I’ve got some river property in Fairy that they can use indefinitely.  All I ask is that they kill any intruding fey on the river that don’t have my permission to be there.  After the coronation, I’ll even build them a bar to drink in.”
 
   “I think I can swing this,” Gumbo said, “but there is a deal-breaker.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Spicy chicken wings.  The bar will have to have them.”
 
   I nodded.  “Deal.  Go get things moving.  I need that river protected.”
 
   He grinned and turned away.  “On it.”
 
   Now I just needed to have Izumi and her mom help me out by forming a permanent portal near my keep so the shape-shifter clans can come and go, maybe another version of my magic mirror.  I’ll dump the project on Izumi.  She’ll know who to talk to.”
 
   I got up and went into the bathroom.  It was well lit.  I lifted a hand reflexively to shield my eyes.  They adjusted quickly, and then I noticed a smudge of shadow on the back of one hand: a circle crossed with lightning bolts.  This was shadow, not ink, a bubbling up of shadow magic.  Weird.  I held my hand out and flushed the hand with raw magic.  The skin cleared.  The blemish went away.  As the raw magic died, the shadow pattern returned.  On a hunch, I flushed the pattern with even more shadow magic.
 
   A black web of lightning crackled around my hand.  I pointed at the toilet paper dispenser.  The roll exploded making flurry of confetti.  
 
   Well now, that’s interesting. 
 
   Whistling a happy tune, I started the shower, sure that I was now one trick up on the Old Man.
 
   I concentrated harder.  The black fire crackled and thickened.  My whole hand vanished in a ball of darkness.  I willed the fire to be still, a field of force, and touched the mirror over the sink with the flat of my palm.  Withdrawing my hand left a big hole in the glass giving me a view of the contents inside the medicine cabinet.  Where the glass went, I didn’t know. This opened up a world of possibilities.  Crazy thoughts danced through my head and I smiled.
 
   
  
 





 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY-ONE
 
    
 
   “Uninvited guests should be
 
    used for target practice.”
 
    
 
                                                       —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   Over the last month, the Old Man had taken advantage of the dwarf workmen making repairs on the property.  He’d swung a side deal.  Tonight, we were seeing the unveiling of a new banquet room.  Knowing his tastes, I braced myself for The Hell of Endless Tackiness.  On the second floor, gathered at closed, ivory doors covered with gilded scrollwork, Julia, Tera, and the Old Man loitered patiently.  I figured we were right above the War Room and the main kitchen.  
 
   “You make being fashionably late a lifestyle,” the Old Man said.  “You’d miss your own funeral, even if they chained you in a coffin.”
 
   “What’s this bullshit, Old Man?  You know I don’t intend to die, ever.” I ducked my head and felt a wind go by.  The Old man doesn’t like cussing.  He’d used a shadow-magic hand for years to smack my head, and it hasn’t fixed me yet.  I smiled at him.  “You’re getting old, predictable.”
 
   He glared.  “You think so?”  He turned and seized the door handles, giving them a twist and push.  The doors glided open.  He walked in with the girls trailing along.  I went along and stopped a few feet inside to look around.  The carpet was Mediterranean blue.  The walls of the banquet hall were a shade of blue so pale it might as well have been white.  Faux Greek columns formed a ring at the center of the space, surrounding a pool of crystal water—a lobster tank of sorts.  Sand dollar tables were space out randomly.  The chairs were open clamshells lined with claret-colored cushions.  I looked up at a frosted glass ceiling etched with the exploits of ancient Greek gods and heroes.  Wait-staff stood ranked off to the side in togas.  In one corner, I saw a pneumatic tube, a vacuum-powered elevator to bring food up from the first floor.  The far wall contained three sets of French doors, all opening to the same wide balcony that overlooked the Clan House garage and the forest beyond.  
 
   “Fuck me blind!” I muttered.  “This is actually nice.”
 
   I ducked again, sensing a shadow hand forming behind me.  I wound up ducking into the swing of the hand.  The Old Man does learn from his mistakes.
 
   “Glad you like it.”  He led the way to a table near the pool that was different from the rest, longer, and set for a large number of guests.  He took the center position of the table, sitting in a chair especially designed to accommodate his seven-foot, hyper-muscled bulk.  He wore a toga himself, edged in gold, to better showoff his many winding, nautical-themed scars and tats.  With the baby blue skin of an Atlantean demon, he fit in with the décor beautifully.  
 
   The girls filled in to either side of him.  I settled across from him, picked up my empty wine glass, and waved it in the air toward the staff.  
 
   A female demon with wooden antlers and green leaves for hair came up to my chair and bowed.  “What can I get for you?” 
 
   “Anything left in the cellar that’s fit to drink?” I asked.
 
   “We have a very nice Chianti Classico ’97,” she said.  
 
   “Eighteen ninety-seven?” I asked.
 
   “Uh, no, my lord, nineteen-ninety-seven, but I don’t think you’ll be disappointed.”
 
   “The Old Man nodded,” a good year for the Tuscany vineyards.  This wine was rated the best of the century and can’t be found on the market anymore.  Fortunately, I was able to, uh, acquire two crates.”
 
   “Did they just happen to fall off a truck?” I asked.    
 
   “If by ‘falling off a truck’ you mean, ‘did I steal them from the White House’—I have no comment except to say that politicians bought the bottles with money stolen from the public through taxes.  The Federal Tyranny should not be allowed to prosper from such villainous work.”
 
   For a demon, the Old Man had a weird sense of justice and honor.  If he thought the wine was good, it probably was.  I nodded to the waitress.  “Bring a bottle, and some soda for the girls.”
 
   Tera stared across the Old Man at Julia, asking, “Soda?”
 
   Julia stared back.  “A mystical, bubbly elixir found only on earth.  You’ll like it.”  She turned her face to the waitress.  “Cherry colas with lots of ice.”
 
   The waitress bowed to Julia—which I really did not expect—and said, “Yes, my Lady.” She hurried off to get our drinks.  
 
   I looked at the Old Man.  “Why such a big table for just us?”
 
   The Old Man glanced toward the balcony where the help were opening the French doors to catch a sea breeze.  “We have more guest arriving.” 
 
   Several figures dropped out of the sky, onto the balcony, and strolled in like they owned the place.  I recognized Drake and Kinsey, and assumed the rest were guards.  Drake folded his dragon wings against his human back, sliding them under a steel gray cloak that matched his close-cropped hair, medieval-style tunic, and hose.  He wore a jeweled codpiece over his private parts.  
 
   I softly snorted in amusement.
 
   A shadow hand whacked the back of my head.
 
   I looked at the Old Man.  “Why?  You thought it was funny, too.”
 
   “Yes,” he said, but I didn’t disrespect a guest by making an audible sound.”
 
   Well, I suppose…
 
   Drake’s cloak was pinned with a hematite clasp.  He wore knee-high black boots, both with jeweled dagger hilts poking out of the top.  The weapon were jarring; he usually didn’t carry any.  He must be feeling a little more vulnerable than usual.  I noticed that his gaze ignored me and the Old Man, skittering off Kinsey, but returning to her time and again.  Ah!  That’s who you’re afraid of.  Interesting.
 
   I shifted my focus to Kinsey.  Beautiful as ever and just as prickly, her eyes flashing proud fire, her head lifted high.  She also wore a gold, sleeveless gown that smelled like real gold.  I wanted to immediately rip that dress off her—and run away with it.  In place of her cherished rapier, she wore a wide black leather belt with a silver and sapphire buckle. The belt supported a pair of holsters tied down on her thighs.  Military 45. I guessed.  Her straw colored hair was French braided, a brighter shade of yellow than her antique gold eyes.  Her usual kung-fu bracelets were gone.  Instead, she wore gold-dyed leather wrist cuffs with throwing spikes sheathed all around them. 
 
   Reaching the table with Drake at her side, she looked at me.  “Caine, nobody’s killed you off yet?”
 
   Drake’s deep-set, brown-and-yellow eyes found her. “A little more respect, please, for the occasion, if not the dragon.”
 
   She said, “If it’s not pure-blood, it’s not a dragon.”
 
   I stared at Julia.  She sat still, shocked, her mouth open, her face growing red.  She looked like someone had just slapped her.  Like me, she was only half dragon.  And yeah, she’d heard other kids saying that, but adults were usually too polite to hurt a child needlessly.
 
   I rose and turned toward the end of the table where our guests stood.  I stared at Kinley, letting her see death in my eyes.  “If your so-called honor must flout itself by spitting venom, aim it at me, not my child.  Forget this again, and I will hurt you.” 
 
   The Old Man’s voice was raw with surprise.  “Caine, your hand.”
 
   I looked down at my clenched fist.  The shadow brand of circled lightning was dark as obsidian.  My trembling fist spiked with branches of black, electric fire, each dying fork continually replaced by more.  I drew a deep, calming breath and willed the shadow brand to go dormant.  The black lightning vanished, but not my anger; it was just leashed.  
 
   I stared back at Kinsey.
 
   Face pale and troubled, she was looking at Julia.  “I—I didn’t mean…”
 
   I jerked my head toward the door.  “Julia, Tera, c’mon.  We’re going out for Chunk O. Cheesy Pizza.” 
 
   I walked toward the door, hearing chairs scrape, shoved back.  The girls ran to catch up with me and took my hands.
 
   Tara whispered to Julia.  “What’s pezzuh?”
 
   The Old Man yelled.  “Caine, wait, we have important business here.”
 
   I didn’t look back.  I said, “Old Man, your rules won’t let me kill your guests, but I probably will if I stay.”
 
   Drake called out.  “Caine, wait, please.”
 
   Please?
 
   I stopped and turned, the kids revolving around me like moons.  I glared at Drake, ignoring Kinsey.
 
   He bowed formally.  “One under my authority gave offense in the face of hospitality.  The shame is mine.”  He knelt, casting away his dragon pride.  “Accept my apology and name what amends need be paid.”
 
   Kinsey gasped in disbelief, her face paling.  The same reaction spread like wildfire across the guards they’d brought.  I’d always suspected that Drake harbored a streak of genuine liking for me.  This proved it.
 
   I looked down at Julia.  “He is apologizing to you.  It’s up to you what you do with it.”
 
   She looked up at me, then over at Kinsey.  “But she’s the one who was rude.  Why does he have to apologize?”
 
   I shrugged.  “I guess because his honor is real and hers isn’t.”
 
   “That isn’t fair!” Kinsey protested.
 
   “Neither is picking on a kid,” I said.
 
   “You know I didn’t mean to.  When the dragon-child was kidnapped, I gave you permission to call on me.  I told you I’d fight at your side for her sake.”
 
   Julia tugged on my hand.  “She did?”
 
   “Yes,” I said, “But we handled it without her.”
 
   Julia said, “Well, she willing.  I suppose we can forgive her—just this once.”
 
   I nodded.  “Fine, we’ll get pizza another time.”
 
   Tera said, “What is this Pezzuh?”
 
   “Tell you later,” Julia said.
 
   We walked back.  The girls resettled.  I stood behind my seat, watching Drake stand.  He gave me a deep nod and pulled out the end chair, sitting down.  Kinsey pulled out a chair around the corner from him.  She sat, paying a great deal of attention to moving the wine glass to just the proper distance from her plate.  Unfolding her cloth napkin also seemed a chore requiring her full attention.  If she were screwing me, I’d have been tempted to fill some pity, but she wasn’t, so I didn’t.
 
   I looked at the Old Man.  “Want to tell me what skullduggery you’ve got going on?  The day my family comes to me on bended knee is the day Hell freezes over and they hold the Winter Olympics there.”
 
   The waitress was back, making the rounds, taking dinner orders.  An ice bucket on a stand was placed next to me.  It cradled the Chianti I’d ordered.  
 
   The Old man kept me waiting, placing his order.  “Lobster tail pizza with Mediterranean olives, and a nice white garlic sauce.  And a bladder of Greek wine with that.  Crème brulee for desert.”
 
   Julia jumped in.  “Tara and I’ll spilt a ham and pineapple pizza with bacon bits.”
 
   “Pezzuh!” Tera echoed. 
 
   The waitress looked at me.  
 
   “Ah, what the hell.  Okay, we’ll eat first.  Lobster tail and a New York strip, but I’ll start off with some coconut shrimp skewers.”
 
   The waitress wrote it down and moved on to Drake and Kinsey.  Drake ordered two full lobsters and a side of curly fries.  Kinsey just said, “I’m good.”
 
   I stared at her.  Time for a little torment.  I kept my voice soft and inquisitive, “So, our food isn’t good enough for you?”  She sent me a scalding look, but I somehow survived.
 
   She said, “I’m just not hungry.”
 
   “You know,” I said, “in some cultures, it is forbidden to lift hand against a man you’ve shared salt with.  For that reason, people wishing you ill won’t eat your food.”
 
   “What are you accusing me of?” Kinsey asked.  “Plotting to stab you over desert?”
 
   I shrugged.  “It crossed my mind.”
 
   She growled low in her throat and glared at the waitress.  “A grilled cheese sandwich, French fries, and a milk.”
 
   The waitress drew back a little, as if expecting to be bit, but wrote the order down.  She hurried off.
 
   I looked at the Old Man.  “Well?”
 
   He drew a deep breathe.  “Seasons change, as do the rhythms of life.  Old goals, achieved, are set aside with faded dreams.  The thoughts of a man turn to retirement, to surrounding himself with comforts, and to enjoying what the centuries have wrought.  There comes a time when the torch must be passed on.”
 
   I said, “In other words, you’ve been too busy running an empire to get laid, and now you’re going to retire to Florida.  Good news, Old Man.  I’ll help you pack your bag.”
 
   “I’m not moving away, but I am stepping down and handing you the black crown of the demon clan.”
 
   About time.  An odd thought hit me.  Black Crown, a demon reference, that’s also the name of the Slayer’s secret project.  Could just be envy of what we’ve got, I suppose. 
 
   The Old Man said, “And one more thing, I’m getting married.”
 
   The whole room went deathly quiet.
 
   “To who or what?” I asked.
 
   Drake turned to Kinsey, smiled weakly, and said, “Now, just hear me out.”
 
   I smiled with bottomless amusement.  An arranged marriage, behind Kinsey’s back.  I so didn’t see this coming.
 
   “Fuck!” Kinsey said.
 
   “Fuck!” Julia said.  
 
   A hand-shaped shadow formed behind Julia’s head, swatting her.  
 
   “Hey!” she said.  “That hurt.”
 
   
  
 





 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY-TWO
 
    
 
   “Hell’s broken loose; call a decorator.”
 
    
 
                                                     —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   “You traitor!”  Kinsey unrolled the steak knife in her cloth napkin and picked it up, scarcely pausing to admire the Brazilian rosewood handle before swinging the serrated edge over to Drake, pressing it into his throat, forcing his chin higher, his head back.  Displaying admirable nerve, he remained motionless, as his guards crept closer.  
 
   He said, “Killing me won’t change the fact that our clan has entered into negotiations for your marriage.  In fact, a murderous streak in your character raises your value as a bride.  Demon’s love that kind of thing.”
 
   “It’s true,” the Old Man said.  “We do.  Now, why not put the knife down and discuss this like an adult.  We have to set a good example for the kids.”
 
   Sneaky.  I saw why the Old Man had wanted them here.  Damage control.  He was using Kinsey’s maternal instincts against her.
 
   She looked over her shoulder as several guards got close enough to jump her.  Her voice went low.  “You want your asses kicked, too?”
 
   “She said asses!” Julia pointed out.  A shadow hand formed behind her head, smacking her.  “Hey!  Why pick on me and not her?”
 
   The Old Man explained, “She’s a guest who has forgotten her manners in a moment of shock at finding out she can actually have all of me for her very own.  You are family, and so held to a higher standard.”
 
   Julia crossed her arms, a sulky expression on her face.  “That really…” she cast a fast glance past the Old Man, “…uh, never mind.”
 
   In times like these, I fell back on habit; I opened the bottle so the wine could breathe.  
 
   “Not going to say anything?” the Old Man asked me.
 
   I shrugged, then paused in thought.  “If you can drag her to the altar—that will make her my new mommy.”
 
   Kinsey made a choking, gagging sound.  “Now I really have no appetite.”
 
   “Uh, Careful, my dear,” Drake urged.  “I think I’m bleeding a little.”
 
   She pulled back the knife and let it clatter on the table.  “What do these demons have on you, Drake?  Why would any self-respecting dragon want to be shackled to a demon?  A blue one at that?”
 
    Drake cleared his throat and picked up his water glass, taking a sip.  “It’s not my idea.  This comes down from the top.”
 
   “Kur?  Uncle Kur is doing this to me?”  Kinsey sat down unsteadily.
 
   I asked for clarity, “That would be my grandfather, right?  The guy currently sitting on the dragon throne that’s mine by right of blood and strength.  I get it now.  He’s afraid I’ll kick his ass and take over the dragon world.  He wants some leverage over me.”  I looked at the Old Man.  “Why not offer Kinsey to me then, instead of you?”
 
   Kinsey’s eyes narrowed into feral slits.  “Like I’d pollute myself so far.” 
 
   I told her, “You are one insult away from getting seriously hurt, you know that?”   
 
   Her hands were in her lap, hidden by the table.  She thought I didn’t know that she was pulling throwing spikes off her wrist band, arming herself.  Drake’s curious gaze gave her away.
 
   The Old Man answered me.  “No one expects you’d do anything with Kinsey except ravage and impregnate her.  You certainly wouldn’t care enough about her feelings to spare the dragon world.”  He touched his bare chest with one hand.  “I, on the other hand, am the last Atlantean demon, a breed known for chivalry, integrity, and honor.  Kur is counting on me siding with him out of family loyalty.  He also thinks I have some small control over you.”
 
   “I do put up with more shit from you than anyone else would survive.”  I poured myself a drink, feeling a shadow hand forming at the back of my head.  I let the shadow tat on my hand crackle with black lightning, a warning.  “No more head-smacking, Lauphram. I’m grown. It’s disrespectful to a Lord of Fairy, crowned or not.”   
 
   Kinsey shouted at Drake, “My happiness is being thrown away in the name of politics?  I’ll challenge Kur for the thrown myself before I put up with this crap!”
 
   “Don’t say that, even in jest,” Drake said.  “Throughout history, cadet families have been exterminated for much less.” 
 
   Kinsey held his stare.  “Who—the fuck—is joking.”
 
   “Bad word,” Tera pointed out.
 
   Lauphram looked down on the little girl sitting beside him.  “I know.  It’s terrible how literate expression has become so disreputable in recent centuries.”
 
   I frowned at him.  “I’ve been to ancient Atlantis.  I happen to know they cussed quite freely back then.”
 
   “Memory softens reality,” the Old Man said, “winnowing out the parts least glamourous.  Life should be that way, too.”  He stood, sliding his chair back, impressing us all with his seven-foot, Mr. Universe body.  He came around Julia’s chair and advanced fearlessly on Kinsey.
 
   She tensed like a rabbit in the shadow of a hawk.
 
   Lauphram stopped near her and held out his hand.  “Come, walk with me.  At least allow me to plead my case.  You’d do that for anyone, wouldn’t you?  What can it hurt?”
 
   She looked at Drake.
 
   He said, “We are under an oath of protection offered by our host. If I did not believe Lauphram’s word was good, I would not have brought you, no matter what my brother orders.”    
 
   She looked back at Lauphram’s hand, just hanging there.  She put her hand in his and stood.  He led her toward the balcony—as if those with dragon blood didn’t have heightened hearing.”
 
   Julia said, “She can’t marry a prince before she gets to dance in glass slippers at a ball.  That wouldn’t be right.”
 
   I nodded.  “Well, she is invited to my coronation in Fairy.  She can do her dancing there.”
 
   The star-crossed couple went outside.  While pretending to be absorbed in my wineglass, I listened shamelessly to the Old Man.  He said, “First, do you find me utterly repulsive?  Is blue so unbecoming?  It seems to me that it contrasts quite nicely with gold.  I know, it’s the demon part that throws you.  I have character references…”
 
   “It’s not that,” Kinsey said.  “I’m sure you have your good points, for a demon.  I’ve just never envisioned marrying someone who was not full-blooded dragon.  Besides, hasn’t enough damage been done by bringing half-breeds into the world?”
 
   “How about we set a long engagement, a year or two?  That would give you time to get to know me, and would keep the pressure off you.”
 
   Kinsey sighed.  My uncle wouldn’t go for that.  Once he makes up his mind, few can sway him.”
 
   The Old man said, “How about a human ceremony that can be severed by divorce.  That would be less binding than dragon ways, leaving you an out down the road.”
 
   There was a long silence out on the balcony.  I noticed all the guards and Drake had an ear turned that way, avidly curious to know what would happen.  Some of the demon waitresses were edging across the room to listen in too.  By morning, this story was going to be everywhere.
 
   “I’m hungry,” Julia said.
 
   “Hungry,” Tera echoed.
 
   Fortunately for them, the food arrived.  A massive swarm of toga wearing demons brought plate after plate, asking if there was need of anything else, rushing off to refill glasses.  By the time they all cleared the area, Lauphram and Kinsey were back.  She had a guarded expression.  The Old Man was smiling.
 
   Drake looked up.  “Well?”
 
   She said, “We’re going to try a six month engagement, possibly followed by a discrete civil ceremony, if terms can be reached in a prenuptial agreement.  I am not putting dragon wealth into demon hands.”
 
   Julia stared at Kinsey.  “You’re going to be my new grandmother?”
 
   Kinsey looked back.  “Definitely maybe, if that’s alright with you.”
 
   Julia nodded.  “Then I’d better leave you a note on when my birthday is, along with a list of things I don’t have yet.”
 
   “That’s a very long list.”  I unrolled my napkin, and picked up a coconut shrimp skewer, savoring the smell.  
 
   Tera balanced a wedge of pizza on fingertips, blowing under the crust to bleed off some of its heat before biting in.  “I want a new grandmother, too!”
 
   I was gratified by this ambush on Kinsey because of what it implied: Kur was getting nervous sitting on the golden dragon throne.  Because of his treatment of my mother, I had every right by dragon law to challenge him for justice, and the golden crown as well.  In my mind, that crown was already mine; as well as the black, and silver crowns.  
 
   Reading my father’s crystals had been highly instructive.  They revealed he was in exile, but still retained a claim to the crown of the Village, the blood crown.  In his absence, I had the right to claim that crown as well.  That made me royalty four times over.  Kur had to see that I wasn’t sitting on my ass, waiting for crowns to be handed me; I was going out after them, one by one, while defending what I had.  With my powerbase growing, and the Red Lady at my side, he was being forced to do something just short of acknowledging me as an heir.
 
   I bit into a shrimp and noticed red flickers dropping from the ceiling, flurrying to the floor behind Tera’s chair.  There seemed to be multiple streams.  The motes thickened, adhering, taking on three human form: one adult, two child-sized.  The adult I knew, the Red Lady, my beloved Selene.  The kids were strangers: a ten-year old girl in a homespun dress, with black hair and emerald eyes, and a twelve-year old boy with white hair, wearing leather britches and vest.  His eyes were smoky jade, wary, sliding from face to face as if in search of a threat.
 
   A house alarm went off, triggered from the War Room.  I knew Selene’s goddess level aura would be wreaking havoc with the house wards.  A half dozen of the mirror panels in the ceiling swung open.  Wearing body armor and an array of weapons, an elite team of demon warriors repelled into the room to provide the Old Man with security.  
 
   The dragon guards drew weapons, coming in to surround Kinsey and Drake.
 
   “Stand down everyone,” I yelled.  “If she wanted you dead, you’d be dead already.”
 
   Julia and Tera looked around, trying to see why everyone was suddenly all worked up.  Lauphram stood and turned to see his uninvited guests.  He made a mystic gesture and the house alarm fell mercifully silent.
 
   The Red Lady lived up to her name, dressed head to foot in red silk.  Her pale face and red lips were a sharp contrast.  Her high-piled hair and eyes were red as well.  She’d started life as a red dragon.  What she’d transformed into over the centuries was a whole lot more.  Even the legendary Wild Hunt of the fey feared her.  As her mate, I knew she loved me, but I remained cautious of her power and whims, few of which were reasonable.  
 
   She ignored Lauphram, coming up behind Tera, peering at her from around the back of the chair.  “I’ll be your grandmother, if you like.  When’s your birthday?”
 
   Tara stared, stricken mute by whatever her fey senses told her.
 
   Left behind, the two nameless children moved together.  The boy held his sister in his arms, trying to be protective in what was likely an alien environment.  I guessed that these were Elena’s children.  The succubus was working for me as a spy under condition that I’d protect and care for her children until her mission was over. 
 
   Drake called to me, “Caine, what’s going on, who is this?”
 
   I swallowed a crunchy morsel, putting my skewer down.  “Everyone, allow me to introduce Selene, the Red Lady, my soul mate.”  And the best fuck I’ve ever had.
 
   Hearing that thought, her red-crystal eyes found me.  A feeling of being wanted, needed, desired above all else, hit me like a brick to the head.  “Greetings, beloved.  Have you missed me?”  
 
    Women expect to be lied to.  It’s why they ask these kinds of questions.  “Terribly.  Desperately.  I’ve had no appetite at all.”  I picked up my skewer and resumed eating.
 
   She swept around the end of the table, opposite from Drake and Kinsey.  Several of our security demons backed away from the Red Lady, still trying to figure out what they should be doing since neither me nor the Old Man were freaking out.  Selene came up beside me, bent, and seized my face.  I could smell that she’d recently bathed in rose-petal scented water.  Her eyes glowed softly.  She pressed her lips to mine chastely, then with growing hunger.
 
   “Buddha on a crutch, get a room,” Kinsey said.
 
   Selene straightened, keeping her hands on my body.  She turned her attention to Kinsey.  
 
   “How is one so young already tired of life?”
 
   I put in a quick word, not wanting to see Kinsey’s suffering end too soon.  “You can’t kill her.  She’s my father’s fiancée and will soon become your mother-in-law.  Besides, where’s the challenge?  She’s hopeless out-matched by you.”  I gave Kinsey a hard glare.  “You should know who you’re fucking with before you run your mouth.  Don’t follow my example.”
 
   She looked like she wanted to be offended, but couldn’t get past the obvious truth.
 
   The Old Man dropped back in his seat, setting a nonchalant atmosphere for the rest of the room.  “Selene, I am Caine’s father, in all but blood.  I welcome you to this engagement party and to our family.  Pull up a chair.  Have some wine.”  His gaze scanned the assorted guards.  “The rest of you, stand down, grab a table, and order some food.  That’s an order.”
 
   Hearing that, the two children Selene had brought, rushed to the empty end of the table and seated themselves, hunching a little, taking care not to challenge anyone by making eye-contact.
 
   Tera stared at them curiously.  “Hello,” she said.
 
   “Greetings, noble one.”  The boy dipped his head in respect, taking no chances with an unfamiliar crowd.  His sister copied the gesture.
 
   Tera giggled, and began talking up a storm as if these were long lost friends.
 
   Drake, too, gave a stand-down order to his guards.  They grabbed a couple of tables, but stayed close to Drake and Kinsey.
 
   Selene smiled brightly at Lauphram.  “Thank you for your gracious welcome.  Any father of my beloved’s is a father to me.”
 
   “Then don’t give him any trouble,” I muttered.  “That’s my job.”
 
   She sat down in the chair at my right and stole one of my skewers.  “I’m surprised at you.  When have I ever caused trouble?”
 
   
  
 





 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY-THREE
 
    
 
   “You can’t hang onto love with clenched 
 
   fists.  Chains work much better.”
 
    
 
                                                       —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   I finished my steak and lobster tail—except for those parts that wandered off to Selene’s plate—and poured myself a final glass of wine.  I was eating and drinking with my left hand because Selene had moved her chair up against mine and my right arm was imprisoned by her left.  
 
   I looked at her.  “Why don’t you just climb into my lap and get it over with.”
 
   Her smile brightened.  “Oh, can I?”
 
   “No.”
 
   By this time, Kinsey had agreed to move into a suite here at the Clan House—provided it had numerous locks and she could install a few magic wards as well.  She let Drake know she was only going along with this for now to save the family. 
 
   Desert came.  I kept my promise, giving Tera two servings of ice cream, and Julia none. Tera dug in, fully enraptured.  Julia pouted, throwing me baleful glances.  
 
   The Old Man noticed.  “Julia?  You don’t like ice cream?”
 
   “I like it fine,” but Caine is being a butt-head.  He won’t let me have any.”
 
   “Standards must be upheld, lessons must be taught.”  I set aside my empty glass.  
 
   Lauphram asked, “Did he say you couldn’t have some of the tiramisu?  It’s excellent.”
 
   I stared at the Old Man, “You’re not helping.”
 
   “Grandfathers are supposed to be indulgent.”
 
   I grimaced as my right arm was gripped much tighter.  As I lost feeling in my right hand, I shot Selene a what-the-hell look.  She wasn’t looking at me, but at Julia.  “She’s your daughter?   I didn’t know you had a daughter.”
 
   “Her mother died the Night of the Red Moon, killed by my enemies,” I said.  “I’ve been looking after her ever since because she’s like me, born with a foot in two worlds.”
 
   “You adopted her?  So no other woman has yet borne you a child?” Selene asked.
 
   “Not that I know of,” I said.  
 
   Her death-grip on my arm relented.  She said, “Good.  I want that honor.”
 
   I wiggled my fingers, waiting for feeling to return.  “Well, one of these days—”
 
   “Now,” she said.
 
   “Now?”
 
   “Now.”
 
   “Getting pregnant takes months you know?” I said.  “And there’s that whole awkward gestation period.  Maybe we could just buy you a kitten.”
 
   The room paused.  No one breathed.  Everyone had become statues, frozen in position as deep silence reigned.  The air felt heavier.  “Selene, what have you done?”
 
   “I have pulled us between seconds, into a new temporal dimension.”  She stood, dragging me to my feet with superhuman strength.
 
   “Yeah, but what’s the idea?”
 
   “Come, it is time you rewarded me for my recent efforts on your behalf.”
 
   “Speaking of which, how is our spy in Fairy doing?  I see you got her kids out of harm’s way.”
 
   “Business later, I come first.”  She dragged me from the room, into the outer hall, taking what seemed to be an arbitrary direction.  We reached what should have been a dead end corridor.  A crimson elevator was down there now.  The doors opened as we arrived, revealing a red metal interior and a red-velvet couch.  Inside, the control panel had more buttons than a craft store.  She pressed the top button.
 
   “We don’t have that many floors,” I said.
 
   “You do now.  I never let reality get in my way.”
 
   Slowly, teasingly, she turned her back to me and began to strip her robes away.  A bare shoulder showed, then both.  Her robe slipped lower, revealing a back the color of milk.  I wanted to lap up her creaminess.  Her robe dropped to encircle her feet, from there, melting like red snow, the run-off evaporating at once.  
 
   “Is it so terrible a fate, to make love to me?”  She looked over her shoulder, her eyes shimmered, ablaze with need.  “You want me too, right?”
 
   My gaze swept her naked flesh, inviting curves, and the sweet tremble of her lips as she ached for my kiss.  I answered her question, “Right.”
 
   “Then why are you waiting?  Isn’t it your way to take what you want by whatever force is necessary?”  Magical, unseen hands caressed me, parting my clothes like water so they fell off me.  One of those hands skimmed lower, gripping my iron hard erection.  
 
   Selene said, “Mmmm, that certainly seems happy to see me.  What’s wrong?  Too much whoring around lately.  Tired?  Perhaps you’d like me to take the lead.”  Her suddenly evil tone of voice scared me.  She said, “Perhaps, you would rather I did the taking.” 
 
   Alarm shot along my nerves as my well-honed survival senses shouted dire warning in the back of my head.  “Hey, wait a second.  I think I need a safe word before we go any further.”
 
   “Beloved, here are your safe words: ‘Let me fuck you.’  Say them quickly, or else.”
 
   Women never fight fair.
 
   “Fine,” I said.  “You asked for it.”  I shoved her into the steel wall, and slid my hands around her body.  I clawed at her tits, my erection pressing into the crack of her ass as I bit her left shoulder, trailing kisses across her back.  “You want to be fucked?  You want your pussy pounded while you scream like a good little bitch?” 
 
   Her head went back.  “Mmmmm, yes, yes!  Hard and fast, then soft and slow, then fast again.  Bruise my thighs with your passion, Beloved.   I burn for only you.”
 
   The elevator continued its smooth, eternal rise.  I rolled her against the steel wall and dipped my head.  My lips and teeth played with her nipples, licking and nibbling from to the other.  
 
   She pulled my face up for a kiss, slipping her tongue into my mouth, caressing mine.  We shared a heated breath.  She broke the kiss.  Her lips settled against my neck.  The warm pressure became a sharp bite.  She gnawed one spot then roved on, rising to nibble an earlobe, pressing the ripe globes of her breasts against me.  Her hands slid behind me, gripping my ass.  She liked to be in control despite all her talk of me taking her, it was in her blood.
 
   I spun her in my arms, taking back momentum and initiative, and swept her to the red-velvet couch, laying her out on that bloody altar.  She stared up at me, reaching, smiling as I descended upon her, my cock poised to stab into her silky depths.  
 
   Then gravity intensified, shifting vector by ninety degrees so I was slammed into the back of the velvet couch.  Like living things, chains slithered out of the cushions, wrapping around my limbs, returning to the backrest.  Hanging sideways, I could barely move.  The entire couch slid toward the elevator doors while the back of the couch fell level with the floor.  I was left looking up at the red steel ceiling, laying on a bed.  All that was missing were red silk sheets, fluffy pillows, and my freedom.
 
   I made my voice firm and commanding.  “Selene, fun is fun, but what the fuck?  Take off the chains.”  
 
   She rolled on her side to look at me, placing a finger over my heart, drawing little circles there.  “It will be all right, beloved.  I will love you with such furious abandon that you will never miss your freedom.  Songbirds come to love their cages in time.  So will you.  And if—in a few centuries—you remain adamant, I can always return you to the moment on Earth I took you from.  Soon, we will reach my moon, and you will know such delight as only a soul—as twisted as your own—can deliver.”
 
   I looked past her, up at the LED panel over the doors that was supposed to number floors.  Instead of a number, there were words: WAY TOO GODDAMNED HIGH!  
 
   What the hell.
 
   “Seriously?  You’re kidnapping me?”
 
   “I wouldn’t put it that way, exactly.  It’s more like you’re going into the shop for servicing.”  She spun, sliding across me and my chains.  The heat of her mouth enveloped my cock.  Her lips went to the base of my shaft and clung there.  I swore, her tongue had to have morphed because it was doing things around my shaft that were anatomically impossible.  She came up and the tongue spiraled off my cock.  “Is this really so terrible?”  She followed the question up with a gentle squeeze of my balls.  And then the mouth descended again.
 
   I had to admit, this was the most diabolical trap that had ever closed upon me.  I couldn’t complain that she was ruining all my plans since I was effectively outside linear time with her and she could put me back at the moment we’d left, with none the wiser.  My concern was my own narcissistic nature.  It might buckle after eons of sexual pleasure only the Red Lady could deliver.  My very nature could be altered.  I might wind up—eventually—not wanting to return.  I think she hoped for an outcome where I was all hers, and she never had to share.  Born a dragon, she was still dragon enough for that attitude.
 
   I looked at the indicator display again.  The text like writing had changed again: WAVE GOODBYE TO YOUR PLANET.
 
   “Selene!  You should have asked.”
 
   Her mouth came off my cock.  
 
   I could hear my cock’s voice.  No, come back!  Suck me some more.
 
   She turned above me, swinging around to face me, her tits bobbing in a hypnotic manner.  Straddling my hips, she lowered herself upon me, becoming a warm, wet sheath for my weapon of love.  “But, dearest, I did ask you to fuck me.  Don’t you remember?”  She ground herself against me, stimulating her clit with the friction, and I knew I wasn’t going to get out of this without donating a considerable amount of sperm.  She leaned forward, dangling her large tits in my face.
 
   “Bit me.  Hurt me.  Punish me all you like, but I hate it when so many women can have you and I don’t even get a number at the end of the line.”  She pulled back a little so I could see the tears brimming her eyes.  “I have needs, desires.  Every bitch needs a bone now and then.”  The rocking of her body intensified.  Her head fell back.  Her breathing came in gasps as she begged.  “Oh, please, please…”  Then came an inarticulate growl as she approached climax, the first of what probably be a hundred or so.
 
   My body responded to her velvet heat, her naked flesh, and her wanton fire.  How could I not?  We’d bonded as dragons.  My nut sack tightened.  I exploded inside her.  It pushed her over the edge; her channel tightened on my cock like a squeezing fist.  Her whole body went rigid as she screamed.
 
   I had felt off in some indefinable way ever since she first showed up.  In a moment of clarity—and orgasmic release—I realized what was wrong.  My inner dragon was silent, not sharing any of this with me.  His sleep was deeper than I’d ever felt, like he was being … suppressed.  I felt human, just human, or as close as my non-dragon side got to it.  
 
   I hadn’t ripped away the chains because, well, who doesn’t want a hot fuck?  But I tested them with my hands, as Little Willie relaxed within Selene.  My dragon strength was gone, suppressed along with my inner dragon.  Selene was serious about keeping me for a while, as in maybe forever.
 
   Relaxing, she wilted on top of me, squishing her breasts into my stomach, lying her head on my chest, warming a nipple with her breath. 
 
   I looked over at the LED display.  It said: TWO HUNDRED MILLION MILE HIGH CLUB.  
 
   “Selene,” I said.  “I am a man, and I have the balls to prove it.”
 
   “Yes, beloved, you certainly do.”
 
   “I’ll become something neither of us respects if you tear out my pride.  You’ll destroy me doing things this way.”  Destroy us, because, in the end, I’ll hate you for it.”
 
   She shoved with her hands, lifting herself.  She stared down into my face, reading the truth.  “You’re serious?”
 
   “The weakness of dragons is their all-consuming greed.  If not controlled, it destroys their relationships.  You can love me, but not own me.  Not without killing what you love.”
 
   It was sappy, sure, verging on a hallmark moment, but that’s how you talk “chick”, getting their full attention before something shiny lures it away.
 
   “You can see time from the outside,” I said.  “Look into our future.  Isn’t there a branch that wasn’t there before, an alternate future where we’re not together?”
 
   Her eyes went vague, staring through me, into a reality only she could see.  Her eyes widened in horror.  She whispered.  “I see it.  You’re right.”
 
   “We are the kind of beings that need both challenges and limits,” I said.  “I’ll give you tonight, but in my world, in my bed.  And I will make more time for you.  I promise.”  A promise made under duress isn’t legally binding.  I smiled.  “What do you say?  Press the down button already.”
 
   She gently kissed my lips and pulled back.  “No.  I’ll let you go, but one night is not enough.”
 
   There was a ding as the elevator doors opened.  Outside the cage, I saw the interior of her palace on the Red Moon.  The LED over door said: ABANDON HOPE, ALL YE WHO ENTER HERE.
 
   Ah, well, it’s my kind of hell after all.
 
   
  
 





 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY-FOUR
 
    
 
   “The purpose of a truce is to reload all weapons.”
 
    
 
                                                     —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   A long time later, the elevator door opened.  With the Red Lady at my side, I stepped back into the Clan House, still between second, returning to the moment I’d left.  I looked the same, but biologically, I was two weeks older.  I could have gotten back sooner, but my cock had worked against me in the negotiations.  He was depleted now, sore, and had final begged for rest.  
 
   Selene had assured me that once my inner dragon roused himself I’d have my usual strength and endurance back.  
 
   I expected—once he realized what he’d missed out on—he’d have some things to say to Selene about her being so heavy handed.
 
   The elevator vanished, leaving bare wall behind, and a lot of memories.  We walked the second floor, returning to the new banquet room.  Everything was as I’d left it.  Selene walked me to my chair.  I sat and looked up at her.  “That’s useful intelligence you got from our spy.  We could use some more.  I knew there were four fey courts aligned against us.  I didn’t know that several merchant guilds were also stirring up the pot so they could sell war supplies to every side.  I’d also learned that the Sun King of the Summer Court was staying out of it—but only because he expected to swoop in when all was done and pick off the weaker Courts with blind-side attacks, expanding his territory.”
 
   “The strongest instigator against you is the Shadow Court.  Your growing mastery of shadow magic, and your act of taking a kingdom in Fairy has alarmed them.  They envision you swallowing up their court, so all this trouble among the fey is preemptive.”
 
   I picked up the wine and poured myself another glass.  “I wouldn’t know how to find the Shadow Court if I wanted.”  
 
   “The problem is, they don’t know that.  Are you sure you don’t want me at the coronation?  You might need me when the enemy rises up.”
 
   “I need you more, infiltrating the Village for me, getting me information on their strengths and weaknesses, seeing what it is I’ll be up against when it’s time to face them.  I’d go myself, but I’m not ready—yet.  I need to deal with Fairy, track down the Shadow Court, and have them teach me a lot more about shadow magic.”
 
   “And then?”
 
   “The Blood Crown will also be mine.  That is the future you see, right?”
 
   She smiled enigmatically, stretched down, and kissed me.  “Goodbye, my love, until we fuck again.”  Her body grew edged in crimson light.  The red light moved inward, as if devouring her.  I shielded my eyes as the intensity flared.  And then she was gone, leaving only a scent of roses behind.
 
   And objective time started up once more.  Voices snapped on like I’d suddenly recovered from deafness.  Bodies moved, breathed, argued, ate, and drank, as cutlery sounded on plates and the wait staff circled the tables.  Rhythms of life.  I’d missed them, being chained to a bed for two weeks.  I sighed.  It could only happen to me.
 
   The Old Man spoke to me across the table.  “Where did your lady friend go to?”
 
   “The Village,” I said, “to lay the foundation of my eventual conquest.”
 
   For a moment, I thought time had stopped again.  Voices dropped.  Eyes turned my way.  Drake said, “That’s place is real?”
 
   Kinsey said, “What village.”
 
   “You don’t want to know,” I said.  “You’ll sleep better.”
 
   Lauphram said, “Infiltration of that stronghold is a good use of Selene’s power.  By the way, Caine, I’ve decided to attend your coronation after all.”
 
   Voices picked up speed, returning to their conversations.  I took a drink and raised an eyebrow at him.  “You aren’t afraid that the clan house will be a target in our absence?”
 
   “Not at all.  I’m renting out the public spaces here and the dungeons to our sweepers.  
 
   They’re hosting a magic-user’s convention in L.A.  A lot of the Portal Corporation employees will be in attendance as well.  They’re even putting in a temp portal in the Great Hall to facilitate the expected crowds.  I hear one of the upper management elder gods will be a guest speaker.  Should be fun.”
 
   I nodded.  “Yeah, if a magical zombie apocalypse isn’t accidently triggered.”
 
   The Old man said, “That’s why I asked for a large damage deposit.  Besides, we’ll kill two birds with one stone.” 
 
   “How’s that?” I asked.
 
   “We’ll have a double crowning at your coronation.  You’ll claim a silver crown as a lord of Fairy, and I’ll pass the black crown to you at the same time.”
 
   About fucking time.
 
   “Good idea,” I said.  “Can you do me a favor?”
 
   He gave me a speculative look.  “It will probably cost you, but sure.  What is it?”
 
   “I want you to talk to the Fenris; see if you can invite him and maybe a thousand werewolves along for my coronation.”
 
   The talking died again as all Faces turned my way.  I glared around the room.  “What?”
 
   Everyone went back to their own business, pretending to ignore me.
 
   “That’s a lot of wolves,” Lauphram said.  
 
   “Tell them it’s a free party and that we’ll be stocking the valley forests with a lot of game.  They can kill anything that not another party guest.”
 
   Kinsey stared at me.  “You’re getting free security under the guise of being a good host.”
 
   “Sure,” I said.  “It’s why I invited you dragons.  I’m throwing a party anyway.  Might as well get twice for my money.”
 
   There was grudging respect in her eyes.  “I may have underestimated you.”
 
   I nodded.  “A lot of people do that, right up to the point I kill them.”  I drained my glass and put it down.
 
   She stood.  “Caine, show me to my room.  I’ve had enough celebrating for one night.”  She gave Drake a sharp glance.  “You, see what you can do to talk some since into uncle about this engagement, and if you fail me, just remember I know where you sleep.”
 
   “You’d kill me?” he asked.
 
   “You really want an answer?” she said.
 
   “I’m beginning to feel a little unwanted,” Lauphram complained.
 
   Julia looked up from her desert, giving him her full regard.  “I still love you Grandfather.  Can you make me some more of those exploding tattoos?”
 
   “We’ll talk about it,” he said.  Lauphram looked at me.  “I have chambers prepared for Kinsey.  This will show you both the way.”  He made a two-fingered gesture toward his water glass.  A three inch ball of water floated into the air.  The water ball hovered, spinning slowly on a diagonal axis, waiting for me.  
 
   I stood.  “Okay, Old Man.  You’ve got the kids for the night.”
 
   He nodded and handed Tera a napkin so she could wipe the excess ice cream off her face.  
 
   I headed for the double doors.  The ball of water caught up to me, getting in front.  Kinsey ran to catch up, falling in at my left side.  We left the room and took the hallway toward the stairs at the front of the building.
 
     “Did you want something other than an escort?” I asked.  “You don’t normally ask for my company.”
 
   “I want you to tell me something, honestly, cousin to cousin.”
 
   “You don’t believe in my honor, but you want an honest answer?”
 
   “Yes.  You say you want to be accepted by the dragon side of your heritage.  Acceptance takes trust.  Here’s where you can build a little credit with me.”
 
   I shrugged.  “Okay, shoot.  Figuratively speaking.”  
 
   “Tell me about Lauphram.”
 
   We reached the stairs and headed down.  “He’s just what you see; a big blue demon with nautical tats and burns.”
 
   “They’re spells, like yours?”
 
   “Not like mine.  His symbols come from old Atlantean magic, that’s sea-based.  He’s a water mage and a storm-caller.  And the carvings, the scars, are spells he cut into himself.  He’s spent a thousand years mastering a style of sorcery the rest of the world has forgotten.  And on top of that, he’s a shadow mage as well.”
 
   At the bottom of the stairs, I turned right to follow the floating water globe.  Kinsey stayed beside me, walking by auto-pilot, not really seeing any of the décor we passed.  Fortunately, the on-coming traffic got out of her way.  We were headed toward the area where my own suite lay.  I made a mental note to get someone to bring me a new bed.  My last nightmare session in it had left it rather damaged.
 
   “But what’s he like as a person?”  Kinsey stopped and turned to me, forcing me to stop as well.  The water ball paused, patiently waiting.  “How can he have a reputation as an honorable demon, and run a demon clan that dominates all the other supernaturals in L.A.?”
 
   I stared her in the eye and gave her the truth.  “He’s just so powerful the rest of the demons give him a pass, ignoring his virtue.  He’s embarrassing that way, but occasionally, its effective having a boss that can make any kind of deal on the strength of his word alone.  And he’s been around for so many centuries, he has friends in powerful places that owe him many favors.  L.A.’s only an open city for preternaturals because he says so, and he makes it work.”
 
   “And if he wanted to close the city?”
 
   “There’d be a lot of arguing, but Lauphram would get his way.”  We reached my suite.
 
   “This is my place.”  I pointed to the sign on the door that said: IMPERIAL EMBASSY.
 
   She stared at it, then me.  “You’ve got to be kidding.”
 
   “The previous First Sword of the clan was a jerk who thought he could start trouble with me.  I wanted to keep my people safe, so I made my little corner of this place exempt from his authority.  That meant my combat butler and other minions could defend themselves with impunity.” 
 
   She nodded.  “I have noticed your annoying tendency to play by your own rules.”
 
   “They’re the only rules that aren’t stacked against me.  If you want to talk some more, come inside, otherwise, I’ll show you where your own suite is.” 
 
   Before I could open the door, it moved.  Four demon ladies from House Keeping came out carrying my destroyed bed.  I assumed that Osamu had noticed my damaged bed and had order up a replacement.  They bowed respectfully and hurried on.
 
   “Hard on beds, are you?” she asked.
 
   “Hard in a lot of ways.”  
 
   “Your girlfriend earlier, she smelled pure-blood dragon.  How the hell did you manage that?”
 
   “You saw what was left of my last bed.  No woman that’s had me will ever settle for anyone else.”
 
   She gave me a serious look.  “I don’t know if I should laugh in your face, or totally believe you.”
 
   “All my answers are true, one way or another, in this time-space reality or another.  You want to join me for a beer, or what?”  I still held the door open.
 
   “Sure, I’ll come in a while.”
 
   I led the way.  She followed with the ball of magic water floating in last.  It hovered inside the door.  I slipped off my shoes and left them on rack.  “Osamu likes it if we follow Japanese customs here.”
 
   She saw what I was doing.  “Oh, sure.”  Kinsey slipped out of her heels and left them by my shoes.  We left the tiles, stepping onto the wood floor of the living space.  
 
   “Have a seat,” I told her.  “I’ll get the beer.”  I went into the little kitchenette, to the fridge.  Beer was here.  Every other kind of drink was in the minibar.  I grabbed two bottles of Tsingtao beer and went into the living room.  Joining Kinsey on the leather couch, I handed her a bottle.  
 
   She looked at it, a small crease forming between her eyes.  “What is this?”
 
   “Chinese beer.  It’s a little sweeter than you may be used to.  Sometimes, there’s a metallic aftertaste.  I rotate brands for variety.  Go ahead, drink.  It won’t kill you.  You’re not even going to get drunk, not with your dragon metabolism.”
 
   “Back to Lauphram,” she said.
 
   “What do you want to know?” I asked.
 
   “What was he like as a father?”
 
   The magic ball of water had floated over the white leather love seat and hung near in the air, as if listening in to our conversation.  I figured that was exactly what Lauphram was doing, conniving bastard.  
 
   I’ll give you something to listen to, Old Man.
 
   “A complete tyrant.  Sadistic, too.  Used to tell me he’d cut out my spleen if I didn’t polish his toenails just right.  Did I mention he’s fond of cross-dressing?  Gets up in the middle of the night sometimes and wanders around—a big blue trannie—singing show tunes in a bad falsetto.  He went out into the woods once, wandered quite far in his sleep, and almost got shot by some hunters looking for Bigfoot.  Understandable, of course.  Except for the color, there’s quite a resemblance.  If you’re going to be servicing him, you better get used to wearing a strap-on.”  Whirling faster, the water ball drifted up over my head.  “He likes to take it up his ah!!!  The ball had burst, splattering my head.  “Pissy bastard!”  
 
   Kinsey laughed, a soft, pleasant sound lacking her usual hardness.
 
   “And he needs a sense of humor, badly.”  I opened another beer and took a pull on it.  That was what I needed.
 
   
  
 





 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY-FIVE
 
    
 
   “The best tactic is the impossible.
 
   The likely is always expected.”
 
    
 
                                      —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   I all-but cackled with dark glee.  All the pieces were meshing nicely.  Gloria and her catering team were in the treehouse, getting things prepped.  Izumi and her mom were riding in with a small army from their lands.  Lysande, Tera, Julia, and the two spy children where with Angie and her pack members in Izumi’s house.  They’d come tomorrow morning, bringing the silver crowns.
 
   There was a yawn in the back shadows of my mind.  Coils slowly unwound.  Sleepy, yellow-fire eyes opened as my inner dragon joined me.  Damn!  Feels like I’ve been sleeping forever.  What’s going on? 
 
   “The Red Lady knocked you out without you ever seeing her coming,” I said.  “She wanted to cut me off from your strength so she could have her way with me.”
 
   Wait, let me see your memories.  Hmmm.  What the freak!  Chains.  Feathers.  Pudding?  What the Glory-hole!  How can she even bend that way?  Damn!  I missed it all.
 
   “There were moments I would have avoided if possible.  She made me fuck her teddy bear.”  I shuddered at the memory.  She’d wanted to try a ménage à trois.
 
   My inner dragon said, Wait a minute, teddy bears don’t have pussies.
 
   “That’s what the knife was for.  I’m not sure I can ever look a stuffed toy in the face again.  Those black button eyes, so accusing…”
 
   The dragon growled deep in my soul.  I feel so cheated.  
 
   I pulled myself together.  “Yeah, well, get over it.  We got work to do.”  
 
   I went back to my mental review, with the dragon peering metaphorically over my shoulder.
 
   Ah, he said, Lauphram has negotiated a temporary portal near the waterfall pool.  You’ve stocked the lower river with pink flamingos and bullfrogs to feed Gumbo’s gater-demon relatives.  The wolves and other shape-shifters are staking out separate areas of the forest basin. They’ve been warned not to use the white road along the river which we booby-trapped with shadow magic, except at the right spots.  You’ve been busy.
 
   “Yep.  My demons are using the new portal to arrive, settling into the keep.”  My soldiers were all heavily armed; they were here to have fun after all.  I’d also used my bond to the land to create a great pavilion on an island atop the falls.  Five golden dragons were up there, where they could look down on all I’d built, and feel avarice over all I owned.  
 
   Yeah, eat your hearts out, my dragon echoed.  
 
   Those standing on the lip of the falls, on the piled boulders, served a function similar to gargoyles—pure deterrent—whether they knew it or not.  A lot of the attacking fey were going to see lightning-spewing dragons and shit their fairy tights in fear.  It was one day until my coronation, so I knew my enemies were well on the way.
 
   So, what are we doing here?
 
   “Wait and watch,” I said.
 
   I stood at the mouth of the valley that held my mountain keep.  There was one final task, a final trap to lay.  This one I was keeping to myself.  It couldn’t leak, even in part.  There might be those who’d feel a tremor or two in the earth, but I didn’t think they’d know the significance.  Facing the way both friend and foe would come—those not using the portal or my magic mirror—I sank to my knees and dug my hands into the earth, feeling for ley lines and the pulse of the land.
 
   My awareness sank deep into the ground, tracing currents of energy, letting them carry me to the heart of the land, to the crystal matrix of awareness that made my kingdom unique from other lands.  At my non-corporeal touch, the crystal heart flared, its energies a song in my bones, a fire in my belly.  We communed, a silent sharing of devotion.  The crystal heart accepted a portion of my raw magic, my lifeforce, and the land began to change in response to my will.
 
   Fifty miles outside my valley, the ground leveled into a basin so that the departing river began to broaden into a huge lake.  There were numerous enemy spies out there that were folded under the earth and buried alive.
 
   That’s right, come against me and chew dirt.
 
   I didn’t expect this trick to work against an attacking force led by another fey Lord.  They’d not only bring themselves, but would come in on a road pulled from their own lands, under their control.  And they’d come in hot, flinging so much magic around, I wouldn’t have the focus to use my earth bond too freely.  That’s why I was setting my traps in place ahead of time.
 
   I created a stone bridge across the developing lake.
 
   I set a command in place in the crystal heart that any intrusions into my kingdom needed to be funneled to the far end of the bridge.  Next, I visualized a second mountain-ringed valley beside the first, with roughly the same layout.  The bridge forked so that both valleys had a road to them.   Target and decoy.  Behind me, I fabricated the imprints of hooves, boots, and wagon wheels.  I made it look like an army had already come this way.  Inside the fake valley, I over-smoothed the ground, as if covering up a well-used trail.
 
   Lastly, I used shadow magic to make a copy of my Demon Wings tattoo on the bridge’s fork that serviced the copied valley.  This made attention shy away from that direction.
 
   I get it, my inner dragon said.  Our allies will come the way we want, and our enemies—which have shadow magic—will find what you’ve hidden.  They’ll think the right way is the decoy, and go into the jaws of a trap.
 
   “Even if the enemy fey split their forces and come into both valleys, we’ll have an advantage; we can take them in two bites, one at a time, and not get overwhelmed.”
 
   What if the enemy waits here, using spies to check things out?  Or they could just have a really good seer among them who will send all of their army in the right direction.
 
    “Yeah, that would be a real buzz-kill.  Well, that’s why this area is so open.  With the enemy bunched on the bridge, feeling vulnerable, they aren’t going to want to sit in place.  Especially not when Kinsey, Drake, and the rest the cadet family hit them from behind with an aerial attack.  With lightning crawling up their asses, no army is going to waste time getting to cover.  Panic creates exploitable errors.  Errors produce failure.”
 
   We are going to have so much fun, my inner dragon said.
 
   I smiled my most evil smile.  “Yes, we are.”
 
   Standing, I listed to the side, staggering a bit before regaining my balance.  The manipulation of the land I’d been doing throughout the day was taking its toll.
 
   What’s your problem? my dragon asked.
 
   “Low on energy.”  The bridge blurred and seemed to waver.  I tried blinking it back into focus.  “I’ve been burning through a lot of magic without your support.” 
 
   Oh, is that all.
 
   “Your compassion is commendable.”
 
   You’re being satirically humorous again, right.  I’m getting so I can tell.  Here, take some of my power.
 
   Weariness fell away as my soul filled with a golden light that made my skin glow from the inside.  Delicate webs of electrical fire spun around my limbs, dropping down my legs, grounding on the road.  I swayed again, but from near intoxication.  The earth trembled, then cratered under my feet.  Gravitonic forces vortexed and small stones floated into the air.  
 
   “Holy fuck!  I’ve gone Super Saiyan!  Where did you get this much power?”
 
   Wasn’t I always this strong?
 
   “Hell, no!  This must have something to do with the deep sleep Selene put you in.  Maybe she charged us up for the coming battle.”
 
   I’m surprised she remembered, as busy as she was draggin’ you around by your balls.  Feeling better?
 
   “Yeah, I could chimp out big time now.  Let’s head back.  I want to check up on Angie.”
 
   The land lifted me up on a plate of rock.  Like a skimming stone, I rushed back into the valley, moved about like a chess piece in unseen hands.  The sensation was not unlike snowboarding.  I wondered why other lords used horses in Fairy when such options were available.
 
   Lack of inspiration or imagination? My dragon wondered.
 
   “Maybe lack of balls.”  I couldn’t see an arrogant fey lord plunging at breakneck speed across rough terrain, trusting the land instead of dominating it.  
 
   We are all victims of our mindsets.
 
   I skimmed across the valley, along the river, at high speed, seeing flashes of wildlife in the trees.  Trout leaped in the water.  Here and there, pink flamingoes huddled.  The sun hung overhead, indicating noon was close, or maybe just past.  My magic stone periodically swerved off road to avoid shadow traps I’d laid, and once to avoid a family of demon-gators in amphibian form, sunning themselves on the bank.  One of them lifted a paw to wave.  I figured that was Gumbo. 
 
   Eventually, I reached the end of the valley where the treehouse offered an odd contrast to the more rustic keep.  My stone skimmed up into the air, clearing the wall around the treehouse gardens.  My transport dropped to fresh grass and skidded to a stop near the magic door.  Its hinges didn’t seem attached to anything.  I walked though.
 
   A world away, I closed the door behind me.  I was back on Earth, in the hallway outside my master bedroom in my Malibu mansion.  
 
   I moved through the house toward the front door and found two members of my security detail lounging in the living room.  Nervous, Jo-jo sprang from the recliner, as if I’d found him stealing silverware.  Half naked, Megan rolled off the couch, found her feet, and saluted sloppily.  She looked rather drunk.  Her foot hit a bottle which rolled out from under the coffee table.  Some of my best vodka.  I also noticed a bloody steak knife on the coffee table.
 
   The door to my office opened.  Jorge came out, a bottle of Jack Daniels in one hand, Jägermeister in the other.  He saw me and said, “Oh, fuck.”
 
   I smiled calmly, using a gentle, lulling voice.  “Are we all having fun, drink up my booze?”
 
   Megan said, “Yeah, boss.  Great stuff.  Wunnerful.  Say, where are my pants and undies?”
 
   The door swung shut behind Jorge.  He said, “I can explain.”  
 
   I lifted an eyebrow at him.  “Really?  Since it may be the last thing you ever do, you’d better make it good.”  My right hand slid behind my back.  With a thought, I summoned one of my PX4 semi-automatics from the armory in the basement.  The weight of the gun felt very good in my hand.
 
   Jo-jo pointed at a white cardboard box on the floor next to some wrapping paper and a lid.  “Someone sent you a poison snake in the mail.  I opened the box to make sure it wasn’t a bomb.”
 
   “Where’s the snake?” I asked.
 
   Jorge shrugged.  “You won’t believe this, but a black leopard came out of nowhere, snapped up the snake, and hauled ass outta here with it.”
 
   Thinking of Leona, I did believe him.  There was no telling what mischief she’d get up to with her new toy. 
 
   “Snake bit me right on the asp!” Megan said.
 
   “I hadda make a cut and suck the poison out,” Jo-jo said.
 
   “That part wasn’t bad,” Megan assured me.
 
   I looked at Jorge.  “And the booze?”
 
   He grinned weakly.  “Uh, antiseptic to clean the wound?”
 
   “Three bottles?”  Behind my back, I thumbed the safety off on the gun.  “You know, I feel myself about to yell surprise.” 
 
   Jorge said, “Leave her out of it.  She took an injury in your service.”
 
   “In my assss,” Megan slurred, pointing at her bare rump.  She swayed.
 
   Jorge went on, “And she was in a lot of pain.  We didn’t think you’d mind, and you weren’t here to ask.”
 
   I put the safety back on and sent the gun back to my armory.  When my empty hand came out from behind my back, Jo-jo and Jorge relaxed.  “What kind of snake?” I asked.
 
   “An asp,” Jo-jo said. “Itty-bitty thing, but strong poison.  If not for being a demon, Megan would have died instantly.”   
 
   “My boo-boo hurts,” Megan said.  “Can I fall down now?”
 
   “Go ahead,” I told her.
 
   She toppled back and bounced on the couch.  After a moment, her eyes closed, her head tilted, and she began to softly snore.
 
   “Go ahead and finish those bottles,” I told the boys, “but after the coronation, I’m going to inventory the bar.  If more than three bottles are gone, you’re going to die drinking your own piss.  Are we clear?”
 
   Jo-jo said, “Yes sir, boss.  Very clear.”
 
   “Crystal,” Jorge said.
 
   I nodded and crossed to the front door.  About to go out, I stopped.  “Wait a second.  A dangerous snake was delivered and the property’s protective wards didn’t activate?”
 
   “Uh, no,” Jorge said.
 
   I went back and ducked low to inspect the box.  There was no card.  I lifted the box and turned it over.  A silver coin fell out onto the floor.  I picked it up.  There was an image on it, a fey queen with no face, as if it were lost in shadow.  I activated my Dragon Sight tattoo.  My skin felt like a thousand razors had just whisked across me.  I looked down.  No blood.  The pain was just the price paid for the magic I’d quickened.  Looking back at the coin, I now saw a stain of shadow on it.  A little side tag indicated a high level of shadow magic.
 
   My inner dragon used my eyes to study the coin.  Can I have that?
 
   The coin had defeated the house wards, getting the snake through.  Finally, the Shadow Court was coming after me directly.  I smiled with pleasure, thinking: Bring it you bastards.
 
   
  
 





 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY-SIX
 
    
 
   “Feasting flies revere the 
 
   dead, but it’s never mutual.”
 
    
 
                                                      —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   Leaving my personal security detail to their drinking, I left the mansion and followed the walkway to Izumi’s place next door.  Her door opened slightly as I got there, stopped by a stretch of chain.  One of Angie’s new wolves peered out with slate green eyes.  He was on the scrawny side, a hundred and sixty pounds, just under six feet.  His hair was shaggy brown.  He said, “Yeah?” 
 
   “Open the door,” I said.
 
   He closed the door.  I waited to hear the jingle of chain links as he took it off.  Instead, I heard the sound of retreating footsteps.  Listening through the door, I heard arguing voices.  A moment later, the steps returned.  The chain clinked and the door opened wide.  Angie faced me in pink sweat clothes, her feet bare.  She had a bruised look around the eyes.  Signs of not sleeping made her look haggard.  This was not the sharp, courtroom bombshell of an attorney I knew.  I wondered how long it would take her to get back to being that person.
 
   She said, “I’m surprised you didn’t kick in the door and just stroll inside.”
 
   “Izumi would be mad, and if Josh is around, I’d be dealing with an angry liger.  And then there’s Kat.”
 
   “They’re in the kitchen fixing food for everyone.  Your friends from Sacramento are nice.”
 
   I stepped in and closed the door behind me.  “I came to see how you were doing.”
 
   She plodded back to a red velvet couch that matched the wallpaper.  The floor was hardwood with area rugs.  A white polar bear rug stretched out by the fireplace.  On the wall, above the fireplace mantle, was a gold framed portrait of Izumi in her Japanese snow-woman mode, pretending to be demon, and nor fey.  I knew the truth now, but in the beginning, she’d fooled me with her fey glamour because I’d never had reason to use my Dragon Sight on her.  Angie flopped down like an angel with clipped wings.  I followed, sitting beside her as she crossed her legs under her.
 
   “What do you want me to say?” she asked.  “That I was tortured and raped repeatedly in unspeakable ways because I was a coward, but I’m better now?”
 
   “That would be a good start,” I said.  “It would show you’re aware of past realities, and are moving ahead in life to a better place.”
 
   She looked at me, her eyes full of shadows.  “Fuck you.”
 
   “Sure, I’ll let you,” I said, “if that’s what it takes to fix you, so be careful what you ask for.”
 
   She broke the stare.  That disappointed me.  As the wolves’ new Alpha, she couldn’t be seen as a submissive, but that was her vibe.  That very attitude would eventually force one of the other wolves to challenge her for leadership.  The only reason it hadn’t happened yet was that most of her people were still learning what it meant to be wolves.
 
   I sighed.  “Angie, you act like you’re not worth loving in a decent way.  You’re acting like a victim who asked for abuse.  I know that’s not who you are.  You need to realize it, too.”
 
   “Or what?  You’ll beat it into me?”
 
   “I’ll beat something into you.”
 
   She forgot self-pity.  Her eyes flamed amber.  She slapped at my face with the back of her hand.  I caught her wrist, stopping her blow with dragon strength.  If I’d been merely human, she’d have swatted my block aside and caved in the side of my face with her wolf strength.  She struggled to pull free, then stopped.  “Let me go.”
 
   “Or what?”
 
   “Or I’ll yell for help.”
 
   “Is that how an Alpha wolf handles herself, and defends her pack?”  I reached out with my free hand and caressed the side of her face.
 
   She flinched away.
 
   I grabbed her shirt and jerked her up against me, pressing my lips against hers hungrily.
 
   She went limp, letting me do what I wanted.
 
   I let her go, stood up, and said, “Let me know when you’re fuckin’ ready to live again.”  I turned my back on her and walked away, rounding the corner into a large kitchen where a bunch of wolves in human form, Kat, and Josh all pretended to be very busy with their work.  A big, big man with blond hair, Josh was at the sink, rinsing off a pot of peeled potatoes.  I went up to him.
 
   He slanted me a sharp look with tawny eyes.  “Tough love, huh?”
 
   I said, “I don’t see everyone’s sympathy doing her any good.”  I knew with her wolf’s hearing, she’d hear our conversation.  “Besides, if I excuse her weakness, she’ll feel okay about excusing it herself, and her wolves will pay for that down the line.  I wouldn’t bother, but I do have feelings for her.”  Feelings of possession and lust, but feelings nonetheless.  “When a wolf is hurt, it’s supposed to lick its wounds, heal up, and get back to being a wolf.  I’m just trying to help her remember that.”
 
   Kat let the fridge door swing shut.  She had an arm load of jars: mayo, mustard, ketchup, and pickles.  She set them on a dining room table around which the wolves were gathered.  One was slicing an onion.  Another opened plastic wrapped paper plates and cups.  Two more were smashing balls of ground meat into flat patties for hamburgers.  I think the wolves would have preferred eating the meat raw, but didn’t quite dare.  
 
   Their careful eyes followed Kat around like she was highly dangerous.  They’d probably heard by now that she was Mistress of Sacramento.  A pretty woman in her early twenties with dark hair gathered at the nape of her neck, she didn’t look formidable, but they weren’t taking any chances, especially when she commanded a big man who smelled like jungle cat.  
 
   If Leona were here, she’d be all over Josh like a cat on catnip.
 
   Kat wore jeans slashed at both knee, dancing slippers, a teal blue tank top, and a narrow leather collar with a small, tinkling, silver bell in front.  Her nails sported aqua blue polish that matched her Siamese-cat eyes.  She turned my way and stormed over like she was spoiling for a fight.
 
   Josh said one word.  “Kat.”
 
   She stopped beside him, giving him a defiant glare, then switched it to me.  She looked through me like my soul was on full display, and said, “You asked me to come and deal with this, so let me.”
 
   “Right, sorry, my mistake.  Won’t happen again,” I lied.
 
   She didn’t look convinced.
 
   “I think I’d better go.”  I turned and headed back the way I’d come.  Stepping back into the living room with its Valentine Day décor, I found Angie between me and the door.  I headed for the door.  She didn’t step out of my way, but put a hand against my heart.  I stopped.
 
   “Caine?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Thanks.”  She leaned in and kissed me lightly on the lips.
 
   I took advantage of the opportunity to squeeze her ass.  “You’re welcome.”
 
   She pulled away and stepped aside.
 
   I went out the door without looking back.  A few minutes later, I was back inside my mansion, heading for the door to Fairy.  I found it open.  Sarah and the were-kitties were manhandling a four-tier cake across the threshold.  It looked like a wedding cake, but no bride and groom decorated the top.  The girls got it through.  
 
   I followed to Fairy and watched them sweep away toward the keep with their burden.  Sarah looked back once with shadowed eyes.  If there was a message in that glance, I missed it completely. The were-kitties supporting the monster cake rotated as they walked so, one by one, they all got a good look at me.  Sexual heat sizzled in those glances.  
 
   Can’t miss that message.  Note to self: book an orgy with them at one of the hot springs when all this is over.  
 
   I detoured across the garden to a throne-like chair with cushions, and took a seat.  Relaxing my mind, clearing my thoughts, I looked through the overhanging leaves at a pure blue sky.  No clouds.  In this world, they’d only come when needed.
 
   It is good to be king.
 
   Just when I was about to return to the grind of events, the Old Man showed up.  He gestured to a pool and the water rose up to become a liquid copy of my throne.  Lauphram sat down on the water, letting it—and his magic—support him.
 
   “What do you want?” I asked.
 
   “An up-date.  I’ve sensed a great deal of your magic being unleashed this morning.”
 
   I ran through my preparation.  He sat there, deep in thought, listening, nodding at various points.  “Seems sufficient,” he said at last.  “Now, what are your plans for me?”
 
   I smiled.  “I am so glad you asked.  I’m letting you and the dragons open the show.  The bridge will be our first contact with the enemy.  The dragons will come out of the sun for strafing runs.  Lightning attacks on the flank will demoralize the enemy while driving them into an advance that hopeful will divide their forces.  Once half their army is committed, you get to play troll under the bridge.”
 
   The Old Man grinned at the image.  “I see.  That’s why you made a bridge over a new lake; to give me plenty of ammunition.”
 
   “Your Atlantean water magic will turn every drop into a weapon.  The dragons make the first cull, you make the second, and then disengage.  The were-folk in the river and forest, and my shadow traps, will continue the grind.  Whatever manages to reach the keep can entertain the guests.  Then we have the coronation.”
 
   “And the part of the enemy that winds up in the wrong valley?”
 
   “I’m kinda torn about that,” I admitted.  “I can either eliminate that valley by zipping it closed, crushing them to paste, or I can bring up some magma to incinerate them.  I lean toward the first approach, less messy.”
 
   “I approve.  Apparently, I’ve taught you well.”
 
   “Don’t break your arm patting yourself on the back.”
 
   “I’ll be careful,” Lauphram said.  “There’s only one potential problem area I see.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “Not going to tell you.  You’ll get complacent and make more than the usual mistakes.”
 
   I glared at him.  “Fucking thanks a lot.”
 
   I sensed a shadow hand forming above my head.  He was fixing to smack me for my language.  Anywhere else, he could get away with it, but this was my land, an extension of me.  Here, he no longer eclipsed me in power.
 
   A pillar of dirt fountained up beside the pool.  Even if he’d been standing, the column would still have dwarfed him.  The dirt shaped itself into a giant hand, palm facing him.  My intent and ability to retaliate was clear.
 
   He looked at the earthen hand.  And looked at me.  I felt his shadow hand dissolve.  “You’re right,” he said.  “The game has gotten old, and you are a man.  Dragon.  Whatever.   Time to put away childish things.”
 
   I willed the hand I’d formed to sink back into the ground.
 
   His shadow hand reformed in an instant and smacked the top of my head.
 
   The earth surrounding the pool became a crater.  The Old Man dropped six feet so only his head poked out of the hole.  The jarring couldn’t have been good for his tailbone.  
 
   I smiled.  “Are you sure you don’t want to quit while you’re behind?”
 
   “I could always call a storm.  Flash floods aren’t fun,” he said.
 
   I nodded musing.  “True, and you’ll need the water—with a volcano under your ass.”
 
   We stared at each other.  Silence set in, and dragged out with nothing being done by either of us.  Then the water of the pool lifted him out of the crater, putting him on its lip.  He nodded at his own thoughts.  “I had to be sure.”
 
   I pushed off my chair and stood facing him.  “Sure of what?”
 
   “The timing; that letting go now is best for you.  I’m satisfied.”
 
   “Don’t expect a hug,” I said.
 
   He nodded again, smiled, and walked away.
 
   I watched his slow departure with a strange sense of having become unanchored in some way.  Shit.  What just happened?
 
   I looked back and saw that the pillar of water he’d made was still fully erect.  Something dark was on top of it.  I went closer to see what the Old Man had left behind.  With a thought, I touched the land, and the land raised the pool’s basin to where it had been.  This had the effect of raising the water pillar, too.  What sat on top was at eye level, a black crown.  No, the black crown.  The demon clan crown, made of obsidian inset with black diamonds.  
 
   I reached out and plucked it off the water.  At first, the rim was too large for my head, but as I donned it, the crown contracted.  Perfect fit.
 
   Fuck yeah!
 
   
  
 





 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY-SEVEN
 
    
 
   “One fuck too many is better than no fuck at all.”
 
    
 
                                                      —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   My brain careened from strategy to stratagem, not the slightest bit dulled by the vast quantities of rum and Coke the party girls had brought into my room.  I was tired as fuck, and tired from fucking, but in between bouts of carnal bliss, whirling thoughts of the coming war stirred my mind.  I’d gone to bed in the treehouse, settling in with the were-kitties and had let them have their way with me—and each other.  There was a point where we sorta lost track of what body part belonged to whom—except I knew I had the only cock present.    
 
   I knew there was no such thing as evolution, only natural adaption.  Evolution is contradicted by all three laws of thermal dynamics.  Still, I was tempted to believe that my proud, manly shaft was the pinnacle of that process, the point of all ambition and striving: perfection achieved by a decaying, dying universe.  The girls weren’t complaining, or even awake anymore, filling the air with soft, gentle purrs.
 
   Finally, close to the edge of sleep, the master bedroom door opened.  A slab of light fell into the room, onto the hardwood floor and an area rug, slashing across the mega-sized four-poster bed.  Guards tramped in.  Strange Fey.  
 
   I pulled my guns out of nowhere and pushed several arms off me by sitting up.  I’d have opened fire, but the guards weren’t brandishing weapons, and had stopped short of the bed.  The detail parted for an imperial presence, a woman in midnight-blue, silk robes, and a scarf over her hair.  I thought at first glance it was Izumi, but the girl stood a good bit shorter and looked barely legal.  She pushed back the scarf and revealed lavender-blue hair, not the black that Izumi’s glamour provided for her.  This was Queen Kellyn, her mother, paying me a call.  Her electric eyes shone, windows into a soul steeped in ice magic.
 
   “I need to talk to you,” she said.  “Privately.”
 
   “You’re the one that brought a guard detail into my bedroom.  You don’t need them.  Send them away.”
 
   She looked at the PX4 Storm semi-automatics and raised a white eyebrow.  “Cold iron?  You feel threatened?”
 
   “Just careful.”  The guns stayed in my hands.  Manners can get you killed as well as the lack of them.  I played the razors-edge, between both.  
 
   She spoke to her guards.  “Escort the, um, ladies elsewhere, then wait out in the hall.  If my daughter shows up, ask her to wait until I am done.” 
 
   As the guards approached the bed, the were-kitties snapped awake, hissing, teeth bared, claws out, tail-tips flicking in annoyance as their ears laid flat to their skulls.  
 
   “It’s all right, girls,” I said.  “Run along and let me deal with this.”
 
   They looked at me.
 
   “It’s fine.  Don’t worry.”  I flicked my guns at them in a shooing gesture.
 
   They slid off the bed, grabbed various pieces of clothing, and walked out naked, their heads and tails held high.  The fey guards took the opportunity to ogle the naked girls.  Being shifters, and often in situations of public nudity, they didn’t seem to notice.  Once the girls were gone, the guards left, closing my door.
 
   “You want to talk?” I tossed the guns and they popped out of view, returning to my Malibu armory.
 
   She looked from the sweaty, cum-stained sheets to my softened dick.  Her gaze lingered.  I understood why.  Between erections, my resting cock was still big enough to club a baby seal.
 
   Hmmm, I wonder if that would really work.  
 
   She said, “Perhaps you want to wash the stink of excess from your body first, and then change the sheets.”  Kellyn was royalty by birth; that was an order, not a suggestion.  Since I was a Lord of Fairy, she couldn’t technically give me orders.  Still, I sensed an unscheduled, once in a lifetime fuck coming.  
 
   I graciously consented, sliding of the bed, making my way to a side room where a basin waited.  I hit the lights, pressing battery powered LED units that were wall-mounted.  The water in the tub was piped in from higher in the tree, from a water tank.  Gravity pulled it down when a valve was turned.  A little stored fire demon magic in the tub warmed the water to a delightful temperature.  
 
   I’d have invited Kellyn to join me for some splashing around, but I was wary of accidentally getting turned into a mini-glacier.   That would certainly be embarrassing.
 
   I didn’t hurry cleaning up, needing the heated water to loosen me up and wake me up a little more.  I finally dipped under to wash my hair, then stood and stepped out, wrapping a towel around me to sustain warmth.  A moment later, I was back in my bedroom—staring.  Kellyn had stripped out of her clothes and stood exposed in the light from the bathroom.  
 
   I stopped to stare hungrily.  She might be hundreds of years old, but she was still hotter than hell on a Saturday night.  Not to stare would have been an insult no naked fey lady would have tolerated.
 
   “I see why you’re here,” I said, “and I’m not complaining, but aren’t you risking Izumi growing highly pissed at both of us?”
 
   “I will not be sharing you with her after you’re bonded by the coronation ceremony, so this is my only chance.  Before you become family, it is no harm, no foul, as you humans say.”
 
   “You’ve been learning our colloquialisms.”   
 
   She cocked her head like her magic was having trouble translating my last, long word.  She mouthed the sound a few times, committing it to memory.  I could have spoken excellent fey, bounding to the land had enriched my vocabulary tremendously, but I wanted that ability kept in reserve, a surprise, not common knowledge.  
 
   “Ko-low-key-al-iz-um.  That means the way people talk?”
 
   “Yes.”  I stripped the bed and dumped the sheets in a corner.  Instead of hunting up fresh replacements, I went to the foot of the bed and found the kicked-off bedspread in the floor, dislodged there by the were-kitties.  I picked it up and threw the cover across the bed.  “How’s that?”
 
   She glided around an end post of the bed and approached me along the side.  “It will do.”  Her very cold fingers slid inside the top of the towel, tugging it open.  “Do we really need this?”
 
   I let the towel drop and seized her by the arms, swinging her over the bed, letting her fall.  Like a stalking beast, I followed, looming over her, walking on fists and knees until I could look straight down into her cold-flame eyes.  “All right, but if Izumi asks, I’m going to tell her you overpowered me and I had no choice.”
 
   Her voice turned husky, thick with desire.  “What makes you think you do have a choice?”  She reached up.  Her hands clasped my neck.  She pulled my lips down to mesh with hers.  Her glossy lips had an odd bitter-sweet flavor.  My body lowered, pressing into her rolling hills and valleys.  With her abnormally low body temperature, it felt like fucking a zombie.  Not that I would know.  Honest, well … okay, there was that one time…  
 
   Not wanting to be turned into a fuck-cicle, I warmed my Dragon Fire tattoo with a trickle of raw magic.  The spell activated at a very low level so I didn’t burst into flame.  The price I paid was a nova-blast of pain, as if my spine were revolving inside me, ripping loose every nerve.  
 
   Sonuvabitch!  I bit my tongue.
 
   Kellyn said, “Murrphf!”
 
   I pulled back a little.  Oops, that was her tongue I bit.    
 
   She smiled, surging up, rolling me onto my back so she could straddle my hips and press my captive wrists into the bedspread.  She said, “So, that’s how you like it?  Why didn’t you say so?”  She kissed my collar bone and worked her way to my right shoulder where a kiss turned into a bite.  I didn’t feel any wetness, so she’d stopped just short of bloodshed—for now.  She gnawed me like a hungry were-beast, then moved on, forcing a kiss while grinding her icy wet pussy against my magically heated cock.  Sliding higher, she covered my face with her tits, pressing down so I had very little air.
 
   Kellyn’s muted voice sounded sweet and full of magic. “Ah… little one, let me ease you into darkness, into the sweet embrace of death!” 
 
   Fuck!  Is this sex, role-play, or attempted murder?  Okay, play along, can’t have my first queen-fuck hating me from the start.
 
   I pushed to free my hands, but nothing happened.  Her soft grip should not be able to pin me, but it did and more; my hands chilled, becoming hard to move while the rest of me stayed heated.  She’s messing with my magic.  My thoughts unfocused.  I felt high, really high.
 
   She pulled back, her tits leaving my face.  She said, “Fairy dust mixed with powdered gems: I’ve heard this is the favorite drug of dragons.”
 
   Her lipstick!
 
   I looked at Kellyn, her eyes a blur, the feel of her skin a soft oblivion.  I drew a deep breath and felt great.  As I exhaled, a laugh emerged.  I smiled, content, floating within myself.  The feeling took me over.  
 
   My inner dragon spoke from a far, far place.  This isn’t good.  He poured power into me, a sharp bite of electric force.  My mouth burned.  Testing my teeth with a tongue–tip, I discovered dragon-style fangs had grown in.  
 
   Slowly, easily, I lifted Kellyn’s hands while she gripped my wrists.   Her expression changed to admiration at the sight of my dragon strength, which fed my pride.  Before we both knew it, she was on her back with my fangs nipping her shoulder.  The chill taste of her skin got me even higher.  
 
   Despite the influx of dragon strength, everything kept blurring.  Odd aural hallucination came and went: sounds like distant screams and chirpy laughter.  For a while, some of my senses crossed-wired.  My ass felt greenish-yellow as she gripped it.  I heard the sound of shattering furniture and flying bodies.  My senses shifted unpredictably, and my thoughts fragmented into nonsense. I’d remember who I was and where I was, and what I wanted to do next, but clarity fled, fading in an orgy of bliss as fey glamour rode me.
 
   At one point, we were on the floor.  Kellyn nails dug into my chest, but I saw Izumi.  I licked her tits, and tasted bitter-sweetness again.  And waves of bliss hit harder.
 
   Someone yelled my name.  An echo blended with the sound, turning it inside out.  I looked where the sound came from.  Another Izumi stood by the doorway, moving in slow motion, then walking on the celling.  The image shattered and reformed.  
 
   Damn, I’m high.
 
   I blinked, and it was Kellyn impaled on my cock.  Standing next to me, Izumi loomed for a hundred feet.  Golden stardust fell around me, trails of magic.  “Be in you in just a minute,” I promised Izumi.  “Just gotta finish up here first.”
 
   “Get off my mom,” Izumi said.  “She and I are going to have words.”
 
   Slowly, I tried to stand, but gravity kept shifting.  My face fell on Kellyn’s tits a few times, and I couldn’t stop laughing.
 
   Shit!
 
   The world flipped and I was standing.  Izumi clutched my arm and one hip to steady me.  
 
   Kellyn climbed to her feet, her tits bouncing nicely.  
 
   Izumi’s face turned sky-blue in anger.   
 
   It occurred to me that I might be in trouble.  I raised a finger for attention.  “I’m drugged, but in my defense, I was going to nail her anyway.  That makes sense, right?”
 
   Kellyn looked from me to Izumi.  “Why are you angry?  We didn’t finish.  Anyway, sharing is the fey way.  Why would you want to keep such endurance and skill all to yourself?”
 
   Izumi glowered.  “It’s enough that I do.”
 
   “Living among humans has corrupted your morals.”  Kellyn shrugged.  “Well, I understand now why you’re willing to marry him.”
 
   That sobered me up.  “Who the fuck said anything about marriage.”
 
   Izumi said, “Taking a fey as queen is the same thing.  That’s what happens.”  
 
   “Shush, fool.”  Kellyn’s thumb brushed my lips, a burst of bitter-sweet flavor.  And the walls started revolving, glowing a gentle puce.   I swayed out of Izumi’s hold and fell on my face.
 
   Kellyn smiled.
 
   Izumi yelled.  “Will you stop drugging him?  If his father see this, do you really think it will turn out good!”
 
   “If I see what?”  The Old Man’s voice came into the room along with his steps, and the clacking of high heels.  “Why is my son on the floor, ass-naked, laughing like the idiot he is?”
 
   I paused my maniacal chuckling, and rolled over so I could see everyone.  “I love you too, Old Man.”
 
   The woman who’d entered with the Old Man paused in shock.  I strained to see who that was.
 
   The Old Man waved his hand.  A silver cloth fell on me.  It wove around me like toga.  The feel of fabric tingled my skin as I watched the golden stardust painting pictures on the ceiling.   
 
   Clarity increased.  Arm in arm, Kinsey stood with the Old Man.  Her eyes danced with gold dragon magic.  She lifted her gaze to the ceiling and tightened her grip on Lauphram’s arm before speaking.  “He needs to stop playing with the threads of space before there’s a quantum implosion.”
 
   “What do you suggest I do?” Lauphram asked.
 
   Kinsey let him go and walked over to me, staring down much the way you would at a worm that has escaped the tequila bottle.  She pulled her foot back and kicked my head.  My vison grayed.  The golden sparkles on the ceiling went away.  
 
   Fuck!  That hurt.
 
   “Something like that,” Kinsey said.
 
   Izumi objected.  “That’s my job.”
 
   Fortunately for me, I passed out and wings of darkness carried me away.
 
   
  
 





 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY-EIGHT
 
    
 
   “I’m terribly sorry, heh-heh, but I’m 
 
   going to have to kill you now.”
 
    
 
                                                     —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   The great circular pavilion I’d build above the falls was something that could have easily come from Shangri-La.  A polished granite dais was ringed by slabs of rock that supported a domed ceiling.  A central hole in the roof allowed the smoke of a fire pit to escape.  Outside that vent was a cover that would keep falling rain from entering, and with the Storm Court attacking, I expected plenty of rain, wind, lightning, hail, and hell.  
 
   The far side of the pavilion hosted a clump of magic-users, a mix of demon and fey.  These were the guys able to control air and ice.  My wind-demons and those controlling air elementals would try to disperse enemy storms while Kellyn’s winter fey would attempt to turn the storms into blizzards, seizing control.  This would be one battle front among many.
 
   Trying to limit enemy intrusion, I’d ordered those in the keep to keep candles, torches, and oil lamps burning everywhere to eliminate shadows.  Shadows were weapons to the Shadow Court, and also portals.  It’s known that higher ranking fey from that court have the power to step into one shadow and emerge from another shadow someplace else.  It was conceivable that in the heat of battle, a small force of Shadow Court assassins might try to slip in and take out our leadership.
 
   On the side of the pavilion nearest the falls, Drake and Kinsey were gathered with the rest of the cadet family adults.  They were already in dragon form, gigantic, scaly gold behemoths ready to kill something.  The Old Man was going to catch a ride with Drake over to the bridge.  Kinsey had offered, but none of us trusted her not to accidentally drop him and rid herself of a future husband.  
 
   I’d be going with them to the bridge for the first battle, but not in human form.  That’s why I was freezing my ass off up here in the ice wind, stripping off my clothing.  My blood burned, surging through me.  My pulse leaped into high gear.  My heart thundered, toughening up.  The first time I’d done this, my human side had been swamped by the raging newborn dragon within me.  This time, my inner dragon was cooperating with me; I’d have some measure of control.
 
   Just don’t get bossy, my dragon said.
 
   I threw my head back and roared.  My voice started human, ending bestial.  I staggered, stumbling off two feet, going to four.  My skin itched, stretched, and tore as new layers formed over growing muscles and bone.  The pavilion shrank around me.  Once I reached the size of a small dragon, gold-scaled mesh appeared.  My hands still looked mostly human, but were scaled as well, displaying jet-black nails.  My waist and neck stretched out.  My feet became talons that could easily pluck up a cow or two for dinner as I grew bone spurs from my heels for better grasping.  Hunger hit like an artillery shell.  I’d expected that, ignoring the gnawing.  I’d be feeding soon enough.  All of us dragons would feast at the bridge.  Those that didn’t want to eat enemy fey would find plenty of horses running wild with fear.
 
   Spasming muscles made me writhe.  Fresh bone spurs grew out of my shoulder blades.  The spurs separated into ribbing, coated with blood, waving tattered skin and muscle.  I could smell my own blood, and oddly, that fed into my hunger.  My neck grew more vertebras.  I had a new tail that lengthened as joint after joint replicated.  I stared over my shoulder at the tail’s scimitar point, made of bone.  I nodded.  A natural clubbing weapon—like there’s any part of a dragon that isn’t a weapon.
 
   Protruding from my back, the bony ribs grew muscles, tendons, and ligaments to work them.  Wrapped in new, gold-scaled skin, the wings acquired circulation through new-grown arteries and veins.  Scaly membranes filled in between the ribbing.  Like the other gold dragons, I’d grown wing-flaps attached to my back, one of the differences in design for the royal clan.  
 
   My face melted like candle wax in a blast furnace, reforming with a long toothy snout and a wider field of vision.  My inner dragon had become an outer dragon.  That left me as the inner voice for a change.  I did little but sit back as my dragon form wiggled body parts, shifting weight to get a feel of being free and active.  He fanned our wings, drying them, stretching.
 
   Just remember, he told me, let me control the body.  You do something unexpected while I’m flying or fighting, and we’ll probably take damage.
 
   No problem, I answered.
 
   Coming out of the transformation, I noticed the other dragons staring.  I had a human-style larynx as well as a dragon one, this made my speaking voice deeper as it escaped my throat.  “What?” I asked.  
 
   Drake answered.  “That looked extremely painful.  You go through that every time you change form?”
 
   “Yeah.”  I shrugged massive, scaly shoulders.  “Good thing I love pain.”
 
   Lauphram climbed onto Drake’s back, occupying a makeshift saddle.  The dragons moved out from the pavilion, lining up on rocks edging the falls.  They left a spot for me between Drake and Kinsey.  I hopped from rock to rock to join them, stopping with a sheer drop at my forefeet.  Bisected by the river, the small valley spread out, its rich detail brought close by high-resolution dragon eyes.
 
   Drake swung his long neck, turning his head to face mine.  “Follow my lead and stay close.  You haven’t got our years of experience fighting in this form.”
 
   “I’ll try not to piss my non-existent pants,” I said.  “Can we go kill something now?”
 
   Drake leaped out into the air, wings snapping open.  He glided down, but soon arced up, beating wings vigorously for altitude.  The Old Man’s weight didn’t seem to hinder the dragon in the least.  
 
   The rest of us followed, laboring to rise ever higher above the valley, to vanish into the heavens, conquering the sky with raw strength.  Just when I thought my tiring wings were going to fall off, Drake leveled out into a glide.  
 
   About fucking time, I thought.
 
   You can only blame yourself.  I’d be stronger if you let me out more often, my dragon-half complained.
 
   Shut up and fly.
 
   The air I breathed was thin and cold, but the electric fire charging in my body kept me warm.  The land stretched out far below.  Catching the sun, the river was a wiggle of silver fire.  We followed it to the mouth of the valley and angled to follow the bridge where the new lake stretched under us.  Like a blob, the enemy army had little distinction at this height, even to my dragon eyes.  
 
   The Old Man shot a grin my way, unstrapped himself from the saddle, and jumped off into thin air.  He dropped like a slab of blue rock, tumbling end over end.  I knew Lauphram couldn’t fly, but wasn’t worried.  With my connection to the land, I felt his magic touch, a siren call that pulled the lake like a lunar tide, troubling the water, giving it life and purpose.  Staring down, I saw a pillar of water stab skyward to intercept him.  The fountain hit and slowed him, becoming a shell, a shield.  Enclosing him in air, he vanished into the lake—taking full possession.
 
   
  
 




On the far shore, clouds were gathered, but stalled, as if nervous about coming closer.  We went on, overshooting on purpose, our presence in the midday sun cloaking us from detection—I hoped.  
 
   We now winged above a land that was not mine; dark and wretched with barren hills and diseased trees, enemy territory pushed to the base of the bridge where it was held at bay by my own domain.  I had anchored the lake and bridge against the fluidity of the Fairy domains using a large part of the power the Red Lady had given me.  
 
   I imagined the enemy magic-users picking at that knot of alien power, going: “What the fuck!”  
 
   Returning, we wheeled and dropped our formation to better strafe the bridge.  We opened our maws.  Lightning danced, hazing our features.  The golden fire exhilarated, burning none of us.  Jags knotted in the air, caressing my face, slithering along my neck, making vision much harder, but that was short-lived as we focused and spewed lightning down onto the mounted riders, igniting their banners, slagging their silver armor, blowing many of the riders out of their saddles.  Fey warriors screamed along with their mounts, those not killed at once.  
 
   After hammering the backside of the enemy force, we pulled up to hover, roaring defiance in order to stir up panic.  The terrorized horses in the rear threw many of the surviving fey, and plunged ahead, creating a jam in the middle of the bridge.  
 
   Rising up out of the lake, a hundred tentacles of water held their form, using flat, spear-like tips to smack across the throng.  Decapitated heads flew skyward, some falling into the water to feed the fish, other heads bouncing onto the bridge, a dire warning of things to come for the enemy Courts.  More tentacles came curving in from the lake, harpoons that buried themselves in fey knights, dragging them into the air, then into the water.  
 
   Give ‘em hell, Old Man.  Give them watery hell.
 
   I counted various styles of armor, surcoats, and banners.  Most of the dead were Storm Court, but there were Autumn Court as well.  Looking ahead, it seemed like the Shadow Court fey had taken the branched road into the fake valley.  Nightmare Court fey were rushing into the real valley, desperate not to get trampled by their allies.
 
   Just like I planned.
 
   My dragon family settled on the bridge and so did I.  I walked along, casually stepping on fey survivors, crushing them into paste inside their flattened armor.  
 
   Ahead, a warrior fought to his feet, mouthing curses.  Gray clouds swirled around him, vailing much of his motions as he charged.  His sword was thick with runes.  
 
   A magic-user, my dragon-half warned.
 
   No, fuck?  What was your first clue?
 
   He leaped close and stabbed, his sword morphing into a purple-white brand of lightning.  I bit his fire and it melded with the electrical blaze in my mouth, adding to my power.  I spat that power back at him.  He was blown out of his armored boots, leaving them behind as he fell smoking onto a distant part of the bridge, clubbing down several of his allies.
 
   Throughout this drama, the other dragons were quieting the horses by biting their heads off.  Bones crunched.  Blood splattered, painting the air with a metallic tang.  Equine corpses were swallowed whole.  Only horseshoes were spit back out.  
 
   Terrified, surviving horses and riders stampeded off the bridge, taking their chances on the lake.  
 
   I shrugged and followed my dragon’s instincts, letting that part of me feed freely.  I was burning calories like a madman, keeping something the size of a dragon in the air, by which I meant me.  My claws made quick work, tearing off bloody chunks and tossing them into my mouth.  The flavor of horse meat wasn’t much different from lean beef with little marbling, maybe a touch gammier.  Of course, I usually like my meat cooked.
 
   Yuk, my dragon side said.  That totally ruins the flavor.
 
   Belching, in need of an extra-large toothpick, I looked over at Kinsey and Drake.  The rest of the family were clustered near them, finishing their snacks as well.  
 
   I said, “Ready to move on?”  
 
   Using a foreclaw to send a thumb-up message, Drake nodded and led the way back into the sky.  
 
   We struggled, belies tight, heavier than ever, as we climbed above the bridge, swinging out from the bridge.  Picking up speed, we dodged arrows, spears, and tossed axes.  Another veer and we enter the fake valley, disgorging flailing bolts of electrical fire into the Nightmare Court fey.  Most of these were foot soldiers with pikes, and spike-helmeted archers.  
 
   Like windblown leaves, a band of fey piled up around some boulders, seeking cover.  Bows were strung.  Quivers were unslung and placed close at hand for rapid firing.  A commanding voice yelled orders.  A cluster of arrows shot our way.  
 
   The bowmen were good, but dragon scales turned the shafts aside, those not deflected by the wind of our wings.  The archers died under our lashing fire, as they bought time for the rest of their forces to reach forest cover. 
 
   I beat my wings furiously, needing height.  Drake watched me a moment, and came along, the other dragons several lengths behind us.  His human voice distorted coming out of a dragon’s throat, Drake called over to me, “You have some plan other than setting fire to the forest?”
 
   “You guys head back to defend the keep.  I’ll handle this.”
 
   They didn’t argue, tearing off into the sky, all except Kinsey, who stayed with me.  Maybe she felt curiosity.  Maybe growing familiarity was taking the edge of her hatred of half-breeds.  Maybe, realizing her attitude toward me meant she had to feel the same for Julia and children like her, had produced a beneficial effect on Kinsey.  Whatever the reason, I didn’t run her off.  We were all going to have to live together if her wedding to the Old Man actually went through.
 
   I closed my eyes, wings beating to keep me on hover.  I trusted that Kinsey wouldn’t let me get killed in a moment of distraction.  We were on the same side at the moment. 
 
   “What are you doing?” she asked.  
 
   “Reaching into the land so I can use it against the hiding fey.  That’s odd.”  My dragon face frowned as I opened my eyes.
 
   “What is?”
 
   “Some kind of interference.  Almost like someone is trying to twist the ley lines.”  
 
   I dropped, diving to the ground, needing to bury my paws in the earth for greater intimacy.  Kinsey followed, landing beside me, looming.  I felt vastly annoyed that I was short as a dragon as well as a human.  Totally unfair.
 
   My dragon side echoed agreement; A sin against my glorious destiny.
 
   “Geomancy?” Kinsey asked.
 
   “Dammit!  Someone is looking for the heart of my land.  They’re trying to steal my tie.”
 
   A spray of arrows came from the forest on our side of the river.  Arrows bounced off my scales.  I sent a blast of lightning into the trees.  More arrows came from another spot.  The fey were shooting and running to stay ahead of me.  Either they were getting braver, or they’d been ordered to buy time while someone either poisoned my land, or stole it away from me.
 
   And to think, my plan had been going so well.
 
   
  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY-NINE
 
    
 
   “Killing monsters is job security;
 
   always another one coming along?”
 
    
 
                                                    —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   “Kinsey,” I glared, willing her obedience.  “I’ve got to jump out of my body for a few minutes and take care of something.  I need you to keep my dragon body alive until I get back.  Don’t let him run amok, and get blindsided.”
 
   I can take care of myself, my dragon objected.
 
   I had concerns.  He was still relatively newborn, and shared my consciousness, but not experience.  And once my part of “us” was gone, I didn’t know if he’d stay stable, or revert to pure beast.  I needed to hedge my bets.
 
   Kinsey said, “What happens to either of you is not my problem.”
 
   I could tell her heart wasn’t in that, but her answer still pissed me off.  “Look, bitch, you let my body die, and the Old Man will hold your family responsible.  He destroyed Atlantis when just a young-punk demon.  Do you think he won’t rip hell out of the dragon home world getting payback?”
 
   “The emperor will stop him.”
 
   “The emperor will be too busy having his heart pulled out of his penis by the Red Lady.  Now, can I count on you?”
 
   She actually rolled her eyes at me.  “Fine.  I give you my word of honor.”
 
   I couldn’t wait any longer.  I warmed a seldom-used tat along my spine, a rose compass with an eye on it: the Shard Mind tattoo.  My scaly back stiffened, my wings trembled.  I fought for breath as a sharp pain made me think I’d been stabbed in the liver with a spear.  This was payment for the spell.  The phantom sensation faded, and I saw my dragon form from several feet away.  A wildness came into his eyes, a fervent bloodlust.  He leaped into the air, beat his wings, and took a shallow glide toward the trees that harbored the enemy fey.  
 
   Kinsey burst after him, yelling, “Hey, wait up, you idiot!  You’re going to catch an arrow in the eye.”
 
   Yell it louder, I thought.  Why not give somebody ideas?
 
   My spirit form was a three-dimensional haze of shadow with two spheres of energy inside: one dark lightning, the other gold.  Cut off entirely from flesh, this was a step beyond the usual Bi-locational awareness I’d employed in the past.  My brain didn’t have two sets of perception; this was more like astral projection.  I merely had to think a direction and my liberated awareness drifted that way.  The edges of my sight were blurred, watery.  Only the center of my focus remained clear.  
 
   Losing color, everything shifted into shades of graphite as I sank into the ground.  It should have been dark, but I saw pale ghost currents of ley energy in what appeared to be a sea of charcoal.  Like a diver, I nosed down, swimming through soil and rock, latching onto a ley line, letting it guide me toward the crystal heart it had come from.  I went deep, into a kind of timelessness, broken suddenly by concussive waves that rolled me end over end.  I felt like a submarine slammed by the detonations of depth charges.  
 
   Recovering, I willed myself to my best speed, no matter how exhausting.  In my mind, I heard the scream of the land as its awareness thinned, but struggled to stay with me.  Fortunately, I’d relocated the heart near my keep for the coronation.  It came into view, a crystalline heart with cracks forming over its surface.  
 
   Clutching the land’s heart, like a beast drawn from a demon’s nightmare, I saw a behemoth made of stone, veined with lava, its back a spiked shell.  I felt the fey-beast trying to tune to the crystal.  It had damaged my link, but not replaced it.  Having failed once, it pulled back a gargantuan fist and pounded the heart, as if it could be beaten into submission.  
 
   Fearing that the heart might explode into fragments, ley lines already beating raggedly, I thrust out my shadow hand, the one that bore the shadow tat, the black circle crossed by lightning bolts.  
 
   Plunging straight at my enemy, I concentrated on the black lightning at my core.  It flared, sending current through my phantom body.  Black lightning wreathed my hand.  Crackling jags of black flame arced from me to the creature, but moving through soil was different than air.  The dark lightning expanded, curls of it spooling off, so that by the time the charge hit the beast, a lot of explosive effect was lost.
 
   The earth elemental arched its back.  Its face lifted as it screamed, a sound like grinding tectonic plates, felt more than seen.  Basketball-sized chunks were blasted out of its shell.  These became demonic ladybugs, slicing the soil with sword-like wings.  They swarmed in confusion, then turned hell-red eyes my way.
 
   It was more important to save my crystal than to kill monsters.  I willed the crystal to come to me.  It bobbed around the big earth-monster and streaked through the swarm, slamming them off course.  The land’s heart was faster than the elementals, plunging into my phantom arms for protection.  
 
   I needed a change of venue to be more effective, so I darted upward, pushing hard for the surface.  As I held the crystal, our bond strengthened.  Its light pulsed in time to my heart.  The cracks in it fused shut, vanishing.  I sensed that the surface was near.  
 
   Just a little more.
 
   The elemental swarm caught up to me, having crumbled into baseball-sized pieces with no limbs, just a helluva lot of sharp teeth.  Their bodies flattened vertically as fins developed.  They became stone piranha veined with magma, eyes like crimson stars.  Terribly hungry, they snapped at me, chewing into my nothingness.  Several swam into my body, and out again.  One hit the golden fire at my core and exploded into gravel. Another tried to swallow my black-star core and was also blasted into rubble.
 
   That’ll teach ya.
 
   Unable to hurt me, the demon-fish rammed the crystal tie, trying to jar it loose from my grasp.  
 
   I broke the surface and rose into the air.  
 
   The demon-fish followed.  
 
   Fed by the shadow brand, the dark current around my hand intensified with less induction to drain the energy.  I lashed out with a back fist.  A rainbow of darkness flew from me, slicing across the elementals. Multiple detonations bloomed, giving me breathing space and a chance to look around.
 
   The forest in this mirror valley was in flames on my side of the river.  I watched my dragon body thundered up through the smoke, spewing golden lightning freely.  
 
   Her wings batting the smoke, Kinsey shadowed him.  I saw no sign of fey warriors attacking them.  The delaying troops were probably well-roasted by now.
 
   I flew my shadow-shape toward the dragons.  As I arrived, my dragon body swung his head my way, his hungry gaze on the crystal heart.  I knew of only one way to keep the crystal safe, and to free us all up for combat.  
 
   “Here!”  I heaved the stone at the dragon’s face.  Instinct took over.  He did what I expected, swallowing the crystal.  It vanished, a lump I could see sliding down his throat.  He gave me a what-the-fuck-did-you-make-me-do look.
 
   And then we slid together.  I looked out of dragon eyes, back where I belonged—just in time.  The ground surged up under us with a much larger version of the elemental monster.  No longer damaged, his earth shell had filled in and now bristled like a porcupine with burning trees for spines.  Its roar pounded through the sounds of the devouring flames.
 
   The Nightmare Court magic-user that had raised this was damn good, but I didn’t think he could control the beast from too far away.  He was probably here, using the terrain to cover and hide him.  
 
   I called to Kinsey.  “There’s a fey with earth magic around here somewhere controlling that.  Find him while I keep the monster busy.”
 
   In human form, my Dragon Vision tattoo let me find hidden spells and magical artifacts, assessing their power and nature.  I didn’t need the tat to do this in dragon form.  Kinsey had the same ability.  She beat leathery wings, climbing higher for a better view, spiraling like a top to check all directions.  
 
   I stared down at the animated dirt pile.  Its eyes burned, pits of bubbling magma like its mouth.  I realized that the roar I heard was coming from its whole body.  Only a hundred feet?  I wondered if that reflected a limit on how much earth the hidden fey could control.  The monster reached for me, its golem arm well short, until the creature’s girth compressed and the arm lengthened.  
 
   I spewed gold lightning.
 
   Stone and dirt fingers fell, severed from the hand, but the hand kept coming, growing new fingers as ribbons of lava bled across the palm.
 
   Shitshitshitshitshit.
 
   With the crystal in my stomach, I willed the falls of this valley to collapse, yanking down a rock slide so the climbing fey were crushed along with those that waited to climb.  I also reached back to the great lake I’d formed, causing a land slip that let all that water spill in here, while sealing off the other valley where the rest of the fighting was going on.  
 
   I should be back there, commanding my forces, but no, I have to fight this dumb-ass monster here.
 
   Diving for speed, I swung wide of the hand, spiraling around the monster’s overgrown arm. 
 
   It just opened its mouth wider, ready to swallow me whole if it could.  
 
   The flood waters crashed past us both, uprooting trees, drenching the fires.  The monster stood against the force like it was nothing, but real damage was being done.  The monster’s legs were absorbing water, going muddy as hell, losing strength and cohesion.  The large boulders in its body were slipping loose, sliding out of the slush it crapped all over the place.
 
   I spat lightning across the creature’s knees, exploding them.  Great chunks sprayed away.  The remaining craters bubbled, steamed, and filled in, but the elemental tilted to the side.  Its rough-hewn arms flailed, but balance was not recovered.  It continued to fall, a slow, drawn-out affair.  If this were a movie, there’d be dramatic music playing.  
 
   I winged away, not wanting to be caught by its muddy splash, and climbed for altitude.  I flew a turn and saw that the earth elemental lying in the water, its magma veins hissing, cooling.  Steam clouded it.  The mass dissolved, leaving its last rocks sinking in muddy water. 
 
   Turning my attention to Kinsey, I saw her diving at a cliff face, at a ledge with a very ugly pile of boulders.  I gave the rock more of my attention, zooming my focus as I altered course toward it.  What looked like an oval stone on a bigger boulder became a naked man, his back to me.  He didn’t look too human since a gray coating of rock dust colored his skin.  His head was shaved bald to help his camouflage.  
 
   He stood and turned, wearing a kind of thong that kept his private parts private.  
 
   I was thankful; I’m not into naked guys.  
 
   He gestured.  Needles of rock stabbed out of the cliff face.
 
   Kinsey’s lightning turned them into rubble.  She flew through the dropping rock, showing dexterity that had been years in the building.
 
   I felt my dragon-side well with appreciation and envy.  He said, If you let me out more often I could do that, too.
 
   I said, “If wishes were bitches, and bitches were worth anything at all, you’d own the world.”
 
   I’m not sure what you mean by that, but I feel vaguely insulted.
 
   “Only vaguely?  I’m losing my touch.”
 
   I back-winged to lose speed.  Kinsey didn’t need any help at all.  Streaking by the fey magic-user, her head speared in.  She chumped on him, tossed him up in the air, caught him with another chomp, and ate him. 
 
   I felt off balance; I hadn’t thought she had this in her.  “Cannibalism?”
 
   Of course not, my dragon side said.  She didn’t eat another dragon.  That would be wrong.
 
   “But she has a human form.”
 
   But she didn’t eat the fey while in that form, so it doesn’t count.
 
   “Fine.  I don’t even know why the hell I’m arguing.”  
 
   Kinsey flew a curved path around me.  “We’re done here.  Let’s get back to the party.”  Without waiting for an answer, she set a course toward the real valley.  I followed her up and over the stone ridge that separated the two.  
 
   Hunger set in.  I fondly remembered the horse tartare I’d eaten.  
 
   We should have grabbed a couple more, my dragon-side said. 
 
   “There’s still time.”  I angled down into my real valley, scanning to assess the situation.  Fighting was everywhere.  My demons were scattered, moving in packs, spraying automatic fire into enemy fey.  The werewolves avoided heavy conflict, picking off stragglers and the wounded, since they had to be careful around the fey silver.  Other shifters mauled Autumn Court fey in diseased areas of forest that drooped, withering, shedding leaves.  Tree boles were pocked with fuzzy white rot.  
 
   I felt the desecration of my land as an ache in the bones. I fed golden magic into my crystal, strengthening it.  New life flowed back into the forest.  The trees lifted their heads, proud, fresh green buds broke out.  The rotting bark fell away as fresh bark formed.  
 
   My dragon-side said, Magic.  Gotta love it.
 
   “I do.”  Gliding high, I watched Shadow Court cavalry riding in a thin mass down my white road along the river.  They didn’t seem to notice that the “logs” along the shore weren’t logs at all, having hungry eyes.  They were Gumbo’s relatives, and dinner was about to be served.
 
   A rider crossed one of the spots where I’d poured my shadow magic.  A column of darkness shot up, as though shadow could beam like light.  That blackness divided into serpentine coils.  The rider and a dozen of those around him were pulled down into the shadow pool.  Others were driven off the road, seeking safety.  A few riders thundered into river.
 
   I laughed my dragon ass off.  “Gator time!”
 
   
  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THIRTY
 
    
 
   “There’s nothing like violent 
 
   murder to warm the heart.”
 
    
 
                                             —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   I beat golden wings, swinging toward the high rim of the falls.  Kinsey flew ahead, not waiting.  My dragon eyes scanned the valley, picking up details.  Chaos reigned.  There wasn’t any hope of a neat, not-quite-polite affair with two sides lined up opposite each other like in Brave Heart.  No opportunity to show our asses and scream taunts.  No rattling of shields and swords.  This was bloody melee in all its raging glory.  
 
   More of my shadow traps flared darkly, devouring enemy fey.  Small battles littered the valley.  Pockets of white-out blizzard showed where Winter Court fey fought for my realm—for Izumi really.  Elsewhere, various types of were-critters stalked prey in the woods.  The flamingoes I’d seeded along the river were long gone, a distant cloud of panicked pink.  The lip of the falls was lined with our own magic-users, those with an affinity for air and water.  Under their influence, long lashes of wind and slashed into enemy soldiers, sawing through arms and legs, taking heads here and there.
 
   Over by the treehouse, just outside the garden wall, I saw Gloria and Vivian armed with broadswords.  They were supported by the were-kitties and Vivian’s slayer grandfather who wielded a two-edged battle axe and a colt revolver.  Vivian and Gloria appeared at random moments, slowing down from speeding blurs to reorient on fresh prey.  Every time they burst into motion, dozens of enemy fey dropped dead, usually in big chunks.  I actually saw Shadow Court fey backing off from the battle, going to find easier opponents.
 
   Used to fighting only other fey, the enemy was taking heavy losses.  Of course, my demon shock troops—with their automatic weapons and grenades—roamed freely, having a hell of a good time.  I expected the enemy survivors to withdraw soon, and not in an organized manner.
 
   It was time to become me again.  
 
   My dragon-side said, This IS the true me, you shaved ape.
 
   Ignoring him, I descended to the edge of the pavilion, clawed feet catching the rock, my legs easily taking the shock of landing.  I folded wings and went in under the high roof.  Kinsey was in the process of sloughing off extra mass, turning human once more.  The rest of our dragon-force had already shifted form and dressed. 
 
   I went over to where I’d left my clothes and began the transformation that was painful just to me.  It seemed like I was being consumed by acid, my wings and tail falling off as golden ash and embers.  My stomach spasmed.  Choking, gasping, I spewed acid-stewed horse sludge from my earlier meal.  Amid the steaming glop, I saw the crystal heart of my land.  It seemed to have cleaned up nicely in my stomach, but might have lost a little size.
 
   As the change dragged out, my bones melted and reformed.  Muscles went soft as over-cooked pasta, then tightened, restringing along with my ligaments and tendons.  The pavilion swelled bigger as I dwindled.  At last, I lay there, human—sorta—naked, covered with my own blood.
 
   Still aching, I fought to my feet, unwilling to wallow in weakness with my family pretending not to watch.
 
   “Here.”  It was Angie, in a red top and black jeans, her feet in white sneakers.  She’d approached while I was distracted, and had a beach towel thrown over one should.  She carried a bucket of water.  As I stared at her, she swung the bucket, throwing the water into my face and chest.  “You’ll want to clean up before getting into clean clothes.”
 
   Icy cold water from the falling river shocked my senses.  I could feel my body temperature falling as well.  “Sonuva frigid bitch!”
 
   She headed off with her bucket.  “Be right back.  Gotta get your backside.”
 
   “So very helpful of you,” I snarked.
 
   While I waited for Angie to come back and sluice my ass, Kinsey came over, a grin pasted across her face.  She stared after Angie.  “I don’t know who that is, but I like her.”  Kinsey’s nostrils flared.  The space between her eyes creased.  “She smells like wolf.”
 
   “She is a wolf, the temporary Alpha of the L.A. territory.
 
   Kinsey lifted an eyebrow.  “Someone made her the boss of those chest-beating chauvinists?”
 
   “Someone did.”
 
   “Then it’s good you killed the last one.  Girl’s rule, guys drool.”
 
   I looked at her.  “Are you ten-years old?  Next party I throw, I’ll sit you at the kid’s table.”
 
   Her eyes flashed golden fire, but a smile stayed on her face.  Her gaze slid down my body, looking for something to insult.  Her eyes widened.  “Your penis didn’t go back to human scale!  I’ve never seen anything that big on a human.”
 
   “You weren’t paying attention when I first undressed.  This is normal—for me.  Uh-oh.  Angie is back.”
 
   Kinsey hurried to get some distance.
 
   Angie turned me and splashed water down my back.  Blood-tinted water puddled under me, slowly seeping off to the edge of the pavilion.  Apparently, the floor wasn’t perfectly level.  Angie handed me the towel.  I made quick use of it, and handed the towel back.  My feet splashed, and then I was treading dry rock.  I picked up my clothes and dressed without haste.  
 
   Not like I’ve got anything to be ashamed of.
 
   ‘Course not, my cock agreed.
 
   “Okay,” I muttered, “I hear voices.  It just makes me special.”
 
   Dressed, I turned to Angie.  “I’m surprised you’re up here.”
 
   Her eyes went gold.  She smiled with a hint of fang.  “We’re all here.  My wolves are fighting in the woods, showing support for the Fenris and for you.  You gave us permission to live in the L.A. territory, breaking the long ban.  William turned his back on the debt we owe you.  I will not.”
 
   I looked in her eyes for shadows of doubt and pain.  All I saw was strength.  I nodded.  “About time you bounced back.”
 
   She growled low in her throat.  “Sorry my being raped with cock and knife inconvenienced you so much.  I’ll try not to let it happen again.”  
 
   The area over the fire pit remained normal, but the rest of the pavilion dimmed.  Shadows gathered that defied explanation.  I yelled a warning.  “Shadow magic!  We’ve got incoming.”
 
   I heard Kinsey’s jewel-hilted rapier scraping free of its sheath. The sound was repeated among the rest of our family.  Angie’s face darkened with facial hair, her limbs twisted, and her body fell, bucking, flailing in the throes of change.  Like me, she needed time for this—time I’d have to buy her because fey bodies were forming out of clots of darkness.  A dozen warriors in black chainmail appeared swords in hand.  They carried miniature round shields in their opposite hands.  The black shields had curved lines of silver on them, a pattern suggesting black roses.  A memory surfaced in the back of my mind.  I’d heard of these guys from Selene.  They were an elite guard of the Shadow Court, the black rose order.  
 
   I sent a thought out to my armory, linked to it by one of my tattoos.  Two PX4 Storm Berettas popped into my hands.  I fired at once, before my family could rush in and block my shots.  Not that it did any good.  My shots went through the heads of four different targets, doing no damage.  Some weird kind of magic was being used.  The enemy were real shadows, though their swords would probably strike with lethal finality.
 
   I returned my guns to my armory, calling my demon sword out of thin air.  The straight katana was black steel with a haze of demonic red energy along the blade.  I evaded left, striking right against a shadow sword coming at my head.  I felt no impact, but the haze of red stopped the enemy blade.  The warrior coming at me widened his eyes, seeing I could block a shadow weapon.  
 
   While his what-the-fuck moment stalled him out, I took advantage of being inside his guard by turning my sword’s edge toward him and slashing across his neck.  His head came off, hit the stone floor, and exploded into black mist that thinned and was gone.  His headless body also exploded into nothing, reminding me of a vampire in sunlight.
 
   By then, I was onto another warrior who’d seen Angie changing, and was moving in to kill her before the wolf appeared.  My blade severed his wrist.  His sword and hand hit the stone floor and burst apart.  I stepped in close, spinning so that I gob-smacked him across the face with my right hand—the hand with the shadow brand crackling with black lightning.  I made contact with solid flesh, wrenching the man’s head around so hard, I heard neck vertebrae shatter with multiple cracks. 
 
   While he was down, I finished him off with a stab from my demon sword.  With my sword embedded in the warrior’s heart, he exploded into more black cloud.  
 
   Dammit, my sword bitched, I’m not getting any souls from these kills.
 
   “Yeah,” I said, “life’s a bitch.”
 
   The rest of the shadow men were targeting my family; a number of duels were taking place and only Drake and Kinsey seemed to be holding their own, channeling their golden lightning into their swords.  The other family members saw this and used the same technique, rallying.
 
   Angie whined like the wolf-bitch she was becoming, writhing in pain as she pushed her transformation speed to an all new high.  From the sound of her, it hurt like hell, but it must have been cathartic because the killing spirit in her eyes was a joy to behold.  As far as I knew, this was the first she’d gone wolf since her rescue from William.
 
   Long overdue.
 
   Not being pressed, I had time to notice two enemy warriors hanging well back from all the fighting.  Both had strung bows in their hand and black arrows under pressure, dark mirror images of each other.  One of them was targeting me.  
 
   So, of course, my sword had to give me crap.  What the fuck, man!  Shadow souls?  Really.  I can’t eat that shit.
 
   “Suck it up or not, it’s not my problem.”
 
   Not your problem?  I’ll make it your problem.
 
   I held my sword in front of me as the arrow sped my way.  Having plotted the angles and allowed for wind, I expected to deflect the arrow with well-trained reflexes and the demon aura of my blade.  The red haze vanished from the black steel.  The metal of the sword gave no resistance to the arrow’s shaft.  The point dug into my left shoulder.  The arrow black-misted away, but I could feel some of it inside my body becoming a crackle of black fire.
 
   Hahahahahahahahahahaha!  The swords laughter pealed inside my head.  
 
   “I’ll deal with you later,” I promised.  I sent the sword back to my armory.  Fighting numbness in my left arm, I wiggled my fingers and moved the arm from the shoulder, trying to will the weakness away before it spread any further. 
 
   The part of my mind on Angie noted that she was fully wolf now, and growling like a sheep-shagging knuckle-dragging sonuvabitch.  Her face swung toward the bowman who’d shot me, and her haunches launched her with claws scrabbling on the rock.  The bowman shot too fast, not properly tracking the werewolf.  The arrow sped past her ear and hit the floor, skittering away.  The shadow warrior snatched up another arrow and fit its notched end to the string.
 
   Angie leaped the last ten feet.  And sailed completely through the fey’s body, doing no damage.  She hit and skidding, spinning back around for another charge.  She couldn’t touch her prey, but he could touch her.  At close quarters, he dropped the bow and pulled out a ten-inch silver knife.  The bloodlust in Angie gave way to caution as she went just out of reach.  Silver was the only vulnerability wolves had.  Wounds made by anything else healed with supernatural speed.
 
   I left the problem of the knife to Angie, shifting attention to the second bowman.  All the time the fighting had raged, he’d kept his ready-stance, but not fired a shot.  He wasn’t moving, didn’t seem to be breathing.  
 
   I had an “ah-hah!” moment.  
 
   Needing to be functional again, I pulled a flow of raw, golden magic through my body, into the shoulder wound.  I had a sense of resistance, of darkness anchoring itself inside me, refusing to be moved.  More than one way to skin and butcher a career politician.  I concentrated on my right hand.  The blackness deepened on the shadow brand.  Dark jags webbed the surrounding air.  I slapped that hand against my left shoulder, pouring shadow lightning into the site.  
 
   Darkness met darkness, fused, and became entirely mine.  I pulled my hand away and held an arrowhead up to see.  Its darkness fumed away to nothing, leaving my hand empty.  Blood flowed from the wound.  The numbness left and except for mild pain, I was ready to go.  
 
   I summoned one of my PX4 Storms.  I removed the semiautomatic’s clip and held it in my right hand, letting black lightning charge the hollow-points.  I slid the clip back in place and aimed at the immobile bowman, squeezing off round after round.  
 
   The shadow warrior flickered like a black flame, dropped pixels, graying out.  And then—like the illusion he was—he snapped out of existence.  The shadowed air in the pavilion thinned, growing clear.  The bowman had been a disguised portal, a conduit of power supporting the attackers.  With it gone, the fey lost their shadow magic, becoming solid and very vulnerable.
 
   My dragon family used the distraction I provided to overcome their opponents.  Fey warriors fell to the floor and were finished off without pity or hesitation.  Fairy strength was no match for dragon-born strength.  
 
   I glanced back to Angie as she lunged in on her opponent.  He stabbed, only to find the charge was a feint.  Pulling up short, she avoided the strike, biting the hand that held the knife so it couldn’t be turned on her.  Smart.  Unfortunately for the fey warrior, he couldn’t go shadow.  Angie’s teeth spiked into his hand, crunching through bones.  
 
   The warrior wrenched his bloody hand free, stumbling back.  The silver knife clattered loudly on the floor.  Angie leaped after the bowman.  He pulled an arrow from his back quiver and stabbed her in the back as she hit him.  Arrow protruding, she forced the fey to the floor.  Her jaws snapped on his throat and his scream became a bloody gurgle.  Angie wrenched her head and the man’s neck snapped.  He went stiff, then limp, and very dead.
 
   She spent time worrying the body, then—tail wagging in happiness—Angie pranced back to me, eager to be petted.  I ruffled her fur and let her lick my face.  
 
   “Yes, that’s my baby.  Such a good little bitch.”  
 
   
  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THIRTY-ONE
 
    
 
   “Kiss my ass!  I’m the king.”
 
    
 
                                                      —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   I picked up the crystal tie, tucked it under an arm, and walked from the pavilion.  I leaped rock to rock over shallow-but-powerful streams coursing toward the edge of the falls.  Froth limned the boulders.  A water roar accompanied me.  Eventually, I reached the far bank, the section of the mountain that roofed my keep.  I walked over to a pit.  Peering down, I made out a glass skylight.  This was the shaft at the back of the kitchen that used noon sunlight to back-light a glass wall.  Only I knew that it also served as an emergency exit should the keep ever fall.  
 
   Any exit can also be an entrance.  
 
   I stuck the crystal heart against the inner rock of the shaft and it clung, bonding to the land it controlled.  I slid my legs over the edge, my toes feeling for the carved niches that made a kind of ladder.  I found them and descended, the tie rolling slowly beside me, a faithful dog keeping pace.  We reached the bottom of the shaft and I found the latch to the frosted glass panel that let me swing it opened.
 
   I stuck my head out enough to see no one was looking my way, and stepped out with the crystal once more tucked under an arm.  I closed the panel behind me and strolled nonchalantly down the tunnel-shaped kitchen, smelling roast hen, pheasant, and assorted poultry spices.  Hot loaves of bread cooled on a silver wire rack.  Kettles of veggies bubbled away on stove tops.  And Gloria’s caterers would be bringing over even more delights from the treehouse mansion.  The aromas stirred my hunger, making my mouth water.
 
   Various kitchen fey brought in by Izumi’s mom went silent and came to rigid attention as I passed, momentarily ignoring various catering tasks they’d been assigned.  
 
   I smiled and waved them back to what they were doing.  “Don’t mind me.  Just checking on the figgy pudding.”
 
   “Fig-gy pudding, my Lord?” one of the workers echoed.
 
   Clearly, the term didn’t translate well.  “Don’t worry about it,” I said.
 
   A gray-haired woman with dark eyes and steel-wool eyebrows wore a white apron over her clothes.  She radiated an air of being in charge as she intercepted me.  “My Lord, can I aid you in some way?”
 
   I stopped.  “Got something to drink?  Massive slaughter and mayhem makes me thirsty.”
 
   My inner dragon said, Everything makes you thirsty.
 
   What’s your point? I thought.
 
   The woman signaled and a maid went scurrying off to fetch me a flagon of somethin.  The gray-haired fey looked back to me.  “The battle goes well then, my Lord?”
 
   “They threw us a few curves, but we rebounded.”
 
   She blinked at my answer and I figured the colloquial sports references weren’t clearly translating from my English into her fey.  I said, “We have stomped them under our heels and thus I come, thirsty and drenched in glory.”
 
   Her gaze brightened.  She smiled, nodding.  “Ah, I see.  Good news indeed.”
 
   The maid came running back with a delicate fluted glass of some dark red liquid.  “Wine, my Lord?”
 
   I took the drink from her, guzzled it, and handed the empty glass back to her.  “It’s a start.  Got a bottle?”
 
   “Yes, my Lord.  One moment.”  The maid went flying away again.
 
   The kitchen manager stared at the large crystal under my arm, her attention caught by the slow pulse of light that matched the rhythm of my heartbeat.  “That’s beautiful.  What is it?”
 
   That’s the kind of question it’s best not to answer.  Good thing I’m not fey because I enjoy lying and I’m good at it.
 
   “Just a pretty bauble I found.  I’m thinking of starting a rock garden.  This place needs a little culture, don’t you think?”
 
   “It is not my place to say, but if my Lord thinks so, he must be right.”
 
   My inner dragon said, Damn fine ass-kissing.  I like her.
 
   The maid returned with a corked bottle.  I took it in hand.  “Thanks.  You folks carry on.  Don’t let me hold you up.”
 
   The staff surrounding me took that as a royal command, curtseying and turning back to work as I continued on to the keep’s reception hall.  The fire pit contained roaring flames.  The area around the double thrones was vacant.  Elsewhere in the room, banquet tables had been set up.  White and blue silk table clothes covered the long tables.  Places were set, but not enough for more than a couple hundred guests.  Those that considered themselves the elite would eat here.  I imagined the regular rank and file would be entertained elsewhere.
 
   Once the various coronation guests sorted themselves out and cleaned up, they’d be arriving in droves.  I needed to hurry.  I went to the quarters here that were mine, shared with Osamu.  I wondered how he’d entertained himself through the recent ruckus.  I tramped back hallways and reached my suite.  The walls were lit by spaced out torches and extra candles.  I couldn’t see any shadows at all.  Of course, like we found out in the pavilion, very strong shadow magic could make shadow where they weren’t.  
 
   Mental note: be aware that defeating the Shadow Court doesn’t mean that they won’t still send stray assassins my way.
 
   Let them, my inner dragon said.  I’ll chew them up and spit them out, keeping their silver of course.
 
   Of course.
 
   I opened the door to my suite and stepped in—to darkness.  No candles burned, no lamps or lanterns.  Just past the threshold, I called out.  “Hey, anybody here planning to kill me?”
 
   “Caine-sama!  I’m just finishing up.  I will be with you shortly.  I heard a slashing sound and knew Osamu was giving his demon sword a work out.  The blade could see souls, hungering after them the way my own sword did.  In such darkness, my combat butler only had to hang on to the hilt of his weapon and let it do all the work.  Or not.  Fighting in utter darkness is a skill mastered by the best swordsmen, and he wasn’t an exception.  The shadow assassins barging in here had picked the wrong person to surprise.
 
   I heard a pained grunt and the sound of bodies falling.  The darkness thinned, slithering back down whatever extra-dimensional rabbit hole they’d used to get here.  A room emerged from the gloom: pine floorboards, tapestry-covered walls, a fully stocked mini-bar, tables, chairs, and doors leading to bedrooms.  The chairs were fallen over.  A candle had fallen over on the big table, the flame guttering out in its own wax.  There were other candles burning, a whole rack of them that produced an amazing amount of light now that the dark magic was gone.
 
   Three pointy-eared fey lay still in death.  Osamu’s demon blade had been effective, even though it couldn’t have fed on shadow souls.  His blade blazed red light radiating displeasure.  His weapon swung toward me, as if determined to go a soul, any soul.  Osamu fought it back, and willed it away to the same armory I use. 
 
   “The sword seems to grow ever more willful.”  He moved around, righting furniture, putting things back into order.
 
   “Nature of the cursed beasts,” I said.  “Ever hungry, never sated.  Unfortunately, they can’t eat shadow fey souls.  My own sword was pissed about that.”
 
   “Are we doing anything special to the bodies?” he asked.  “I noticed your handiwork outside when I first arrived.  The eyeless sockets with blood streaked cheeks does send a firm warning.”
 
   “The escaping fey will tell of this battle, of the modern weapons we used, the variety of magicks, of golden dragons raining lightning; I bet it will be a long time before another army comes this way.  The high ranking dead can be dumped in a mass grave with no marker.  The lowly foot soldiers are probably just farmers pressed into service.  We’ll send their bodies back for burial and put a few pieces of silver in their clothing.  We’ll win the respect of the poor, and cause them to hate their own leaders for wasting so many lives.”
 
   Osamu nodded gravely.  “Subversion and bribery.  You fight a public relations war as well.”
 
   “Weakening their will to oppose us, using psychological warfare, will pay off in the long run.  Also, when details are chosen to return the dead, we’ll choose our biggest, fiercest demons, no one with wounds.  We want to give the impression that we never had to sweat to destroy our enemies.”  
 
   “You want the non-combatants to see demon-kind up close, Caine-sama.”
 
   “It will give them something to dream about.  The Nightmare Court isn’t alone in being able to instill fear.”  I put the crystal tie on the table.  “I need you to guard this.  It’s been attacked once.  They may try again.”
 
   Osamu looked at it.  “It is beautiful.  I feel a living spirit within the stone.”
 
   “It’s tied to me.  Protecting it, protects me.”
 
   Osamu bowed.  “I will guard it with my life.”
 
   “Good to hear,” I said.
 
   I went on to my bedroom, opening the door carefully, peering in to make sure no further surprises were waiting.  There was light within from battery-powered lanterns.  The closet had no fiends, fey or otherwise.  I even looked under the bed.  It was not beyond reason that snakes, scorpions, or the assorted hell-beasts might have been dropped off by magical portal.  
 
   Remembering Megan and her gift-box asp, I wasn’t taking chances.
 
   Satisfying myself, I shed my clothes and went to the closet, sliding hangers around to look over my choices.  There would be fey lords and ladies, encrusted in gemstones and silver, wearing fine fabrics, making themselves hyper-beautiful with their natural glamour.  It was going to be a red carpet event, or close to it.  I wasn’t going to dip into my secret Malibu treasure vault to try to impress them.  
 
   No one needs to know what we got, my inner dragon said.
 
   I agreed.  Instead, I’d go the other direction for stark contrast.  First came black slacks, shirt, and vest.  I added a black jacket with the only color showing a line of crimson from the breast pocket handkerchief and a matching tie.  I wasn’t fey and I wasn’t dressing like one.  They’d accept me for the outlander I was, or I’d destroy them.  Simple.  Meanwhile, I’d rub their noses in my otherness.
 
   I turned as the door opened.  Gloria came in, a twenty-five-hundred-year old vampire princess passing for sixteen.  Her petite frame and sizable tits were well-defined by a gown that might have come from a period historical drama, from some ballroom scene.  The silk pieces were pink and silver with many fluffy petticoats.  There were puffy sleeves, and the corset couldn’t have left room for her to breath.  Good thing she didn’t need to. 
 
   Her eyes were a dull red, still cooling toward black after the recent excitement of bloody slaughter.  Her hair piled high was held in a column by jewel-headed pins, blue diamonds.  Her current hair color was silver with pale, sea-foam green streaks.  Her lipstick matched the green.  Part of me wanted to laugh at the elaborate getup, but I wasn’t stupid and didn’t want her to pull my nuts off.
 
   She swept up to me and adjusted my tie, smiling, showing full fang.
 
   “Having fun?” I asked.
 
   “Hell of a pre-game show,” she said.  “Reminds me of Cleopatra’s triumphant entry into Rome.”
 
   “You were there?”
 
   “Well—just between you and me—yes.  “As a beauty, that bitch was highly overrated, but she sure could work what she had.”  Gloria stepped back to give me a searching glance.  “Going against the grain, I see.  Smart.  You’ll stand out even more.  Not going out there armed?  The enemy is sure to have infiltrated, replacing a guest on the list.  It’s what I would do.”
 
   “My weapons are a thought away.  Besides, you’ll be around.”
 
   I heard a scream of fury from the other room.  “Mother!  I know you came in here.  Are you with that demon scum again?”
 
   Gloria and I went into the outer chamber.  Osamu had his back to the crystal heart.  His demon blade was in his hand and pointed at Adrian.  The ignorant vampire clod was dressed identically to me, but I made it all work better than the poser.  Seeing his mom, his eyes widened.  “I don’t know what kind of hold he has on you, but this needs to stop.”
 
   “Hey,” I said, “do I tell you who to fuck?”
 
   He foamed at the mouth.  What sounds escaped weren’t decipherable.
 
   I turned to Gloria.  “You need to take him some place and dress him funny.  He’s stolen my look.”
 
   Adrian’s red eyes burned.  “Your look.  Black is Goth and Goth is vampire to the bone.  You go change, freak.”
 
   “Fuck.  I don’t have time for this shit.”  My thought reached to my armory.  A moment later, a Super-soaker filled with holy water appeared in my hands.  Gloria put a hand on the barrel and forced it down.
 
   “He’s my son.  I will deal with this.  You go on.  You have guests waiting.”
 
   I let the water rifle return to my armory, and patted an empty pocket.  “Sure.  I’ll give your panties back to you later.”
 
   Gloria glowered at me.  “Oh, you’re so wicked.”
 
   “Takes one to know one.”  But I was talking to myself, for with a burst of vampire speed, she’d strong-armed Adrian out of the room, vanishing in a blur.
 
   
  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THIRTY-TWO
 
    
 
   “Second chances need to be 
 
   paid for.  I don’t do ‘free.’”
 
    
 
                                                       —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
   About to step into the keep’s Great Hall, I sent golden magic into the ink of my Dragon Sight tattoo, heating the surrounding skin, tingling the nerves.  The activating magic exacted its penalty of pain: a sensation that razor wire coiling around my colon, about to burst out my ass.  
 
   The psychic impression thinned to nothing.  
 
    I drew a deep breath and went in.  The great space was filling from the far side.  I walked forward past the double thrones and moved right around the fire pit.  Several of my higher ranking demon captains nodded a greeting.  We’d never stood on formalities.  That was more a vamp or fey thing.  Speaking of which…
 
   Izumi and her mother were sipping red wine from flutes, occupying a knot of fey gentry.  Izumi wore a white silk gown with diamonds winking in her styled hair.  A silver snowflake necklace glittered on the generous slope of her breasts.  Matching earrings hung from her earlobes.  Her laugh was easy and musical, as if the recent carnage she’d participated in couldn’t touch her.
 
   The vamps had their own clique going.  Gloria and Adrian had brought human attendants, blood donors eagerly baring their necks in service.  Adrian had been persuaded to exchange his jacket with another guest.  The one he wore was acid green and looked a little big on him.  He looked a little like a child playing dress up.  The flash of angry fire in his eyes showed he resented the change forced on him.  That made me happy.
 
   I noticed my dragon kin were in attendance, and that they were mocking me, having shown up in steampunk attire as if this were a science fiction convention.  The tight corsets on the women, the Victorian apocalyptic chic, somehow balanced the fey opulence.  I don’t think my family realized I liked this sort of thing.  Drake was seated at a table, stuffing his face with roasted game hen and candied carrots using a hand and arm covered with hardware that made it look like the steampunk equivalent of an exo-skeletal limb.  The intricacy of the get-up let me know this wasn’t a slapped together rig.  
 
   Maybe Drake is a real fan, and I’m being too sensitive. 
 
   But there was Kinsey, watching me for a reaction.  
 
   I smiled with little energy, waved once, and immediately looked elsewhere as if my family held little interest for me.
 
   My were-kitties were by the buffet table, sniffing over the sushi and California rolls.  Angie was with them as well as the Fenris.  Gumbo and the rest of my security detail were sampling the fey food at the other end of the serving tables.  
 
   Vivian and her Grandfather stood apart from everyone, looking uncomfortable in a room full of monsters that they weren’t allowed to kill.  Even though it was a party, the ex-slayers were covered in weapons, drawing nervous glances from the Winter Court guards.  Without stakes or crucifixes handy, I didn’t think Vivian could have felt comfortable.
 
   There were fey and demon magic-users mingling, talking shop, and every now and then, I caught the red flash of Selene in a mini-dress drifting through the crowd.  They didn’t seem aware of her.  At one point, she ghosted past Izumi, giving my fey queen a cold stare that promised nothing good.  The crowd shifted and Selene was gone.  I turned toward the pile of kegs, deciding I needed fortification, and found myself nose to nose with the Red Lady.
 
   “She’s all right, I suppose, for a lesser breed, but don’t you get tired of having to thaw her out just to fuck?” Selene asked.
 
   “Ladies aren’t supposed to say ‘fuck,’” I said, “not in public.  I think it’s in the official guidebook or something.”
 
   Selene slid her hands past my ribs, pulling me into an embrace.  “If ladies fuck, they ought to be able to say the word.”
 
   I shrugged.  “Don’t look at me.  I didn’t write the rules.”
 
   “Who did?  I’ll strangle them with their own intestines.”
 
   “I already have the entertainment planned out.”  I held Selene tightly, knowing she was a wild beast at heart, beyond my control.  I danced her casually toward the barrels of booze.  The fey cider was supposed to be particularly good.  
 
   She kissed the edge of my jaw and murmured in my ear.  “Are you planning to screw your frigid fuck-toy over there on her throne?  It is a nice throne, but it would look better with me sitting there.”
 
   “I try not to whip out my cock with other guys around; it’s too dispiriting for them to know they have such an impossible standard to meet.”
 
   “Don’t you feel though that it’s a bit like having three legs?”
 
   “I don’t mind being a freak in a good way.  I think of it as nature’s compensation to me for making me under tall.”  I released her, reached over to an attendant’s tray, and snagged two mugs, offering one to Selene.  “You aren’t going to make trouble for me here, are you?”
 
   “Trouble?  Me?”  She looked totally scandalized, eyes wide, mouth hanging open, an open invitation for my cock if there ever was one.  I was sorely tempted to drag her away and abuse the back of her throat. 
 
   She said, “This is a celebration of your triumph over the first of many kingdoms that are destined to fall.  I would never spoil what you have earned.  These sluts are your toys.  I know that.  Only I am your soulmate.  You just remember that, my Lord.”  The inflection she gave the title loaded it with amused mockery.
 
   I gave her a cold, hard stare.  “You are a bitch,” I said.  “My bitch.  Keep it up and I will spank your ass raw.”
 
   “Promises, promises…”
 
   I drained my cup and handed it back to the attendant.  
 
   From the embarrassed, fearful look on his face, it appeared he couldn’t see Selene, and had misinterpreted my statements.  Doubtless, he believed his ass to be in grave danger.  
 
   “I was, uh, practicing a speech, for someone else, later.  Let’s not speak of this to anyone.”
 
   He looked relieved.  “As my lord commands.”
 
   I looked back toward Selene.  She was gone.  I suspected she wasn’t far.  
 
   My sweeping glance hit Izumi.  She smiled.  The crowd around her split open as I walked up to her.  She reached out.  I took her hand.  Her palm was cold, her grip firm.  She drew me beside her, turning us so we faced her mother.  
 
   “It is time,” Queen Kellyn said.  “If you will take your places on the dais…”
 
   I drew Izumi with me, aware that the room was quieting.  We went past the fire pit to the dais and climbed up, turning in front of the thrones to face the room.  Kellyn stood just short of the steps, waiting as Lysande approached with a blue velvet cushion in her arms.  On the pillow were the two crowns she’d designed.  One at a time, Kellyn picked them up, inspecting them for danger. The tightening around Lysande’s lips indicated she resented this.
 
   Tough.
 
   I glanced at the crowns.  My Dragon Sight tallied up their worth, but detected no enchantments.  That was good; I wouldn’t have to kill Lysande for failing me a second time.  I don’t like literally wasting hot fucks.
 
   Kellyn nodded and stepped up on the dais with Lysande matching her.  The queen lifted my crown and held it between us.  She said, “Chosen by the Land, this crown is a symbol of the bond that is in place.  Let all who would live upon this land give homage to its lord.  Let all other Lords and Lands know that this land will be defended from all aggression.”  She lowered her voice.  “Incline your head.”
 
   I leaned forward, bending at the waist.  She settled the crown upon my head.  I straightened.
 
   Kellyn whispered, “Try to say something worthy of a fey lord.”
 
   I smiled at her, but let her see the cold death in my gaze.  
 
   She nodded approval and moved over in front of Izumi.
 
   Looking out at a hall full of allies, some better than others, I let my voice ring out.  By my will and strength, I rule.  By my choice, I take Princess Izumi as my queen.”
 
   Kellyn crowned her daughter and left the dais with Lysande following.  
 
   Izumi reached out again and captured my hand, staking her higher claim in the sight of the other women I often slept with.  Petty, but flattering as well.  I backed to my throne and sat down, drawing Izumi along so she sat beside me.
 
   “Bring in the prisoners,” I ordered.
 
   There was a stir as the guards began to drag in prisoners from the battle.  The fey were wounded for the most part, hands tied behind them, looks of desperation and fear on their faces.  The crowd opened a path.  The first ten were forced to their knees before the dais.  Being low-level conscripts, these warriors had never given direct oath to the lord they served.  That’s why I’d let them live while killing all the higher ranking enemy fey.
 
   I stared down at the prisoners.  “You have shown courage and loyalty to those who have led you to your doom.  If you want to be destroyed, I will accommodate you, but if you want to live, there is a way.”
 
   The looks thrown back at me included defiance, despair, and guarded hope.  One prisoner spat at me.  I nodded at Adrian.  “Thirsty?” I asked him.
 
   “Do your own killing,” he said.  “I’m not your dog.”
 
   I sighed, stood, and advanced to the dais stairs.  
 
   I’ve a seldom-used tattoo near my belly button.  Its original name was Dragon Pressure, but in a moment of weakness—and drunken nakedness—I’d let Izumi talk me into renaming it.  She’d insisted that Dragon Stomp was much better.  My golden magic heated the ink.  Pain awoke: the sensation of blood steaming in my veins, bursting them as my lungs combusted.  I stood perfectly still a moment, letting none of this show on my face.  
 
   The sensations passed.  
 
   I went down the stairs to stand in front of the spitter.  I smiled and placed a hand on his head.  He struggled, but I didn’t let him jerk free.  My dragon-born strength was more than a match for his fey nature.  I invoked the power of my Dragon Stomp tattoo.  There was a whump followed by a crack and a p-pop!  His skull imploded.  Little spurts of blood and pulverized brain jetted out.  The prisoners beside my victim winced away as if death were catching.
 
   My gaze swept the crowd.  Adrian looked shocked.  Kinsey and Drake seemed intrigued.  Gloria looked bored.  Selene was there in back, a look of feral hunger on her face as if the murder only primed her for more.  Kellyn looked impressed.  There was a stunned silence in the hall—then clapping.  
 
   The fey appreciate a good show.  Hell, everyone does, unless they’re next in line.
 
   I moved to stand in front of the next prisoner.  “If you will pledge personal loyalty to me, I will accept you as a subject.  My kingdom is empty for the most part.  There is plenty of land.  You could build a good life for yourself and family here.”
 
   The prisoner stared at me.  “You’d let me switch sides, just like that?”
 
   “If you give me an absolute promise of loyalty.  You’re fey.  The fey can evade, but not directly lie.  Make me believe you.”  
 
   Multiple emotions flashed across the prisoner’s face, vanishing as he reached a decision.  He nodded to himself.  “Dead, my usefulness to my lord ends anyway.  I will take your offer, my Lord.  I swear unreserved loyalty and will die in your service in exchange for the mercy you offer.  I will live for your best interest to be achieved.”
 
   I nodded at the guard behind the prisoner.  “Free him.”
 
   The guard bent down with a knife in hand.  A moment later, the prisoner’s hands were freed.  He rubbed his wrists.  
 
   I said, “There’s food and drink here.  Help yourself.” 
 
   The man looked startled.  “Yes, my Lord.  Thank you.”  He struggled to his feet, bowed, and was allowed to back away.  The next two prisoners gave a similar oath.  The one after that got to sample my modified Vulcan death grip.  His skull imploded.  The headless body slumped.  After that, things went better.
 
   Group followed group until we were done.  The last couple dozen were sent out of the hall to party with the rest of my troops, the hall having grown quite crowded and very noisy.  Izumi and I circulated.  We were over by the food table laid out by the winter fey when one of the attendants offered me a plate of delicacies.  My Dragon Sight was still in operation; a little tag appeared that only I could see, a skull and crossbones.  My dragon sense of smell detected arsenic.
 
   I smiled at the attendant, and took the plate, my gaze scanning the nearby fey.  Kellyn went still.  All animation leaving her face, a gleam of anticipation in her eyes.
 
   I whispered, “Gloria.”
 
   She appeared next to me, her broadsword in both hands.  Before the attendant could scream, she was sliced down the middle to the waist.  She split open and toppled backwards.  Her intestines slithered out onto the floor.  Blood pooled quickly, a metallic tang in the air.  
 
   Izumi gasped.  
 
   I handed her the plate.  “Arsenic.  If I were you, I’d warn your mother not to try this again.  She won’t survive my displeasure.”  Damn, there I go talking like the fey again.  I tried again.  “I’ll fuck her with a meat clever and feed the pieces to the gators.”
 
   “She wouldn’t.  She didn’t!”  Carefully, she set the plate of food on the table.
 
   “Sorry, love, she did.  It’s a mother’s love, wanting what’s best for her daughter.  With me out of the way, you’d rule this land on your own, and the fey lords wouldn’t mind since you’re one of them.”
 
   I turned to face Kellyn.  “If I were you, I’d take my people and go.”
 
   Kellyn lifted her nose into the air, the better to look down on me.  She opened her mouth to say something stupid.  Then realized that my golden dragon family had her boxed in.  They didn’t look happy with this betrayal.  I was actually a little touched they took my side.  
 
   Completely unexpected.
 
   Kellyn closed her mouth and strode away with her dignity and vital organs intact.
 
   Izumi breathed a word full of sadness.  “Mother!”
 
   The queen left with all her people trailing, my own forces going along to escort them out of the valley.  That left a lot fewer people to party.  In fact, it seemed like the party was over.  I took Izumi’s arm and led her across the hall, into the hallway that led us to my suite.  We moved silently until we reached the right door.  I put my hand on the latch.
 
   Izumi stopped me with a touch on my hand.  “You know I didn’t know, right?  I’d never want to rule without you.”
 
   She was fey; I had to believe her—now.
 
   I smiled and told her the truth.  “I never doubted you once.”  I had in fact doubted her twice, arguing myself out of it both times.
 
   She peered into my eyes.  “Really?”
 
   “It’s the truth.”
 
   She draped herself over me and hungrily sought my lips with her own.  Her tits flattened against my chest.  I gripped her ass and pinned her to my swelling cock.  In the back of my head, I heard his voice.  At last!
 
   She broke the kiss and murmured.  “We should probably do this inside.”
 
   I already had the door swinging open.  I dragged her across the threshold—and into a raging battle.
 
   
  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THIRTY-THREE
 
    
 
   “It isn’t the monster in the abyss that’s
 
   the problem, but the abyss itself.”
 
    
 
                                     —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   Osamu had my crystal tie tucked under one arm, wielding his demon sword one-handed.  Three fey were on the floor, dead and bleeding. A table and several armchairs were crashed to the side.  A patch of two-dimensional shadow clung to one wall, a portal from elsewhere.  More warriors streamed through.  Unlike the black-clad corpses, these were Storm Court, wearing purple and yellow leathers, purple-white electrical charges dancing on the edge of their rapiers.
 
   I am so getting tired of the politics of ambush.  I need to teach the fey a lesson they will remember for generations.
 
   I shoved Izumi toward Osamu to give him support, and lunged to intercept the storm fey myself.  They weren’t shy in meeting me.  Snarling curses met my presence.  Swords slashed at me.  I pulled my demon sword out of thin air, and felt a wave of cold at my back as Izumi went to work.
 
   The lightning charged blades slid along my demon sword, silver against meteoric iron.  The magic they used to strengthen their silver weapons collapsed, devoured by my sword’s demon aura.  The lightning poured into me, jazzing every nerve in my body.  I gritted my teeth against savage pain, offering a grimace of joy and bloodlust while my inner dragon drank that fire, making it his own.
 
   My sword sheered through two rapiers, going on to slash across their owner’s faces.  The fey fell back, faces crimson, blood splattering.  Their curses died with them.  The fey warriors slumped, dead, but their souls became a screaming blue-white mist.  The red haze of light on my black steel slurped up the souls, devouring them.
 
   My sword’s voice spiked through my head: Ah, delicious!  More.  More!
 
   A portion of the absorbed lifeforce kicked back into me from the hilt of the sword, taking my speed, vitality, and strength up a notch.
 
   I brought my sword around and batted aside another rapier.  The tip of my demon blade pointed at the assassin’s face.  My inner dragon used my sword as a conduit; golden lightning leaped from the point.  The fey face exploded into vapor and fragments of bone that sprayed everywhere.  Dropping the point, I stabbed the fey’s heart, letting the blade take another soul.  Again came the backwash of energy, the sound of a soul’s scream echoing in my head.
 
   Two more fey were just inside the shadow-portal, staring out.  Not liking what they saw, they hesitated. 
 
   I didn’t.  I flung myself at them and passed through the wall.  Wrapped in red flame, my straight katana stabbed ahead of me into the darkness, piercing another heart as I ducked a slash.  
 
   Getting in close, I used my left hand, pressing it against a fey chest.  Still tingling with magic, my Dragon Stomp Tattoo did its thing.  The warrior grunted in pain, having little breath left with his heart and lungs blasted back through his backbones.  I stabbed him, letting my blade drink another soul.  It fed me power I’d probably need once I slipped out of the shadow portal, arriving on the other side.
 
   The shadow portal fell behind me and I was tumbling across a great round hall that soared four stories around me.  Talk about being at the bottom of the barrel.  Black volcanic stone formed the building blocks.  Torches circled the walls, spiraling up.  As I slowed to a stop, I registered the lack of a roof, seeing a shadow-sky with a black moon rimmed by white fire.  The frozen eclipse peered down, a hidden sun that might never return.  
 
   The floor proved slick, causing me to skid and fight for balance as a band of black-hooded magicians leaped at me with wavy, silver daggers.  Here were the ones who’d opened the portal into my room, probably the same ones who’d sent the soldiers against me in the pavilion.
 
   My sword screamed, Dinner!
 
   “Hell, yes!” I said.
 
   I used my dragon-born strength to swing my sword.  I didn’t pay much attention to what I was slicing through: wrist, knife, torso…  I just kept my sword in motion, taking a full spin.  The last two magicians went down, souls screaming as they were consumed, and I noticed two knives sticking in me.  One had entered my left shoulder, which had already taken damage.  The other knife had slid between floating ribs.  I had a lung that was deflating.  
 
   Fortunately, there were no guards in the room, and I didn’t steps running my way.  I thought it safe to take time and deal with my injuries.  I plucked the knives out and let them fall to the floor, noticing that the shadow portal had died along with those who’d created it, leaving me stranded in enemy territory.  I felt inside the hole in my side, past coat, vest and shirt.  The torn skin was wet with blood, my life leaking away.
 
   But I had a lot of life.  The power fed me by my sword burned in my cells.  I pulled golden magic through my body, gathering that lifeforce, drawing it to where I needed healing.  My labored breathing strengthened.  I felt warmth in the punctures as they closed.  Skin knitted and pain fled as I became fully functional again.
 
   Hearing slow steps, I turned and saw a woman approaching.  Her eyes were black ice, her lips the blue of sorrow.  She was thin and tall with milk-colored skin that would done a vampire proud.  Her hair fanned behind her, descending from a silver crown dotted with black diamonds.  Black silk veils wrapped her body, whispering as she moved.  She carried a single black rose in her left hand, and behind her—like an evil omen—an onyx throne rose, its back like bat wings catching the winds of night.
 
   Her sigh preceded her.  She spoke in a voice sharp as a razor, “Now you’ve gone and spoiled my fun.  I had wanted to play with you a little longer.”
 
   My sword shrieked, Give her to me!
 
   My cock said, No!  She obviously need to be fucked to death.  Really, it’s the only merciful thing to do.
 
   Shut up! I told them both.
 
   My Dragon Sight tattoo still burned, bringing little comfort.  My magic found no weapons on her except the rose.  It registered as a familiar of all things.  My vision tagged her in overdrive with an ever climbing evaluation of power.  Here was one of the Old Ones; a fey who’d lived ages, steeping herself in dark power until she was at the verge of transitioning into something more than fey, something beyond dangerous. 
 
   I slanted a glance across the great chamber, looking for an exit.  fuckfuckfuckfuckfuckfuckfuckfuckfuck!  No doors or windows.  
 
   I backed away, calling on my inner dragon.  I need your wings.
 
   My inner dragon stirred, looking out of my eyes at what was slowly advancing on us.  You’re afraid of a girl?
 
   “Just give me those fornicating wings, lizard-breath!”
 
   Hearing me talk to myself, the Old One paused.  She tapped her chin with the black rose.  I could tell the petals were carved from obsidian.  She said, “I’m sorry, am I interrupting something?”  And then she was gone, not even a blur of motion.
 
   I spun, somehow knowing she’d be behind me.  She was, close as death.  Her right hand caught my right wrist, taking control.  She lifted my wrist, bringing my demon sword vertical, posting it between us so it could flip-off God.  
 
   I jerked with dragon strength, but my hand didn’t budge.  I reached with my thoughts and brought a Berretta PX4 Storm out of nowhere.  The comforting weight filled my free left hand.  I felt my shoulder blades heating with golden fire, the bone reshaping, flowing.  Calcium spurs poked out of my back, ripping shirt, vest, and coat.  Blood drizzled down my back, dampening the cloth.
 
   The wings were on the way, but I needed to buy time.
 
   Her gaze ignored me for the moment, sliding along my black sword.  She said, “Oh, how pretty.”  The sword’s red haze glossed her black-ice eyes, adding a little pink color to her face.  She smiled with thin, cruel lips.  White flashed, ridges of spiky bone that reminded me of piranha teeth.  She ran her rose through the red haze, twirling it up like a cotton candy vender.  The demon sword aura seemed to have no effect on her rose.  Drawing the rose to her lips, she lapped the petals and the haze that clung to them.
 
   Her voice cut the cold air.  “I hear the screams, I feel the despair of those devoured.  Their torment is so rich!”
 
   My sword whimpered in fear and called to me.  Caine, help!
 
   I held still, suppressing the pain, trying to keep her unaware of the wings forming behind me.  If she smelled blood, I hoped it would be attributed to my previous wounds.  True, I had the semi-automatic in my left hand, but I had the feeling that with the first shot, she’d break my right wrist in retaliation.  I was putting that moment off as long as possible.
 
   My sword continued to beg.  Caine, please…
 
   Oh, friggin’ hell.  I cleared my throat.  “Excuse me, but I would really prefer you didn’t damage my demon sword.  They’re hard to come by.”
 
   “Ah, a demon sword.  I’ve heard of these, but never seen one.  It’s alive, isn’t it?  And hungry.  I feel endless hunger, bottomless thirst, but it vibrates with so many deaths.  So many souls are chained to it.”  She closed her eyes and inhaled sharply.  “The scent intoxicates.  I feel my own hunger sharpening.”
 
   The weight of my wings was growing.  Fresh muscle and nerve tissue burned, screaming at me.  
 
   She licked the blade with a tongue of blue-shadows that stretched out a good seven inches.  Touching the energies of the blade had no effect on her except to produce a sexual squeal of excitement.  Her grip on my right wrist tightened painfully, as a mist of silver-blue spirit energy wafted from the sword, drawn in with her breath.  Like a leach—the vampire kind that drain lifeforce—she did to my sword what my sword normally did to others.
 
   The sword said, Caine, don’t let her eat me!  You really want a lifeless sword?
 
   What I want is more time, dammit.  Oh, well.
 
   I swung my handgun’s muzzle up to her face.  “Ever seen one of these?”
 
   She went still, eyes fixed on the weapon.  She frowned as fey instinct warned her of danger.  “Cold iron?  If your sword cannot harm me, why do you think this curious toy can?”
 
   Curious toy?  It seems she doesn’t get out much.
 
   I squeezed off a shot, aiming between her eyes, hoping the shock would cause her to release my sword hand.  At the moment of firing, I closed my eyes, not wanting to blind myself with the muzzle flash.  There was a hard crack of sound and red light seen through my eyelids.  I opened my eyes, my hand still captive.  
 
   Her head was back, face turned to the sky.  Her tongue poked up like an aerial, its tip a coil. 
 
   I lowered the gun so it pointed at her stomach.
 
   Her face came back down.  The tip of her tongue coiled around the bullet.  Her eyes blinked.  Gunpowder stippling dotted her milky flesh.  As I watched, the grains sank into skin and vanished.  Her gaze cleared.  I saw real anger from her for the first time, her face hardening into a scowling, demonic mask.  Her grip on my right wrist tightened even more.  
 
   I felt the bones break.  If she expected a reaction, I disappointed her.  The pain my own magic regularly inflicts on me out-scaled so simple an injury.  
 
   “That all you got, bitch?  Have some more.”  I emptied the full clip into her jerking body.  By the last shot, she released me, staggering back a few steps.  While she was off balance, I returned the gun to my armory and joined hands on the sword hilt.  I rushed in with a high, horizontal slash that I hoped would take off her head.
 
   But my chicken-hearted sword swerved in my weakened grip.  Caught off-balance, I couldn’t keep the demon blade on track, and was wrenched into a fall, the slick floor betraying me as well.  I hit heavily.  The sword skidded out of reach, and jumped back to my armory on its own, abandoning me.
 
   Fucking sword!  I’ll get you for this.
 
   I warmed my Dragon Fire tattoo and paid the price in agony as my head exploded into what felt like smoking ruin.  As the pain retreated, I brought my hands up to throw fire at the Old One.  Only she was gone.
 
   Not again.
 
   My left fist ignited, becoming a fire-wrapped mace.  I used a spinning back-fist attack.  Coming around, I saw I was right, that she had blind-sided me once more.  I think this was a method she’d developed for ratchetting up fear.  What she didn’t realize was that it also made her predictable.  My flaming fist rocked her head. 
 
   She collapsed into a pool of darkness that drained away to nowhere.
 
   I kept my body turning and caught her with a second blow as she surged up, trying to blind-side me once more.  This time, she held her ground, reaching out, seizing my coat and pulling me so my back was to her.  Her hands shifted to my newly formed dragon wings.  Her fingers dug in.  And she tore the wings off, breaking the ribbing, sheering the bone-spurs cleanly from my shoulder blades.
 
   It hurt.  It really fuckin’ hurt.  I choked on a scream.
 
   Her cold laughter cut like a whip.
 
   
  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THIRTY-FOUR
 
    
 
   “There’s crazy, insanely 
 
   stupid, and then there’s me.”
 
    
 
                                                     —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   Her laughter echoed off the far walls and the floor, rising to the fixed eclipse in the shadow-sky above.  Yeah, she was scary, working hard at it, but I didn’t have to work at all; scary is my middle name.  I joined her laughing as dragon fire climbed my arms, spreading across stomach, chest, and back.  And then I was wearing the fire as a mask, and not burning at all.  No dragon is burned by their own fire.  I poured flame from my flesh, driving her back, and back.
 
   She screeched, an inhuman sound.  Her substance thinned, as she became a three-dimensional shadow you could look through.  Her shape enlarged as her substance dispersed.  And her eyes were black pits rimmed with white like the lunar eclipse above.  She was living darkness, rising up above the roaring fire like smoke, running from the one element she couldn’t face, and already halfway to the hall’s high rim.
 
   No, you are not escaping me.
 
   I ran to the wall, swerving to follow its curve as I got there.  Pressed against my abdomen, my broken wrist throbbed, each sharp movement stabbing it with knives.  My inner dragon was fixing the damage to my back and wrist, and doing a little more besides; my hands were becoming claws, the kind you need to rip fey apart.  Pain was fading.  
 
   Feeling almost my old self again, I leaped and landed atop the angled shaft of a torch, staying just long enough to launch again.  And again.  And again.  I didn’t follow the gradual upward spiral but leaped higher, setting a diagonal course from curved line to line.  Hop by hop, using dragon strength, I let momentum build, but never tried to jump too far.  Landing with too much force would break a torch and start my escape all over from scratch.  If I lost track of her now, the murder and mayhem in my heart would rage unquenched, and I’d miss out on a world of payback.  
 
   The Old One’s shadow haze spilled over the rim like black mist.
 
   A last leap carried me out of the barrel.  I landed on the top edge, a four foot rim where wind screamed.  Black and white crows scattered, taking wing.  I looked over the edge for my prey and only my heightened vision discerned one shadow moving through others, running into a labyrinth of obsidian walls. 
 
   A maze.  How quaint. 
 
   There was something off about the walls, a not quite solid feel.  The material seemed to ripple in place.  
 
   Of course, this is Fairy where everything is suspect.  Now, how do I get down from here?  Only one thing occurred to me.  I hoped I’d live through it.  
 
   Facing the wall I wanted to descend, I dangled my legs over the edge and slid down to hang by my scaly, oversized hands.  I kept tension in my finger, digging claw-tips into stone, and allowed gravity to do the rest.  My claws gripped the obsidian with full dragon strength, trying to dig furrows to slow my descent.  The process didn’t work as well as I hoped since the surface was so damn slick.  
 
   The scrape of nails was loud.  My speed too high.  Seeing this, I kicked off the wall for distance, and crashed through tree limbs that slowed me at the expense of a few gouges and bloody scrapes.  I came out of the tree limbs and slammed into some picketed horses.  They panicked, stumbled sideways, pulled free, and ran away.  Then I crashed into the ground.  Alive.  It was just as well I’d sent the horses off; their dead owners inside the building wouldn’t be needing them anymore.
 
    I picked myself up and ran toward the oddly shimmering surfaces of the dark maze.  
 
   Plunging into the labyrinth, I noticed that the walls were thin, and that they were made of black chains that swished, producing a metallic shimmering sound.  This was a hunter’s maze.  The sound would distract prey from footfalls, and the hunter could go through the walls to make a kill.  A challenging environment.  Normally, I’d go high and use the top of the walls as a road.  Here, the top of the frames that held the curtains of chain were razor edged.  They’d slice through my shoes and then start on my feet.  
 
   The Old One had run, but only to lead me to a killing ground of her choice.  She’d be lying in wait now, ready to ambush me.  And the razor edges up above wouldn’t cut her.  Darkness doesn’t bleed.  I needed her to return to being a corporeal fey.  Dragon Flame was just going to drive her off for a while.  Perhaps fighting darkness with darkness…  I looked at the back of one clawed hand where I wore the shadow brand I’d made.  A thought pulled out dark jags of energy to dance along the skin.
 
   My heightened dragon senses pulled in the moan of wind, the shimmer of fine chains, and little else.  Using the edge of sight like a predator wasn’t working; there was too much rippling from the walls.  They caught at my attention, distracting me.  I tried easing through a wall to see how quietly it could be done.  The excess sounds could be heard but not from too far away.  Of course, crashing through a wall would be different.
 
   I decided to go with a what-the-hell tactic.  From inside a wall, I threw handfuls of chain up over the razor edge until I had metal wrapping the top as insulation.  Stepping out of the wall, I used dragon strength to jump up to the wrapped edge.  I balanced there, using the added height to see if the dark fey were running toward me.  I saw no suspicious shadows in motion.  
 
   Damn.  This is going to take a while.
 
   I jumped down and crossed to another section of wall deeper in the maze.  I eased myself through and started to down a corridor.  From a distance, her laugh soared, a taunting slash at my confidence.  The bitch was trying to rattle me.  
 
   Like that’s going to work.  
 
   I took a moment to strip my upper body.  Dank with blood, shirt, vest, and coat were uncomfortable and a hindrance to the smooth flow of my muscles.  My thoughts reached through my arsenal tattoo across the veil between worlds, pulling a Kevlar vest out of thin air.  Getting the vest on was difficult with my enlarged, claw hands.  Thinking about it, I let my right hand begin the process that would return it to normal.  I waited until I could grip a handgun, then summoned one from my armory.  That gave me close range and distance attacks.
 
   As an extra safeguard, I flushed all of my tattoos with raw golden magic so my full array of spells were at fingertips.  Multiple agonies competed for my attention as I paid for the spells.  My feet felt flayed and soaked in acid.  My intestines knotted, my heart exploded in my chest, and it seemed as if my eyeballs wanted to burst from a hot steam injection.  
 
   My thoughts focused through the sensations as they faded.  I imagining all the things I wanted to do to this bitch: Damn shit-stick licking douche-mongering twat of an ass-clown.  You will share my pain.
 
   Payment made, I shrugged off the psychic after-shocks, smiled, and stealthily advanced across small black brickwork with dead weeds poking up at intervals.  The metallic whispers of the chains hid the sounds of my steps, giving the enemy the same advantage.  Minutes crept by, but I was pretty sure she didn’t have escape in mind.  An ancient fey wouldn’t believe she could lose.  Her death was going to come as a hell of a surprise.
 
   I should have been tired from a day of battle, from full transformations, magic expenditure, and from the drain that hyper-vigilance requires, but my system was flushed with adrenaline; my tiredness crowded away by the joy of killing.  Red eyed rats took one look at me and scurried away.  
 
   I made several turns and found myself in a very long corridor.  This aisle might very well divide the entire maze.  And dead center, waiting for me, was the Old One.  I saw her human shape, but there was still a shady, spectral quality to it.  My dragon flame had taught her the danger of being too close, too solid.  I moved toward her.  No hesitation.  Relentless.  The grim reaper’s calling, baby!
 
   But it seemed too easy.  Why had she chosen this place?  What was special about here?  I swept the brick work with my dragon enhanced sight.  The bricks lost definition in a spot fifteen feet from her.  They kinda melted together.  As I approached that spot, I breathed deeply, drawing in all scents.  The Old One could use fey glamour to deceive my eyes, her power being considerably greater than other fey I’d messed with.  I needed to suspect everything around me.  
 
   I caught the scent of old, rotted blood.  She’d killed here before, though not recently. 
 
   I stopped at the lip of the suspect bricks, noticing that they were gummed with dried blood and gore.  Here and there, I saw fragments of bone.  I also heard breathing left and right, coming from the side walls of chain.  Two … things … were there.  One was cannily quiet.  The other thought it was doing the same, but I heard the soft, near-vibration of its impending roar, straining for release.  
 
   Monsters in a maze, how unoriginal.
 
   I showed her my best wicked smile.  “Nice trap.  Too bad it’s not enough.”
 
   Her own smile stayed in place, but showed a hint of tension.  
 
   I didn’t want her to flee again while I tangled with the hiding beasts, so I decided to try to stun her and then deal with the other threats.  Manifesting as a shade protected her from my claw-hand, handgun, and dragon fire, but it didn’t protect her from shadow magic.  My hand swung up, wreathed in shadow lightning.  I hurled stabbing forks of black energy at her.  She wasting a precious moment of reaction time by staring.  
 
   Fuckin’ surprise, bitch!
 
   I understood her disbelief; she was Mistress of Darkness, she ruled the Shadow Court.  No one was supposed to be able to use her element against her, especially an outsider to Fairy.  My black lightning cut through her ephemeral presence.  She wilted, screaming, and sprawled on her face, shuddering into silence.  Her long-nailed hands clawed at the black bricks.
 
   A few steps ahead and to either side of the corridor, the chains lashed violently as big, dark shapes lumbered through.  Black fur with a satin sheen, slabs of muscle, small heads with glowing, orange-red eyes.  I recognized wolf traits, but there were simian elements as well, and the tails definitely seemed lizard.    
 
   They growled, whirling toward me, going shoulder to shoulder while putting themselves between me and my prey.  My black fire tangled them, stinking the air with burnt fur.  Shrill, falsetto roars burst from their lips.  They staggered, but remained standing.  
 
   Tough bastards.
 
    I let the shadow mark on my hand go dormant, and pulled a Storm PX4 from thin air, loaded with explosive rounds.  I placed four rounds in each of the creature’s chest.  Following the reports of the handgun, there were pops of bullets shredding flesh.  Deep, wide holes that looked scooped-out fountained blood.  A human would have been pierced through, most of the chest gone.  These beasts showed less damage, but flopped back with broken spines, collapsing into heaps.  Last to go was the red-orange glow of the eyes.
 
   I swung my muzzle, seeking the Old One beyond the monsters, but she was gone.  
 
   I returned my weapon to my armory, and cranked up my Dragon Flame tattoo.  I thrust fire down the corridor.  The monsters caught fire and crisped away with the sizzle sound of a steak on the grill.  The flames shot down the passage, backwashing up both arms.  Like doing the breast stroke, I separated my arms to either side, slashing with the super-hot flames.  The fine black chains that formed the side walls broke, a molten rain spraying back into side corridors.  I don’t know how far the flames ate, simply hoping I’d caught the dark lady.
 
   I cut off the fire, listening for sounds of pain.  Sounds of flight.  Nothing.  
 
   Lost her.
 
   The bricks where she’d lain sagged in the middle.  
 
   Maybe not.
 
   I walked through the flames still clinging to the bones of the monsters.  I stopped by the depression in the ground, staring down.  Fire had burn away old blood, adding definition to the bricks.  The middle of the slump fell into darkness, revealing a subterranean level.  I stomped at the edge of the depression and watched all of the bricks in that area fall from sight. 
 
   I’m guessing that she simply went dark and seeped through the ground in an attempt to hide.  
 
   I jumped.  Twelve feet later, I landed on flagstone.  I was in a sprawling chamber.  Square blocks were spaced well apart, supporting the ceiling that was also the floor of the maze.  Beyond the supporting blocks, thick black nothing loomed.  The dark lady could be anywhere, a half mile away, or a dozen feet.  The air was dank, dusty, giving me no read on her.  I spun and spewed more dragon fire.  Arcing bands of fire sliced into the darkness, illuminating more supports, showing ever greater distances.  Clinging to the supports, falling to the floor, dragon fire increased the overall level of light.
 
   Making me a more visible target.  I realized this too late as I heard a twang.  I tried to dodge, but wasn’t fast enough.  An arrow stabbed my left shoulder, just under the collar bone—an arrow made of shadow magic, darkness given substance.  I jumped to the side, ducking behind a support, guessing at her position.  The wound burned.  Twelve inches poked out of my front, about three inches protruding from the back of my shoulder.  I slapped the feathered end of the shaft and it popped through.  The shaft hit the flagstones and dissolved into mist, its work done.
 
   The bleeding was mild.  I closed the wound with a little flash of dragon fire into my shoulder.
 
   Okay, bitch.  That’s one for you, but paybacks are a comin’.
 
   I summoned a PX4 Storm with a full clip of mercury-tipped rounds, and formed a round shield of shadow magic to deflect further arrows sent my way.  Springing out from cover I ran toward direction the shot had come, screaming like a madman.
 
   Damn, this is fun!
 
   
  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THIRTY-FIVE
 
    
 
   “Life always springs from pain.”
 
    
 
                                                      —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   The next arrow hit my shadow shield and skittered off.  The angle indicated she’d moved after her first shot.  I guessed she’d do the same a second time, trying to catch me on a blind side. Anticipating her movement, I overcorrected my course.  The third arrow came straight into my charge, showing I was right.  The head-on impact caused the third arrow to embed itself deeply.  I emptied my magazine, sent my PX4 Storm back to my armory for a fresh clip, and summoned it back.
 
   I heard a gasp.
 
   I smiled.  Got you.
 
   However keeping her was the problem.  She was just going to go into a total-dark conversion to keep eluding me—but maybe I could beat her with a little subterfuge.  
 
   And a lightning charge, my inner dragon said.  I’ll build and hold it for as long as I can.
 
   “Okay,” I said.  “I can work with that.”
 
   I reached the point she’d last fired from.  There was blood on the flagstones.  I eyed two of the massive, square pillars that were close by.  She could have taken refuge behind either one, cloaking herself with shadows.  A lot of other enemies would have given up the game by now, figuring they could come back later with better odds and more backup.  I sensed that this Old One was a lot like me; invested in the kill, she was loathe to give up just because things had grown difficult.  I’d let other fey give oath and change sides to support me.  Sadly, I couldn’t do this with the Dark Queen.  
 
   She’s too much like me to ever trust.  She could very well give oath, then betray me anyway reasoning that it was in my best interest to be betrayed, so I’d become even more formidable—if I survived.  It was mental gymnastics that only an ancient fey, or someone like me, could embrace: Betrayal as an act of loyalty.
 
   My inner dragon said, Cool.  That slipperiness is what I like best about you, Child of the Village.  You are your father’s son.
 
   “Careful, you’ll turn my head.”  There was little of my earlier dragon fire burning in this part of the battlefield, so I tucked my gun in my waistband to free up a hand, knelt, and summoning a dozen military-style glow sticks from my armory.  I bent them sharply and flung them out into the darkness, creating zones of cold-green radiance.  She’d think this a form of sorcery.  
 
   I raised my voice and called out.  “Hey, Shadow Bitch!”
 
   Silence answered.  She wasn’t going to betray her position with me so close.  Pressing her, it seemed like I had the momentum, but I didn’t forget that she was much faster, unless my gunfire had changed that.  If I wasn’t careful, she’d let me run her down until she caught me.  I needed to lure her out, making her think the battle was over and she was safe.
 
   I yelled again.  “Okay, this isn’t getting us anywhere.  We’re just whittling away at each other, taking damage, but settling nothing.  And I have a victory celebration to get back to.  Tell you what, I’m just going to use my shadow magic to portal back to my kingdom.  I can afford to deal with you another day.  Meanwhile, why don’t you think about how much stronger your position would be if you were on my side instead of fighting me.”
 
   I tossed the shield off into the darkness.  I didn’t have the power to make a portal, but I did have a special tattoo that used demon magic instead of dragon magic: Demon Wings.  It was already warmed up, the cost prepaid.  I invoked the spell with a flush of raw magic.  I didn’t go anywhere, or cloak myself with invisibility, but to her perspective, it would seem like I’d popped out of her world.  This was the effect of my You-don’t-see-me spell.  It didn’t just fool the eye, but the ear, and even sense of touch—all by playing a head game on the world at large.
 
   My ambush was laid.  The rest was waiting.  “How’s that charge coming?” I asked my inner dragon.
 
   The golden dragon eyes in the back shadows of my mind were brighter than normal.  Building nicely, so if she waits too long, we’ll be in trouble.  Even I have my limits in the power I can contain.
 
   “Let me know before you have to release.”
 
   Several minutes really dragged out. I sensed a darkening of the air, a thickening of presence if not substance.  The green chem lights I’d tossed out were simultaneously dimming.  She’d gone to her intangible form to check out my position.  If my spell was strong enough, she wouldn’t feel me at all.  
 
   I felt the excitement of an approaching kill, and my hands trembled.  Part of that was also the strain on my system as my nerves conducted enough electricity to fry a kraken.  I was amazed that beams of light weren’t shooting out of my eyes and ass.
 
   My inner dragon said, Caine, soon!
 
   “Hold on just a little more.  She’s coming in,” I growled.
 
   Darkness absorbed my abandoned shield as she took back her arrow.  And then she was fey, humanoid in form, wearing veils of shadow.  She limped, favoring her right leg where a bullet had grazed her.  In the assumed privacy of the moment, her true face showed.  Her face was youthful except for hard lines that bracketed her mouth, and the shadows under her eyes that revealed exhaustion.  I think it had been a very long time since she’d been pushed as hard as I’d done.  She’d grown complacent, careless, and now she was going to die for it.
 
   Caine! My inner dragon called.  Now?
 
   “Now!”
 
   Brutal golden light washed away the darkness.  Golden jags of lightning leapt the gap, hitting the Old One, some of them going on to slam a pillar.  Her substance exploded, her blood boiling away, her flesh blackening, smoking, chunks of her blasted to nothing.  There was a swift fragment of a scream, then only the echo of thunder, and lumps of roasted meat for the rats.  
 
   Not that they’d thank me.   Ingrates.
 
   Speaking of which, my inner dragon said, you could thank me.
 
   Words were cheap; they cost me nothing.  “Thank you.”  
 
   What now?
 
   “Our work isn’t quite done.  With the queen dead, the land will be in flux.  We don’t want just anybody taking over.  If we handle this right, we’ll neutralize this territory as a threat while sending a hell of a message to anyone thinking of messing with me again.”
 
   There was a shiver in the air, a peeling like church bells in the distance.  I knelt and used my claw hand to gouge up a flagstone.  Both palms went flat to the cold earth now revealed.  The same way I’d commune with my own kingdom, I poured my awareness into this fey kingdom.  I called its up-for-grabs crystal heart, sensing its dark hunger burrowing up to greet me.  Others would be coming, wanting this prize, and they would have to deal with me.
 
   The bare soil bucked up into my hands.  A black diamond mass shook off the dirt, emitting a shadow-mist that acted like light, dancing around the stone, caressing my hands.  I gripped the stone, but didn’t synchronize it to the rhythms of my lifeforce.  Instead, I waited, toning down the Demon Wings magic so I could be seen, but their attention would still tend to slide away when they didn’t concentrate.
 
   They came, the shy, secretive people of this land.  Soon, a horde surrounded me.  Most of the pale faced mob were dressed in dark colors.  Those wearing precious jewels to announce their rank pressed closest, murmuring over the remains of their dead queen, eyeing me with grave suspicion.  “Did you do this?” one of them demanded.
 
   Obviously I had.  He didn’t need an answer.  This was his way of claiming ascendancy over others who might seize the vacant throne.
 
   “Who presumes to ask?” I said.
 
   “I am Challis, cousin to the queen, the next Lord by right.”
 
   “Your family lifted hand against me.  Be satisfied any of you are allowed to live.  The right to rule depends on the land, and I control your land.  No one will hold power here until I have certain assurances.”
 
   “What assurances?” Challis asked.  “Perhaps we should go to more comfortable location and discuss this.”
 
   I drew the Berretta from my waistband and place a slug between his eyes.  “No, I’d rather not.”
 
   Arriving on the scene, a dozen guards in royal livery—black with white trim—jostled the aristocracy aside, swinging pikes toward me in a defensive posture.  
 
   “He killed the queen,” a bystander helpfully informed them.  “And he holds the soul of the land.”
 
   “And I will destroy that soul at the next attack against me,” I promised.
 
   The guards held their position except for the one leading them, their captain.  He sheathed his silver, rune-etched sword and took a large step my way.  “What do you want?”
 
    “I am Caine Deathwalker, Red Moon Demon, and Silver Crowned King of the Dragonlands.  I am death and judgment.  Your ruler made war against me so I broke her.  I will take what I want in repayment to the many inconveniences I have suffered, and then I will go, leaving you to pick up the pieces of your lives.”
 
   “We will need the stone to do that.  Are you taking it with you?” the captain asked.
 
   “Not unless I am forced to it.”  I sent the PX4 Storm back to my armory.
 
   The captain turned back to his men to bark an order.  “Sheath weapons!”
 
   Ignoring those immediately surrounding me, I walked back to the hole through which I’d come.  Everyone crowded out of my path, falling in behind me to see where I was going and what I’d do next.  The guards fell in to either side, keeping everyone back.
 
   A leap carried me to the surface where a cool wind swept by.  I walked the damaged maze, passing the obsidian lair of the dead queen.  Beyond, I passed cultivated lands where mushrooms and tubers grew.  There were also orchards with dusky blue, miniature fruits.  I thought it a miracle anything could grow with so little sunlight.  I reached a village where mud and straw buildings huddle close to each other.  Woman and children emerged, cautious, careful.  Their huge eyes were dark, staring at me, staring at the end of their world as they knew it.  Many of the plainer dressed men who’d followed me back rejoined their families, using urgent, hushed voices to explain things.
 
   My gaze fell on a woman standing alone, no husband, but three small children clinging to her skirts.  She was oddly fertile for a fey.  I shifted course to approach her, stopping a few feet away.  “What is our name?” I asked.
 
   “Liah, my Lord.”
 
   I smiled.  She’d given me a lord’s title so that curtesy might not fail—so punishment wouldn’t fall.  In any world, the lowest ranked always had to kiss ass.  “You may call me Caine.”
 
   She managed a bow, graceful despite the children clinging to her.  “Thank you, my Lord.”
 
   “Liah, I killed your queen.  Does that anger you?”
 
   “It brings sorrow and fear, my Lord, but the struggle of life remains.”
 
   “If it brings no injury to you and yours, would you swear friendship to me?”
 
   “I consider myself a friend to all.”
 
   Smart, not to commit herself to a position that might bring grief once I’m gone.  I asked another question, “What is the most important thing to you?”
 
   “Taking care of my family, living at peace with my neighbors, and honoring the high-born.”
 
   “Reasonable, considering your station in life.  If you could speak fearlessly to the next lord of this land, what would you tell them to do?”
 
   By then, several of the aristocracy had worked close enough to follow the conversation.  One of them, a man in a hooded black cloak, snorted in contempt.  He had the damp smell of a water magic user.  He said, “Low-born trash have no words the gentry need to hear.”
 
   “I disagree.”  I faced him.  “They know the value of peace, of building community, and not wasting a land’s strength and lives in foreign adventures.  Had your queen known these things, she would not be maggot food now.” 
 
   The man’s face tightened in anger.  He half drew a sword from the scabbard.
 
   I looked at him, certain death in my eyes.
 
   He thrust his sword back into hiding.
 
   I turned back to the woman.  
 
   Her gaze roved about like she desperately wanted to escape this conversation by hiding herself away.  
 
   I went up to her and handed her the heart of this land.  “Accept the burden, and lift those like yourself out of the mud.”
 
   She stared into the heavy black diamond, her face shadowing, her frame stiffening, strengthened by the soul-tie only fey royalty know.  I heard scattered protest, but the land rejoiced; like shards of black glass in the wind, a storm of butterflies swept the sky.  Behind the frozen black moon, the corona of white fire blazed brighter, shifting to a gentler, red color.  The scraggly lawns filled in with midnight green grass and the bruised faces of poppies.  The earth shuddered, rumbling, then quieted.
 
   By then, no one else dared object.  The bonding was in place.  Power had come.  With a thought, dark piercing rains could fall, shadow storms could rage, black fire could spark from Liah’s fingertips.
 
   The captain of the guard yelled.  “The Queen is dead, long live the Queen!”
 
   Many more “Long lives” were bantered around.
 
   The captain and his men came and knelt to Liah.  One by one, they pledged full allegiance.  A wave of similar conduct swept back until only the woman, her children, and I still stood.  Her dark-star gaze came to me.  “Why?” she asked.
 
    “Power should never be given to those that want it, no matter how well they intend to rule.” Since these people didn’t really know me, I saw no problem with draping myself in nobility.  Besides, it’s not every day I get to be the father of someone else’s country.  In years to come, they might even name a school after me.  
 
   My inner dragon said, You just don’t want strong competition in your quest to own the universe.
 
   Who would?
 
   I gave the new queen a warm, sincere smile.  “You can thank me with a pledge of eternal friendship, to me and my land.”
 
   “As long as you are friend to me and what is mine, this land will not rise against you again.”
 
   A qualified, promise. Very wise, and very fey.  Probably the best I’m going to get.  
 
   I pushed on another front.  “Monarch to monarch, I would like to ask for one thing to balance the scales for the many assassins that have been sent against me from your court.”
 
   “We are indebted.  Ask.”
 
   “Your land is the center of knowledge on shadow magic.  I would like to send my father here to study.  He too is a student of the shadow paths.  I promise that his strength will be at your service to easy any troubles you might have as queen.  There will be those who won’t oppose you openly, but who will work against your rule.  The other courts that opposed me will be sending ambassadors to pressure you into foolishness.  Allow me to loan you a shield until you no longer feel its need.”
 
   The captain leaped to his feet.  “We are her sword and her shield.”
 
   “Of course,” I kept my stare on the queen, “but can one more hurt?”
 
   The queen answered.  “I accept your terms.  What you ask is little enough for the trouble this court has put you through.  Indeed, I feel as if you have been most gentle with us.”
 
   “With some of you.  I think we’re finished here for now.  How about a shadow portal to send me home?”
 
   She smiled with dry humor.  “I think my people will all be happy with that.  With your presence, it is have gained a shadow demon to replace a lost queen.  A friend like you will take getting used to.”  She paused.  “Strange, the knowledge of the portal you ask for has just flowed into my mind.”  
 
   I nodded.  “We are the land.  Its changes us, as we change it.”
 
   She gestured and a black disk hovered in the air.  It grew from hand-sized to where a man could step into it.  I walked to the shadow portal, calling back a warning.  “Earn my trust, and rule well.” 
 
   “I will try … my friend.  I will try.”
 
   
  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THIRTY-SIX
 
    
 
   “There’s no one so stupid they
 
    can’t learn from a bullet.”
 
    
 
                                                        —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   As I returned, stepping out of a dark hole in the air, I noticed the dead fey had been dragged out, and fresh furniture brought in.  The blood stains on the carpet hadn’t yet been dealt with.    Osamu served tea to Lysande and Izumi.  Both of the woman looked upset.  Osamu took all things in stride, but his face brightened seeing me.  “Caine-sama, it is good you are back.  We have a problem.”
 
   Lysande leaped up, kicking back her chair.  “They’re gone!”
 
   “Who’s gone?” I asked.  
 
   “Teramantha and Julia,” Izumi said.  “They were over at the treehouse, hanging out with Red and his charming wife.  The next thing anyone knows, two of the caterers drag the girls across the mirror to Malibu.  They had to be Storm Court fey because they held off pursuit by filling the mirror with electrical charges.  Red waded into the attack and was hurt crossing over, but he got one of the kidnappers.  Unfortunately, the second fey got away with the girls.  Angie track the girls by scent.  The trail led to the curb where a rusty old junker was parked.”
 
   Autumn Court fey involved in this too.  Storm fey couldn’t have driven off in a vehicle made of steel.
 
   I was tired as hell and drained.  I just wanted to sleep.  That wasn’t going to happen now “Fuck!  I go away on a little killing spree and everything falls apart around here.”
 
   “What will they do to Tera?” Lysande asked.
 
   “The fey have trouble conceiving.  They protect children.  Cherish them.  They’ll use the girls as pawns, but will take good care of them.  The fey will probably contact me soon to arrange a meeting, and use the opportunity to try and kill me.  We should use the time we have to prepare some countermeasures.”
 
   My eye was drawn to the crystal heart on the table, my tie to the land.  It gave me an idea.   I used my shadow brand to imprint the Demon Wings pattern on the core of the stone.   This gave it the same power to be undetected that I had.  Now I wouldn’t have to always be protecting the crystal from would be thieves.
 
   I felt my face stretch with a very evil smile.  “Osamu, track down Kinsey and Gloria.  Ask them to join us here.  Tell Kinsey I’m holding her to her promise.”
 
   Izumi touched my arm with icy fingers.  “Your hand?”
 
   I held it up.  Oh, the claw.  Guess I don’t need that anymore.  I let my inner dragon change the claw back to hand.  He fixed the cauterized hole in my shoulder while he was at it.  I pulled out a chair and sat down.  “Lysande, I’ll get the girls back.  Meanwhile, make yourself useful.  Have some food and coffee brought in.  I need to wake myself up a little so I can think better.”
 
   Glad to have something to do, she hurried out of the door, into the hallway.  The door closed behind her.  Izumi sat and took my hand.  
 
   “You are going to be the key player in all this.  It’s going to be rough.”
 
   “I am your queen.  The girls were under my protection as much as yours.  I will wash out this insult with blood.  Lots of it.”
 
   “Just what I was hoping to hear.”
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   The next day, we were in my Malibu home, in the office/lounge.  I’d laid my plans and gotten a few hours of sleep, but could have used more.  There were boxes on the bar with a left over slices of gourmet pizza.  Izumi, Gloria, and Kinsey were on the stools, watching as I mixed drinks behind the bar.  Their stares shifted occasionally to the metallic sheathing I wore and the combat gear strapped on.  The silk body-stocking I wore was gold-washed, an insulation that should give me some protection from the corrupting touch of Autumn Court fey.  Gold doesn’t decay, rust, or age.  It is my one true eternal love.  
 
   Osamu came in with a ransom note.  It was still rolled around an arrow’s shaft.  A drive-by shooter had left it embedded in the front door.  I took the arrow, removed the note, and opened it.  I was to come alone.  
 
   Yeah, that’s going to happen.
 
   I passed the note to Gloria.  She scanned it and passed it on to Kinsey who said, “They want to do this here in L.A.?  What’s the advantage?”
 
   “Rogue operation,” I said.  “The Storm and Autumn Courts are busy recovering from the defeat we handed them.  Strings are cut with the assassins in the field who want their payday.  This is a last stab at finishing the mission they were assigned.”
 
   “I see,” Izumi said.  “These are the people that have been coming at you in L.A. for months now.”
 
   “Those still alive.  Can’t be that many,” I said.  
 
   “The choice of the old Griffith Park Zoo is genius,” Gloria said.  “It’s been closed for years.  With glamour to hide themselves from human explorers, and with the iron bars removed from the animal habitats and caves, the fey are surrounded by nature in the big city. Makes it comfortable for them.”
 
   “Let’s go make it uncomfortable,” I said.  “With one stop on the way.”
 
   Izumi wore fey-style white leather bustier, pants, and boots.  She wore no weapon except for a silver dagger.  Ice was her weapon of choice.  She slid off her stool, backed up a bit, and employed her special talent for creating portals.  Her ability was unusual among the fey because she could go places she’d never seen using some special clairvoyant sense to achieve a safe landing. She shimmered with silvery-blue light.  A round vortex opened behind her, a whirl of cold mists and light.  The core was a dark Navy blue void.  
 
   Five-foot-four, a hundred and fifteen pounds of petite, ice-hearted terror, Gloria went to join her.  The vampire princess wore a red leather bikini and a large number of knives strapped everywhere.  Her broadsword occupied a sheath strapped to her back.  The blade was nearly as tall as she was.  Her eyes were flame red, her black hair—streaked with green highlights—was braided and pinned close to her head.  
 
   Kinsey followed, her ass swaying seductively in a black mini-dress.  The many wide bracelets on her arms chinked as she moved.  The rapier sheathed at her side was attached by gold chains. Her left hand caressed the jeweled, basket-style hilt.  She turned and the silver and garnet buckle on her belt provided relief from all the black she wore.  Her straw colored hair was also braided, her dragon-crown look.  She stared at me with eyes the color of antique gold.  
 
   “Coming?”
 
   I threw back a glass of Coke and rum, set the empty glass down, and came around the bar.  “Sure.  Kinsey, you protect Izumi as she holds the portal open.  Gloria will go first to clear the way for me.  Anyone sees an over-sized crystal, sing out.”
 
   Gloria didn’t bother to answer, plunging into the silvery-blue portal.  I went through next, Kinsey and Izumi on my heels.  We passed through a vortex, coming out in a master bedroom, somewhere in the Storm Court.  The room was opulent with hardwood paneling, tapestries, and hand-carved furniture with claw-feet.  There was a four-poster king-sized bed with a wrinkled old fey male snoring away.  Asleep, he wasn’t wasting glamour to make himself beautiful and desirable.
 
   Gloria stood by the bed, peering down at him.  She reached and seized his neck, crushing it in a moment.  He woke up, eyes bulging, rasping for breath, and promptly did us the favor of dying.  Gloria said, “I really hate people that pick on children.  There’s so little innocence left anywhere anymore.”
 
   Kinsey flushed, probably remembering the harsh words she’d said about half-breeds in front of Julia.
 
   “Look around,” I said.  “With the recent attacks against monarch-ties, the crystal for this court will be here where security and paranoia is strongest.”
 
   Gloria reached past the dead fey and whipped aside the unused pillow next to his head.  An amber crystal the size of a grapefruit was revealed.  She scooped it up and tossed it to me.  As soon as the stone touched my palm, I felt an electric tingle.  Purple-white worms of fire crawled over the crystal, and I could hear the distant thunder of storm clouds.
 
   This is definitely it.
 
   We ran back into Izumi’s portal as the door to the room burst open and guards spilled in.  Before they could reach us, we were back in L.A., on a gray road, facing a willow tree, and an embankment of stone with pockets inside for animals that were long-gone.  I took a moment to activate my Dragon Vision tattoo and to warm up my Demon Wings and Dragon Stomp tattoos.  
 
   Pain came, my payment for the magic.  As an icepick entered one ear, the other felt like it had been torn off.  My tongue burned and throat burned like I’d guzzled bleach.  The sensations ghosted away, and I noticed Izumi’s concerned look.  She knew the price I paid for magic.  I was just glad she didn’t comment on it in front of the others.
 
   Making no effort to hide ourselves, we walked along the road, looking into the dark gaps of the rock bank as we went.  “Come out, come out, wherever you are,” I sang.  “You guys want to kill me, right?”
 
   A large enclave with a picnic table appeared out of what had seemed to be solid rock.  I saw two fey in the red and brown colors of autumn, and three Storm Court fey in gold and purple livery.  All were armed with silver words, and their assorted powers.  The girls were seated at the picnic table.  They’d been given crayons and coloring books.  The remains of Mickey D happy meals were there as well.  
 
   Julia looked up, smiled, and waved.  Huddled next to her, thin arms crossed over her chest, was Teramantha.  She looked like she’d been crying, and her fuzzy mop of a hair style had seen better days.  She looked at me, and for once, I didn’t see hatred.  Her eyes pleaded.  I’d saved her before, and she hoped I’d do it again.
 
   One of the Autumn Court assassins said, “We told you to come alone.”
 
   “Yeah,” I said, “but you knew that wasn’t going to happen.”
 
   Laying aside a black crayon, Julia looked at the fey leader.  “If you give up now, he won’t kill all of you.”  
 
   The fey assassin didn’t bother to look at her.  He simply said, “Shut up,” in a soft, cold tone.
 
   “Send the others away,” the leader said.  “When we’re done with you, the children will be released unharmed.  I give you my word.”
 
   “That doesn’t sound so good for me,” I said.  “I have another plan.  Kinsey.  Gloria.  Go!”
 
   Gloria picked Kinsey up and flung her so she passed over the table, missing the hostages, hitting the fey controlling the children.  In a blur of vampire speed, Gloria reached the table, grabbed the kids, and returned with them.  
 
   The fey responded with a purple-white explosion of lightning that danced over Kinsey’s body.  She stood under the assault and rolled her eyes.  “Please, I’m a royal dragon.  I breathe lightning.  You’re not doing anything but making me stronger.”
 
   The attack broke off.
 
   Kinsey vaulted the table and rejoined our party.
 
   Glaring at their Storm Court partners, one of the Autumn Court assassins muttered, “Worthless fucks.”
 
   That wasn’t completely true.  They had value to me; I intended to make use of them.  I bobbed the stolen crystal in my hand, drawing everyone’s attention to it.  I spoke to the Storm fey.  “You ought to recognize this.  We stole the tie to your kingdom on the way here.  With my Dragon Stomp magic, I can very easily destroy this, and murder the soul of your land.  It will become hostile to life.  Tens of thousands will die, and it will be your fault.”
 
   I saw by the stunned expressions that the storm fey did recognize what I held, what I could do.
 
   The storm fey leader looked at me, defeat in his eyes.  His shoulder slumped.  “What do you want for it?”
 
   “I will return this to you in exchange for a small favor.”  I smiled, allowing a dramatic pause to draw out.
 
   “What?” he asked.
 
   I shifted my eyes to the autumn fey in the back of the stone pocket.  “Kill them.”  After all, why should I waste time here when I could just turn them against each other?
 
   Attention on the storm fey, the autumn fey that had spoken earlier whipped out his sword.  He said, “You wouldn’t dare!”
 
   Blinding sheets of electric fire filled the pocket, burning the rock and the Autumn Court fey.  The Storm Court fey stood there, impervious to their own power, deaf to the brief screams of the dying.  The eye-searing intensity snapped out. The leader came out of the pocket and approached.  Gloria blurred and rematerialized with her broadsword’s edge against the fey’s throat.
 
   He remained calm.  “We had a deal.”
 
   “We still do,” I said.  “Gloria is just being cautious.  She doesn’t trust you.”
 
   “Give us the stone-heart,” the leader demanded.  “We did as you asked.”
 
   “Sure.”  I offered him my evil smile, and then used Dragon Stomp to shatter the stone into a drizzle of pebbles.   The loud thump was followed by a shaft of light from the fallen stones, a beam that shot into space and thinned to nothing.  I said, “Help yourself.”
 
   Gloria and her sword returned to my side.
 
   The storm fey collapsed to their knees like puppets with slashed strings.  Their faces were white with shock.  Their eyes wide with disbelief.  The fey who’d been silent all this time screamed, “Why?  We kept our part of the deal.”
 
   “I said I’d give it back, and I have.  I didn’t say it would be in one piece.  You see, I need to send a message.  You guys have pulled children into adult battles, you were also the first to go after an enemy heart-stone.  Children are off limits.  The land-ties are off limits.  If not, I will see to it that I have the only surviving tie, the only kingdom.  The rest of Fairy will be sent to hell.”  I nodded at Izumi and she opened a portal to take us home.  I finished what I needed to say.  “The fey will live with me in the peace of good will, or the peace of the grave.  Make your choice.”
 
   I guided the children into the portal.  Gloria and Kinsey came next.  Izumi followed.  The way behind us closed.  The way ahead opened.  We returned to my mansion in Malibu, to my office-bar. Trembling, Teramantha clung to my waist.  Julia spotted the pizza boxes on the bar and went to investigate.  Meanwhile, Kinsey scowled at Gloria.  My cousin waved a finger in Gloria’s face, oblivious to the danger.
 
   In a surprised voice, Gloria said, “I don’t see what the problem is.”
 
   Kinsey shouted, “You picked me up and threw me!”
 
   “Well, of course!  That was the plan after all.”
 
   “Whose plan?” Kinsey demanded.
 
   “Mine,” I said.  “Oh, did I forget to tell you that part?”
 
   Kinsey swung toward me, her hand on her sword hilt.  “You bastard half-breed son of a bitch!”
 
   “Comments like that is why,” I said.
 
   Teramantha lifted her face to see me.  Her tear-streaked face was red and puffy.  She croaked her words.  “Thank you.”
 
   I loosened her death grip on me and sank on one knee see we could see eye to eye.  “You can thank me by growing up to be a beautiful young woman,” I said.  “I don’t fuck ugly.
 
   
  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THIRTY-SEVEN
 
    
 
   “Has anyone ever told you
 
     you’d make a beautiful corpse?”
 
    
 
                                                      —Caine Deathwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   This was my weekend back in Fairy, and I was out for a walk as the sun settled, and twilight approached, bringing cool winds.  The Treehouse mansion with its surrounding garden was back in the central plains of my land, surrounded by endless fields of golden grain.  At a respectful distance from my home, a dozen cottages had sprung up.  It seems a number of my new subjects preferred this area over the mountain valley with its keep—and assorted were-critter tourists.  The settlers had returned to their old homelands rather covertly to gather their immediate families and had brought them here.
 
   Note to self: with all this grain, look into bread and beer production.  Check with the dwarves.  They know a thing or two about brewing.  It will give me something to trade to the other fey realms.  Maybe I can start my own label.  Howling Demon Beer!  Buy it or else.
 
   I’d made an adjustment to the terrain, pulling a new river down from the mountains, over to the growing village so they’d have water to drink.  I also grew a small forest behind the village so there was a local supply of timber for construction.  In the foot hills, at the edge of the plains, I’d pulled up deep veins of golden marble.  This area reminded me so much of Kansas, I was determined to put in a yellow brick road for the main street of my growing city.
 
   Note to self: get some masons to quarry and cut marble blocks.  We can also put in a water wheel to mill the grain and get electricity at the same time.  Also, we’re going to need a good Inn for the visiting fey that will be coming on diplomatic missions.  So damn much to do, so little time.  I’ve gotta look into getting a personal assistant.  Speaking of diplomats…
 
   I spied a small wagon train approaching, following the river to my little community.  There were guards in plum-colored cloaks, wearing silver chainmail underneath accompanying the wagons.  One of the outriders carried a pole with a standard attached.  The flag was a mishmash of clashing colors: red, purple, green, and orange with a black eye in the middle.  
 
   Unless I miss my guess, these are Nightmare Court fey.  It will be interesting to see what they want.
 
   The wagons passed the village and crossed the stone and wood bridge over the river.  I’d paid for that myself, importing dwarf labor.  The locals had little by way of professional carpenters.  I noticed that a solitary cottage on my side of the river was building a barn.  They had a number of brown and white cows.  I wondered if the brown cows gave chocolate milk.  It didn’t work that way on Earth, but this was Fairy, so maybe…
 
   I stopped and pulled up a granite outcropping from under the soil, fashioning an impromptu throne.  I bracketed it with apple trees that quickly went from saplings to mature trees, providing me shade as I sat down.  There was a shadow in the air that landed and solidified into Leona, my spirit leopard.  “Visitors?” she said.  “Can I eat them?”
 
   “We’ll see.  Do me a favor and don’t speak in front of them.  If they assume you’re some kind of pet, they may say something in front of you in an unguarded moment.”
 
   “Ah!  You want me to spy on them.”
 
   “Who better?” I asked.
 
   “I can do that, but you’re going to owe me.”
 
   “How many bottles of blood?”
 
   Leona stretched out beside my throne, half lidding her yellow eyes to appear sleepy.  “Six to start with.”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   The wagons reached us, rolling to a stop thirty feet away.  Most of the riders stopped with the gypsy-style wagons, but two came on: the rider with the flagpole and another rider in full plate armor, mounted on a monstrous gray horse the size of a Clydesdale.  The armored knight lifted a visor and turned out to be a female fey.  Her hair was black, her face fair, and her eyes were the color of amethyst.  This close up, I could see that her breast plate had breasts.  She wasn’t trying to pass as a male.  
 
   The two riders reined in and slid out of the saddles.  They dropped the reins.  Apparently, their mounts were trained not to wander off.  The rider with the flag gave off an aura of competence and experience—and boredom.  He leaned on the flagpole and watched me without speaking.  The woman came closer, but not too close.  The leopard seemed to make her nervous.
 
   She put a fist over her armored heart and bowed to show respect.  Straightening, she said, “I am Ursela, first daughter to the royal family of the Nightmare Court.  Do I have the honor of speaking to Caine Deathwalker whom some call the Red Moon Demon, the Golden Dragon, and the Great Slayer of the fey?”
 
   Great Slayer of the fey?  That’s a new one.
 
   I nodded.  “You have that pleasure.  What brings you to my home?”
 
   “I come at my mother’s bidding to speak on matters of state.  I bring gifts of tribute, and offers of alliance as well as trade.  We are willing to recognize your claim to this land.” She made it sound like she was doing me a favor with that last one.  
 
   “I thought you might be lost.  I normally don’t conduct such business here.  I have a mountain keep for that, and a queen who handles many of those details for me while I plot who else I’m going to destroy.”
 
   Her face reddened with anger.  “We regret barraging into your plotting, but if you will indulge us…”
 
   I sighed.  “Fine.  You can camp here outside my garden wall.  You can barter with the villagers for any supplies you might need.  I will provide rooms for the two of you in the tree.”
 
   “The tree?” She studied the apple trees, clearly confused.
 
   “The great tree.  Look over my wall.”
 
   Her stare went to the monster tree that held my lofty mansion in its massive branches.  Her face mirrored astonishment.  “Oh, I see.”
 
   “Be careful with the gate going in.  It’s iron.  I wouldn’t want you to burn your fingers.  Again.”  I was jerking her chain, subtly referencing the many dead soldiers her court had killed by send them against me.”
 
   She clenched her teeth.  The muscles at the hinges of her jaw knotted, but she quickly cleared the anger from face, remembering she was supposed to be a diplomat.  I wondered if she’d had any real training for this.  I don’t think the people of the Nightmare Court get out much, unless they’re waging war or something; I remembered Izumi had said something along those lines.
 
   Ursela glanced to her companion.  “Tell the others to set up camp, and have my … my sisters … join me here.”
 
   Odd, that delay over the family description.  “You have sisters?” I asked.
 
   “Four of them, yes.”
 
   Was that an equivocation?  “And you’ve brought them with you to meet me? I’m thrilled.”  But still not convinced.  
 
    I watched four fey maidens in filmy silk vails approach.  They had the look of expensive whores; beauty aware of its own power, moving with seductive grace I didn’t trust.  They stopped behind Ursela, submissive to her authority.  They bowed with respect, taking a lot of time so I couldn’t fail to notice their fine cleavage.  Ursela gestured to each in turn, naming them: “This is Rosette, Thorn, Mari, and Sharra.”
 
   I nodded, shifting my glance back to Ursela.  One more test.  “What are their birthdays?”
 
   She stared at me.  “You want to know their birthdays?”
 
   If they’re really your sisters, you’d know that.  Woman obsess over family birthdays, as if they are somehow important.
 
   The standard bearer—who had yet to be introduced to me—spoke up for the first time.  “She doesn’t know.  They are new to the family, recently adopted.”
 
   “And their previous occupations?” I asked.
 
   She muttered.
 
   I heard what she said, but I wanted it repeated, louder.  “I’m sorry, what was that?”
 
   “They are court concubines, having belonged to my father before his death.”
 
   “Basically whores,” I said.
 
   Several of the “sisters” reddened with embarrassment.  One remained serene.  The fourth looked like she wanted to rip my heart out and eat it raw.  I waved them away.  
 
   They fled.
 
   I pinned Ursela with a stern look.  “And you were going to offer one or all of them to me to tie our kingdoms together?”
 
   Ursela sighed, not quite meeting my eyes.  “Yes.  It wasn’t my idea.”
 
   “Your mother’s?” I asked.
 
   “I am her only natural-born child.  She is very fond of me.  She didn’t want to lose me.”
 
   “So you come in her name, wanting an alliance, offering deception?  Well, you are fey.  I suppose it’s to be expected.  Got any more tricks up your sleeve?”
 
   She looked me in the eyes again, striving for sincerity.  “I … I can only apologize, my Lord.”
 
   Oddly, I believed her, about that. 
 
   I pointed at the grizzled soldier by her side.  “And who is he, really.”
 
   “My father,” she said.
 
   “Your dead father?” I asked.
 
   “My new father.  That is to say, he is a lord of my mother’s kingdom who is betrothed to her.”
 
   “And he was sent along to make sure you don’t screw up?” I said.
 
   He smiled at me, eyes flashing fire.  “My advice is respected.”
 
   I smiled back.  “Really?  And did you advice for or against the campaign in the mountains?”
 
   “I advised my queen to go to war to keep demon-kind out of Fairy.”
 
   “You got a lot of people killed and achieved nothing.  Great advice, dumb-ass.”  I pushed myself off the throne.  “We’ll speak later.  For now, you are my guests, and under my protection.  Don’t do anything to make me regret my patience.”  I walked away, heading for the garden gate.  Leona would catch up later and tell me if they said anything interesting in my absence.  
 
   I think I understood why they’d come to me alone, and not to the mountain keep.  Trying to bribe me with whores would have totally ticked Izumi off.  Especially since the whores are lovely.  If I had acted like a hormone-driven fool, and snatched up the “sister”, no questions asked, it could have driven a wedge between me and Izumi.  The Nightmare Court probably knew about Izumi’s mom attempting to poison me.  They may have hoped to widen an already existing rift.  They couldn’t know that Izumi would rather kill her own mom than betray me.  After all, they see me as a demon outlander crapping on their perfect little world.
 
   The games are just going to get deeper, here on out.
 
   Oddly, I looked forward to that.  If I were to claim any one of these girls, it would be 
 
   Ursela.  She wasn’t skilled at lying, and taking her would certainly piss off her mother, who needed to be taught a lesson.  I wondered what Ursela would look like out of her armor, and in my bed.  Entering my private garden, I smiled to myself.  
 
   I just might have to find out.
 
    
 
    
 
   *      *      *
 
    
 
    
 
   The sky was amber with sea-foam green clouds.  Two pink suns struggling to rise above black, saw-toothed mountains.  Winged lizards glided just above the morning fog that blurred the lower forest.
 
   I stood on a tree limb the size of an eighteen wheeler, in a tree that soared a thousand feet.  Many such trees stood behind me.  I studied a clearing in a valley, in a nameless land, in a hell dimension few demons or dragons knew of.  
 
   The Red Lady had brought me here.   She stood behind me, veiled in red of course, her breasts pressed against my back as she hugged me with unrelenting obsession.  Her arms circled my waist like steel bands.
 
   Below, a pool of mucus-looking goo seethed.  The primordial ooze bubbled, stirred by inexplicable currents.  Sections were the color of frosty milk chocolate.  Other splotches were puce, or reddish purple.  And there were blue and green bubbles the size of house.
 
   “They are houses,” Selene said.  “This is a village of slimes.  They’ll be active soon, emerging from the mucus, separating from it to take on the forms of other living things so they can get close enough to eat them.”
 
   “The slimes are intelligent?” I asked.  “They have souls?”
 
   “Barely.  Mostly, they are driven by hunger and passions that many-celled lifeforms like us would find difficult to fathom.  Your sword will not enjoy feasting here.  In fact, it would be the equivalent to a human surviving on a diet of cold grease flavored with snot.”
 
   I unleashed my evil grin.  “Perfect.  This will teach my sword to abandon me in the heat of battle, the cowardly pussy.”
 
   “Have fun slaughtering the villagers, dear.  Call me when you want a ride home.  I’ll be listening.”  She vanished in a starburst of bloody red and I was alone—but not for long.
 
   I reached out with my thoughts and pulled my sword to me.  It leaped to my hand, radiating bottomless hunger that I was going to fill today.
 
   “Ready to do some killing?” I asked.
 
   Always, but … aren’t you mad at me?  It’s been a while since you called. 
 
   I smiled.  Oh, I’m not as petty as too hold a grudge.  C’mon, there’s a village down there where breakfast is served.  I want you to pig out.”
 
   You are too kind.
 
   “Oh, not at all.”
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   Still several feet from the TV lounge, I dropped to my knees, tangled by an unseen force that rattled my body, making my thoughts swim.  The smell of elemental energy engulfed me as lines of light appeared on the carpet, a double circle around a conch shell pattern.  It was like ghosts were writing with cold, unnatural fire.  Runes formed, the details of a spell, some of them looking Atlantean.
 
   The Old Man jumped over the back of the couch.   “Caine!”  He reached out and his hand flattened against an invisible wall.  
 
   Leona tried as well, but was held back as well.
 
   Fighting for focus, I called out, “Old Man, what the shit is this?”
 
   “A summoning.  Move a little so I can see the central rune.”
 
   “Oh yeah, I’ll get right on that.”  He didn’t appreciate that sheering forces between two realities were making me their chew toy.  I was sinking into the floor, knees and wrists straining.  It felt like my knees were crumbling, and my wrists were about to snap.  The carpet inside the magic circle glowed deep, ink blue, as I leaned to the side.  “Can you … see it?” 
 
   The Old Man stared, driven mute by shock.
 
   I growled.  “Lauphram!”  My flesh tingled, paling, growing translucent.  I could see veins and arteries, muscles sheets, and bone underneath.  Motherfucking hell!
 
   “This is ancient magic, part Atlantean, but I can’t stop it.  When you get to the other side, memorize the pattern so you can reproduce it.  The key rune needs to be replaced with the true symbol of your soul.”
 
   I glared at him.  “And that would be?”
 
   “Caine,” Leona’s yellow gaze caught at mine, “find Woden’s Well, drown yourself, and you will see what you need to.”  Leona’s lips kept moving, but words dropped out.  “You will need … not alone … drink…”
 
   I closed my eyes as the floor crept up my body, passing my waist, reaching my heart.  The spell circle burned my eyes even though it didn’t seem bright.  Maybe a lot of infrared or UV.  I had the oddest sensation that my legs were elongating and flapping in some demon wind.  My hands lost their grip.  I opened my eyes and wished I didn’t.  A radiation storm vortexed around me, an indigo haze of light striped with black.  I tumbled sideways through battering current, was sucked down the core of the funnel, and was popped out into a scream of wind.  If not for my dragon strength, breathing would have been difficult.  The wind brought the scent of rot and death.  
 
   And I was still caught in an indigo haze beaming up from six thousand feet below.  I looked down on what would be New York, if the city had been through massive riots, fires, meteor strikes, and a zombie apocalypse.  The undead tottered down its streets.  Tall as skyscrapers, elven trees had taken over Central Park, the source of the beam pulling me came from a platform in a tree village.  
 
   “Hey wake up,” I told my dragon-self.  Nothing.  “Hey, wake the fuck up, or we’re dead.”
 
   In the back shadows of my mind, he cracked open an eye, then snapped awake.  Holy fuck!  How did you get us into this?
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