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    ONE 
 
      
 
    “Popularity can be hell.  Trust me, I know.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Rising, leaving her table, she sashayed to the bar and took a stool next to me. She was hot—scorching—her lovely curves sheathed in a thousand-dollar dress of silver scales.  Her platinum hair was upswept with a crown of braids around a top knot.  Her smoky eyeliner above black eyes was Goth-chic.  Her full lips, tinted a creamy elderberry red, begged for ravishment.  She radiated a vibe of pure danger, but I’d have thrown myself on that grenade in a heartbeat. 
 
    She eyed the half-empty pitcher on the polished oak bar.  The pitcher held half a gallon of bright, deep-red punch.  My glass also gleamed red, no umbrella, just a thin slice of pineapple for garnishment.   
 
    She said, “That looks good.  What is it?” 
 
    “Rum punch.  Good stuff.  Want some?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    I lifted a hand to draw the bartender’s attention.  “Another glass, please.” 
 
    He brought it over—pineapple slice and ice included—and set it in front of the lady.  I poured her drink myself.  She lifted the glass to her lips and sampled the beverage.  I envied her glass.   
 
    Nodding, she smiled.  “I love this!” 
 
    “You’re welcome.  I’m Caine.” 
 
    “I’m Chrysta.  You can call me Chrys with a Y.” 
 
    “As in why not?” 
 
    “Is that what you’re looking for?  Easy?” 
 
    “Adventurous.  There’s a difference.  I’m eternally searching for a woman that can keep up with me; that wants to.  I find that very sexy.” 
 
    “So, you’re a legend in the sheets?” 
 
    “I’m why they coined the phrase “missing in action.” 
 
    She took another sip.  “So, besides rum punch, what do you have to offer besides a broken heart down the road?”   
 
    “Memories made for forever.  People have died for less.”  I finished my glass and poured myself another.   
 
    My inner dragon stirred awake.  I heard the mental sound of dragon coils slithering over each other.  Golden eyes opened in the back shadows of my mind.  Caine, she doesn’t smell entirely human.  There are multiple traces of unnatural DNA in her makeup. 
 
    I nodded to my other self.  I know.  I’m a demon lord.  I pick up on these things pretty fast. 
 
    She could be working with this latest batch of assassins riding our tail. 
 
    As long as she sleeps with me, who cares? 
 
    For the last few months—when away from the clan house in L.A.—I’ve had to be on high alert against mass attacks.  Fortunately, my wits were never dulled by my enormous alcoholic intake.   I set aside my personal security after losing a few good demons.  They were cut down with no effort.  There are times when you have to face danger alone, or maybe run off and join the circus.  Being here in Las Vegas took care of both options. 
 
    Concentrating on protecting my people was a handicap I couldn’t afford any longer.  In the past, few of the assassins I’d dealt with matched the caliber I now faced.  Someone was recruiting real talent from this city.  A whisper from Selene, the Red Lady—in deep cover among my father’s people—indicated my enemies had support from the Village, a secret pocket dimension with a single access portal here in Las Vegas.  Facing the assassins on their own turf gave me a shot at finding their employers. 
 
    Coincidentally, my adoptive father, the Old Man, and his dragon bride, my cousin, were coming here soon for frolicking, for their wedding, and a honeymoon.  Dozens of members of my demon clan would soon be flooding the town.  I hoped to have things wrapped up here before they arrived.  Hope springs eternal, but I wasn’t exactly sure how I’d manage that. 
 
    “You’ve gone quiet,” Chrys said.  “Losing interest already?” 
 
    “Hell no.  I was just wondering if you were part of the attack.” 
 
    “What attack?” she looked genuinely confused. 
 
    “There’s magic in the air, and I don’t mean romance.  The dimensional walls are weakening.”  I eyed the mirror behind the bar.  It gave me a view of the lounge behind me, including the front door.  A group of men loitered just outside, about to come in.  They wore black slacks and shirts, with black, oversized coats to help hide shoulder harnesses.  The guns they carried would have magic-enhanced ammo.   
 
    The same kind I often used. 
 
    She looked in the mirror.  “Someone’s after you?” 
 
    “Someone’s always after me.  You get used to it after a while, and actually start to look forward to it.”   
 
    I love a challenge.  It gets the blood pumping, makes me hard enough to fuck a rock. 
 
    “What do they want?”  She sounded puzzled and interested.  Maybe she wasn’t part of things. 
 
    “Look,” I said, “if you’re not part of the setup, it’s time for you to walk away and save yourself.” 
 
    She finished her drink, put the glass down and slid off her stool.  “Thanks for the drink.”  She left me, heading toward the hall with the restrooms, and maybe a back alley exit.  I watched the delightful wiggle of her retreating ass, hoping I might one day see it under less clothed circumstances. 
 
    My gaze went back to the mirror as the front door opened.  Four men came in.  I smelled magic even stronger.  Multiple scents suggested that a few of them weren’t human, and were hiding it with spells.  One particular smell—like burnt hazel wood—was part of the room now, tainting every breath I took.  I knew this smell.  It had preceded the past assaults by these guys like these ones.  The room was about to be bent away from itself.  The evil mastermind behind these attacks liked to surround his prey with a pocket of altered space so there was no escape.  Such pockets operate by their own rules; cutting off access to most of the magic I used.  That handicap was why they were so hard to deal with. 
 
    I grinned.  Any second now… 
 
    The air in the room took on a garish yellow-green glow.  The bartender vanished, as did the few other customers in the place.  My lethal buddies and I were now in a very private universe.  Whatever damage occurred here would not be reflected in the real world when the barrier fell and this pocket collapsed.  Everything here was just a quantum reflection now. 
 
    Keeps thing neat. 
 
    I reached out and picked up the pitcher.  A doppelganger or not, one doesn’t waste alcohol.  Of course, whatever I did with this one, the real pitcher would still be waiting for me back in the reality I’d just left.  I just had to survive to get to it.   
 
    I turned from the bar and walked toward the assassins, pitcher carried in both hands like a sort of shield, or maybe an offering to the Fates. 
 
    Two of these guys I knew from the last attack.  One was Team Leader, ex-special forces with an eclectic fighting style and a fondness for kicking you while you’re down.  The other familiar face smelled of wolf.  Werewolf, to be precise.  He had the best qualities of a wolf and the worst ones of a human.  That put his aggression level through the roof.  I figured he’d be the first to pounce.   
 
    The third and fourth guys were new hires, replacing two men I’d killed rather thoroughly.  I wondered if they’d been told just why they’d been brought in so suddenly.  I also wondered what their magical specialties would turn out to be. 
 
    The one I really needed to take out was the fifth man, the magic user still outside the altered space, maintaining it while out of reach.  So far, I’d only seen him from a distance, running off as I shot at him.  I’d fondly named him Chicken Shit. 
 
    Wolf-boy sneered, his brown eyes warming to amber.  “Going to offer me a drink?” 
 
    “Rum punch would only be wasted on you,” I said.  “You can’t have any.” 
 
    His voice got really soft.  “No?” 
 
    “Absolutely not.”  Hell yes, I said that to provoke him. 
 
    He blurred with wolf-speed.  His hands gripped the top and bottom of the pitcher.    
 
    I took my right hand off the pitcher, turned my forearm, and made a fist in order to trigger the device strapped on there under my coat sleeve.  Spring-loaded, a bayonet emerged from my sleeve as I took a small step forward.  The triangular silver blade buried itself in his guts, detaching from the launch device.  The unseen mechanism automatically rotated a new bayonet into position for launching. 
 
    The wolf fell dead, his human form twitching, his skin blackening from silver poisoning. 
 
    I pivoted and ducked with the pitcher as the two newbies pulled guns from their jackets, extending their weapons, tracking me.  They wouldn’t fire.  There was too great a chance of hitting the field commander.  If they took him out with friendly fire, they wouldn’t get paid. 
 
    Team Leader sighed at his dead wolf while drawing his weapons, a pair of colt .45s with pearl grips.  The sides of the handguns were etched with occult symbols.  The muzzles became ringed with red disks of magic energy.  Within the disks, multiple bands rotated, each one holding a different spell.  The magic transmuted the rounds he carried as they were fired.  He’d fire of course.  He’d consider the new hires to be expendable.   
 
    Lucky them. 
 
    I heaved the pitcher so its red liquid slopped all over Team Leader’s black suit.  The pitcher fell and shattered, littering the speckled tiles with broken glass.  He didn’t flinch, just shifted his stance, trying to line his weapons up on where he figured I’d move to. 
 
    Predictable. 
 
    Normally, I could invoke a magic tattoo to summon my own Beretta PX4 Storms and shoot back, but this altered space suppressed my magic while enhancing theirs. 
 
    Totally unfair. 
 
    Making sure I was outside the spill of rum on the floor, I reversed direction, sweeping my lighter low to the floor as I clicked it.  Igniting with a whoosh, the spilled liquor burned a path to Team Leader.  His suit became a bonfire. 
 
    Instead of screaming—like a little girl—he shot himself, a few flesh wounds he could easily survive.  The magic discs around his gun muzzles had shifted to blue.  The rounds that hit him covered him with hard frost, most of the cold going inside his body.  Deprived of air, the flames on him went out, though the floor still burned.  He crumpled and the fire began to melt his icy exterior.  I figured I had maybe three minutes before the tough son of a whore was back in the fight. 
 
    Newbie One said, “What the fuck.”  He only had one semi-automatic.  He emptied its magazine at me.  Fortunately, I managed to use my dragon strength to hoist the dead wolf and let his corpse take the shots.   
 
    I love inhuman shields. 
 
    Newbie Two put one of his guns away, held the other at his side, and turned to face the far area of the bar where tables and chairs gave way to an ivory piano with its lid propped up by a stick.  He wore a turban with an oval ruby pin, reminding me of a grown-up version of Hadji from the old Jonny Quest cartoon series.  He lifted a hand, palm directed at the piano.  His hand flared with purple mystic energy.  The piano gave off the same glow.  It shivered, lurching into the air, hovering. 
 
    Newbie One ran out of bullets, which was good because they had been transmuted into something highly explosive, blasting hell out of everything near me.  I had little of my wolf shield left.  He was in pieces, and I was cut by bone chips, splattered with blood, and was soon going to bruise from the concussive blasts going off so close.   
 
    I hurt like hell, had a headache, and was going to be deaf for a while, but I wasn’t down and out; being half-dragon from my mom, and half Villager through my Slayer father’s side of the family, I was tough.   
 
    But that didn’t mean getting slammed with a flying piano didn’t take its toll.  The piano carried me across the room to a far wall.  Most of the piano stayed there.  I, of course, got the joy of being punched through dry wall, shattering a strut, and almost my back.  I crashed to the floor of a closed storefront, a hotel gift shop, and skidded into some steel racks holding clothing.  A faceless mannequin toppled over me, going for a kiss. 
 
    “Not now.”  I batted her off me and lurched to my feet, staggering a little.  “Okay, no more fooling around.” 
 
    I had a special little tattoo that I seldom used.  I thought it might still work.  The tatts I could use were those that only affected me, nothing else.  The ones I couldn’t use in this altered space were offensive in nature.  Using my half-dragon magic while in human form had always required a price in pain.  This was no different.  Except it was.  The flip of natural laws in this tailored dimension changed the pain I should have felt into an orgasmic rush.  I came in my pants, pleasure spiking in my brain from an endorphin rush. 
 
    My inner dragon said: Didn’t see that coming.  Get it.  Coming.  Cumming.   
 
    My eyelids fluttering, my ass clenching hard, I rode out the effect, not even bothering to tell my other self to shut the fuck up.  My bi-location spell activated.  While my physical body—and part of my awareness—stayed in the storefront, something like an astral image of myself drifted free.  A phantom, I hovered in the air a moment, and then directed that part of myself further away from the bar.  At a certain distance, my physical form would have hit the boundary of the altered space and been stopped, trapped inside it.  I hoped that in an intangible state, part of me might break through and reach Chicken Shit, the key to the trap. 
 
    In the middle of the gift shop, my ghost self found the barrier, and was slowed.  The yellow-green glow of the air snuffed out as I broke through.   I could no longer touch thoughts with my physical self.  It was as if that part of me had been amputated.  Without that link, I wondered how long this part of me could maintain ectoplasmic cohesion. 
 
    Better hurry this up. 
 
    I flew out of the shop, seeking Chicken Shit.  I didn’t think he could expend this much energy from a distance.  He ought to be close by the hotel that housed the bar and other distractions for hotel guests.  
 
    I found him out by the hotel pool.  He wore a loud Hawaiian shirt with palm trees and grinning Tiki idols printed on it.  His shorts were khaki, and he sat on a lounge chair with an umbrella drink in one hand.  His other hand clutched a necklace with a gold wire pattern hanging on it, some kind of complex geomantic weaving.  To my spectral eyes, the necklace gave off a yellow-green glow. 
 
    Approaching him, I saw no sign of surprise.  His eyes never turned my way, focusing on me.  It didn’t seem like he knew I was there.   
 
    Too bad for him. 
 
    Through the magic link that connected me with my armory back home, I summoned my demon sword.  The armory paid the price of magic from its store, so I felt no pain doing this.  A length of black steel appeared, the sword shimmering in red energy.  I held the hilt, but to Chicken Shit, the hexenmeister, it must have looked like the sword had popped out of thin air floated on its own. 
 
    The aura the sword bled into the air was one of eternal hunger and savage need.  It shivered through me painfully, distorting my astral image. 
 
    Confusion left the hex master’s face as I stabbed him through the heart.  The sword drained his screaming soul, adding it to a storehouse of similarly consumed spirits.   
 
    The sword said.  That’s good. 
 
    As the owner of the sword, the demon blade kicked back a little of its new energy into me, stabilizing my ghostly form a little more.  Before the sword could think about eating my incorporeal self as well, I distracted the blade with its own relentless hunger. 
 
    “There’s more of these guys close by.  Want to eat them too?” 
 
    Fuck yeah!   
 
    “Great.  Let’s go get them.”  The barrier would be down.  My magic tatts would all work now.  The mercs were going to get hurt.  Badly.  It was a promise I made myself. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWO 
 
      
 
    “A chick is the best way to kill time, 
 
    when there’s no one around to kill.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    The altered-space was down due to the caster’s death.  This was going to tip-off Team Leader and the newbies that they needed to retreat and regroup.  I needed to get back to them before they escaped.  Floating, I dragged the demon sword hilt-first in my wake.  I went through the glass door, into the shop, without a problem.  Being material, the sword broke the glass.  An alarm sounded.   
 
    I had two mental images: one of me in the middle of the store, and one of me floating toward myself, still gripping the sword.  My astral form sank into my body, bringing the sword into my physical hand.  Two separate perspectives on the room fused into one.   
 
    I magically reached to my armory and pulled a Storm PX4 semi-automatic through the ether.  The handgun popped into my left hand.  Doubly armed, I stomped toward the hole in the wall.  It was blocked on the other side by the broken piano.  I kicked the shattered thing out of my way, and rushed through, gun extended, ready to fire.   
 
    I didn’t need to.  All the mercs looked dead.  Not just dead, but ripped to pieces, battered, and flung joyously about.  Blood was everywhere.  Broken tables had fallen over.  Chairs were scattered everywhere.  One of them had broken the mirror behind the bar and still had its legs embedded in the wall.  I saw no sign of the bartender.  With the barrier down, this place should have been normal, with no damage.  I attributed the current state of things to the suddenness of the pocket’s collapse.  The spell hadn’t been shut down the normal way, but had died with its owner.   
 
    I walked to the bar and stood behind Chrys.  She was sitting on a stool, back where she’d been before.  There was a dark green bottle of champagne capped with gold foil in front of her.   She still looked perfect.  Not a hair out of place, not a drop of blood or gore on her tight dress. 
 
    The voice of my sword stabbed into my mind.  Hey, you said I’d get to eat some more souls.  What the hell! 
 
    Sorry.  Apparently, you’re on a diet.  I released the sword.  It popped out of this location, returning through the ether to my armory in California.  I held on to the gun, not quite sure I was safe.  I went to my old stool, picked it off the floor, and sat down next to her.   
 
    Her glance went to the gun in my hand.  “You aren’t going to need that.” 
 
    I set the gun on the bar and slid it away.  She didn’t know that I could magically pull it to my hand when needed.  Or that, with a thought, I could make it disappear altogether.  “I thought you’d left.” 
 
    “I thought about it.  I don’t usually buy into other people’s trouble.  But they were ganging up on you.  And you interest me.” 
 
    “The altered space was designed to only allow preternaturals inside.  That confirms you’re not human.” 
 
    She nudged the bottle of champagne toward me.  “What’s your point?” 
 
    “What are you?” 
 
    “That’s rude.” 
 
    “One of my middle names.  So is Evil Bastard and Drunken Flying Fuck.  I’ve never been accused of being nice.” 
 
    “Don’t make a lady wait.  Open the bottle.” 
 
    “Say please.” 
 
    “If I’m drunk, I’ll probably let you have your way with me.” 
 
    “I’m on it.”  I snatched up the bottle and ripped way the foil.  I pulled out the cork with my teeth and spit it back behind the bar.  There was a pop.  She slid two glasses over.  I poured the wine and set the bottle down.  She took her glass.  I took mine.  My dragon sense of smell sampled the bouquet.  I didn’t detect poison, not that many poisons would have affected my half-dragon physiology.  I did wait to see her take the first drink.  She did so unflinchingly.   
 
    I didn’t really think she wanted me dead.  If she did, she could have fought with the mercs in the first place.  Or come after me on her own.  Judging from what was left of my attackers, Chrys was powerful.  So powerful, I had a suspicion I wanted to test.  I took a sip of the wine. Not bad.  Casually, I asked, “How are things back in the Village?” 
 
    She choked and sputtered her wine, turning staring eyes my way.  “You know?” 
 
    I lied.  “I know everything.  I’m a demon lord.  I have connections throughout the world, and in multiple hell-dimensions, not to mention Under the Hill.”  The world of the fey.  “Running L.A. as an open city to nonhumans provides me with a wealth of resources.” 
 
    She set her glass down, swiveling fully toward me.  Her eyes went from startled to deep fascination, drinking me in as she leaned my way.  “Running L.A.? You’re him, The Offender.” 
 
    Offender?  That’s a new one. 
 
    I threw back my drink, emptied the glass, and slammed it down.  “If by Offender you mean Caine Deathwalker, you’re absolutely right.” 
 
    “You’re not supposed to exist.  Your genetic codes are forbidden, impossible.  My father would have a cow if he knew I was even breathing the same air as you.” 
 
    I refilled my glass.  “So are you going to run away and save yourself like I told you to earlier?” 
 
    “I don’t always do what my Father likes.” 
 
    Whoever her father was, I needed her to lure him into a meeting.  That contact was a place to start my search for the portal to the Village.  It could be anywhere in Las Vegas. 
 
    The sound of police sirens drew close.  The dead magician outside on the lounge chair had drawn attention.  Or the missing bartender had called in the carnage and the devastation to his bar.  Either way, we needed to leave.  Fortunately, here on the Vegas Strip, other bars were readily available. 
 
    I picked up the bottle and slid off my stool.  “What do you say we get out of here?” 
 
    “I’d love to.”  She took my arm and pressed it against a nice-sized tit, staying at my side as we moved toward the back exit.  Almost out, she stopped me, looking up into my face.  “What about your gun?” 
 
    I magically pulled it to me and held it up.  “Right here.” 
 
    “Hey, when did you…?” 
 
    “I’m awesome, I know.”  I swung the gun out of her line of sight and let it go, willing it back my California armory. 
 
    Pushing through the back door, we entered a passageway in the hotel that led us to the lobby.  “Just a minute,” Chrys said.  “I need to check my messages.” 
 
    “You have a room here?” 
 
    She stopped a few feet from me, looking back.  “Yes.” 
 
    “Then why don’t we go up to your room and just call room service?” 
 
    A sly smile stretched her red lips.  “Then whatever will we do, all alone together—in that big suite?” 
 
    “Hmmm.  I could ravish you within an inch of your life, I suppose.  It would pass the time.” 
 
    “Within an inch of my life?” 
 
    “I swear upon my over-read, illustrated copy of the Kama Sutra.” 
 
    “Then let’s go.” 
 
    We swung by the front desk and she asked for her messages.  I took the opportunity to check my voice mail on my phone.  One in particular caught my eye:  
 
      
 
    CAINE, I WILL BE IN TOWN SOON TO FIRM UP SECURITY AT THE MYKONOS HOTEL.  WE WILL BE RENTING THE TOP FLOORS FOR THE WEDDING, IF EVERYTHING LOOKS TIGHT AND DEFENSIBLE.  PICK ME UP AT THE AIRPORT, 12:00 TONIGHT.  DON’T MAKE ME COME LOOKING FOR YOU.    
 
      
 
                                                —IMARI 
 
                                                    FIRST SWORD  
 
                                                    CLAN LAUPHRAM 
 
      
 
    My first thought was: Who sends a text without abbreviating anything?  My second thought was: Midnight?  Hell, no.  I won’t be done fucking by then.  Anything under four hours is a quickie.  My third thought was: Who the hell told her I was in Vegas?  Even the Old Man wasn’t supposed to know.  I didn’t want him loading me down with personal security that would just get in the way.  The way Imari was going to.  My fourth thought was: It’s Clan Deathwalker now.  The Old Man has officially retired.  My fifth thought was: Hey, Imari’s hot, and not just because she’s a fire demon.   If I handle this right, we can have a threesome.  My sixth thought was: Why the hell am I numbering my thoughts? 
 
    “Ready to go up?” Chrys asked. 
 
    Ready to get it up.  Long past due, actually.  “Sure,” I said. 
 
    A loud voice boomed.  “Caine, you old dawg!” 
 
    I knew that voice.  Imari wasn’t the only member of my demon clan that was crashing my social life.  I turned toward the lobby entrance and saw Zero-T bearing down on me.  He had two wheeled suitcases he tugged along.  He wore black cargo pants and a Versace black silk shirt featuring scrambled-egg style metallic gold brocade.  His hand sported one of my black opal rings with a silver band.  The stone had gray and red flecks in it, shining like stars in a dark dimension.  To my clan, it identified him as a member of my intelligence network. 
 
    His silver-and-blue scaled demon face was hidden by a ceramic-mask that had the magical flexibility of real flesh.   The spray-painted brown skin tone made him out to be a Brother, that and his mannerisms.  He wasn’t any more ghetto than I was, but he was a devotee of the hip-hop lifestyle. He’d perfected his slang by watching many a black exploitation movie.  I remembered one very long weekend; he’d made me sit through Cleopatra Jones, Foxy Brown, and Blacula, bribing me with an almost unending supply of Cuervo Gold.  His intensity could easily wear a man down.  The tequila had barely kept me from killing him.   
 
    At least he wasn’t checking into my hotel.  I would have to kill him then, for one reason or another.  I sighed.   
 
    Sometimes, I’m just too tolerant of my friends. 
 
    I glared at him.  “Go away.  I’m busy.”  
 
    He grinned, his gaze sliding over to Chrys.  “So I see.  Well, don’t mind me.  I’m just in town for an internet sponsored poker tournament.  Walking in here for a room, seeing you was the last thing I expected.” 
 
    Great,” I said.  “Get your room, settle in, but get your ass to the airport by midnight.  Imari sent me a text.  She’s hitting town and needs you to pick her up.” 
 
    “Shoot!  That ain’t it.  The woman wants me bad.  Once you’ve gone black…” 
 
    Wanna-be black, I thought. 
 
    “…you don’t go back,” he finished. 
 
    I half expected him to do a “Michael Jackson” and adjust his crotch.  Fortunately, he spared us all the embarrassment, and strutted up to the desk to register. 
 
    “Interesting friend you’ve got there,” Chrys said.  “He’s a demon?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “But you’re not, right?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    She tugged me toward the elevators.  “So, how did you get to be a demon lord?” 
 
    “Nepotism, pure and simple.  My adoptive father was clan leader and he stuck me with the job, raising me to be the bad-ass of all bad-asses.”  I pushed the call button and we waited for the car to come. 
 
    “So, was there something else you wanted to be, back when you were a kid? 
 
    “When I was a kid, all I wanted was to survive the training the Old Man put me through.  There were times when I was sure he was trying to kill me, just not in a way anyone could blame him for.  I survived him, I can survive anything.” 
 
    “So that’s why my being a Villager doesn’t bother you.” 
 
    “I’m part Villager myself, which came as a hell of a surprise.  Most of my life, I thought I was at least half-human.” 
 
    The doors opened.  We stepped onto the car.  She pushed the button for her floor.  The doors closed and we rose.  I pushed her into the corner and leaned in.  “Hang on tight.  I’m going to kiss you now.” 
 
    I did, taking my time to do a thorough job.  I bruised her lips with my urgency.  They parted.  Our tongues danced.  She moaned into my mouth.  I took that as a good sign.  Her hands came up behind me, gripping my coat.  My hand dropped low to the hem of her silver-scale dress.  I slid the material up her thigh, baring more skin.  We broke the kiss to take breaths. 
 
    “Wow,” she said.  “You obviously have had a great deal of practice.” 
 
    “Fair warning: I have never been a one-woman kinda guy.” 
 
    “At least I know what I’m getting into.” 
 
    I stared into her eyes, giving her that cold, hard look I reserve for someone just before I shoot them in the knee.  “No, you don’t.” 
 
    The monster in my pants was hard as a steel bar.  In my head, I heard my cock chuckling.  She really doesn’t. 
 
    I’ve often thought that I must be psychotic or something.  From what I understand, most people don’t hear voices—from inside their pants.  I pressed in and lifted her so she pressed against my cock.   
 
    Her eyes widened.  “Oh.  My.  God!  That can’t be real.” 
 
    “You will soon find out.” 
 
    The doors opened.  I backed away, letting her recover.  She passed me and I followed, letting her guide me to her suite.  Chrys used a key-card to let us in.  Where she’d kept it, I couldn’t say; women have their mysteries.  I hadn’t seen her open her little clutch purse. 
 
    She dragged me by the hand across a living area, through a door, to a spacious bedroom done in ivory, tan, and cream.  The rug was deep blue, patterned with concentric rings of medium blue.  It was a target, the bull’s-eye partly covered by a massive king’s sized bed.  Chrys let go of me and moved toward an open bathroom door. 
 
    She murmured, “Get naked.  I’ll just be a minute.”  She went into the bathroom and closed the door. 
 
    I walked over to the closed door and listened through it with my heightened dragon-born hearing.  She was on her cell.  “Yeah, he’s here right now.  What do you want me to do?” 
 
    Interesting.  I wondered exactly who she was tipping off to my presence.  Her dad?  Were we going to be interrupted mid-fuck by party crashers?  Moving away from the door, I stripped off my tie.  I might need it to gag her.  When she found I was onto her, she might do the wrong kind of screaming.   
 
    I headed toward a wall that was all windows.  Better close the blinds.  Gunfire sprayed through them, shattering the glass.  Black-clad mercs wearing weapon harnesses and ski masks came bursting into the room, dropping off of zip lines shot from a building across the street. 
 
    I stared.  “Really, now?” 
 
    Their shots took out the lights.  I noticed they all wore night-vision gear—which gave them no advantage over my half-dragon vision.  My eyes adjusted quickly as I ducked, summoning a pair of Storm PX4 semi-automatics into my hands.     
 
    
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THREE 
 
      
 
     “I like violence and sex,  
 
    just not at the same time.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    I flushed my Dragon Flame tattoo with raw magic, warming that patch of skin.  The price for the spell hit me; a sensation of being slammed by a boulder from each side.  My ribs felt like they were pulverized, bone slivers driving into my lungs.  I shuddered and staggered a step.  The phantom agony ghosted away.  My left hand blazed with fire—dragon fire.  At the core of the flames, my hand was an unharmed shadow.  The fire burned hotter than natural, as stubborn as napalm, bright as a magnesium flare.  Fortunately, dragon eyes are not blinded by their own flames; that would be counter-survival.   
 
    The mercs weren’t so lucky.  I heard a “Fuck!” and a “Damn it to hell!”   
 
    So much for their night-vision gear. 
 
    Having dropped off their zip lines, they clawed the eyewear from their faces.  There were three of them this time, armed to the teeth, and one smelled fey.  There was no telling what form his magic would take.   
 
    I emptied my Beretta.  Two of the men went down, the back of their heads exploding with exit wounds.  The ammo clips I used contained a mix of rounds: silver around iron-wood cores for vamps and werewolves, mercury tips and, snake-shot for the hell of it.   
 
    Yes, I’m a sadist.   Everybody needs a hobby. 
 
    Unfortunately, the shots went through the middle man, the fey.  His glamour was more than strong.  I can normally see through fey illusion to their real appearance.  He had to be augmenting his magic somehow to hide where he really was.   
 
    And soon as his eyes were working again… 
 
    “Fuck!”  Silver wire faded into view, wrapping me like a demented slinky.  The stuff had barbs that bit into skin and muscle.  My arms were cinched tight to my torso.  I strained against the coils with dragon-born strength—which did no good.   The damn stuff was spell-strengthened.  The fey apparently was a silver mage.  Silver is a soft metal; if it weren’t mystically enhanced, I’d have burst free already. 
 
    I smiled.   
 
    He’d made a bad mistake.  In pinning my burning hand to my chest, he brought the dragon fire to the magic wire.  The coils literally exploded, converted from solid to gas so fast it seemed to bypass the liquid state.  The silver steam hung in front of me, and the remnant to the sides and back sprang off me, leaving bloody rips in my flesh that would soon heal. 
 
    I sent the gun in my right hand back to my armory for magical reloading, and summoned a couple flashbangs—as the room’s sprinklers went off.  An alarm sounded, a shrill banshee scream.  I absorbed the dragon flame into my body, the drizzling water turning to steam on my skin. 
 
    And then I saw the fey, a fairy type.  She was all of six inches in height with clattering wings like those of a beetle.  She wore a man’s gold ring as an impromptu crown.  The emerald stone had a complex rune carved on it that contrasted nicely with her slate-green skin.  She wore a tunic of mottled browns, hovering just off the floor.   
 
    No wonder she’s hard to see.  The small ones aren’t normally so powerful.  The ring’s probably boosting her magic. 
 
    My inner dragon had his gold-fire eyes open in the back shadows of my mind.  The ring had caught his attention too.  His voice echoed in my thoughts: Mine!  I saw it first. 
 
    Liar, but we are getting it.  That’s a clue! 
 
    I was about to bitch-slap the little fairy with a flash-bang grenade when the bathroom door slammed open and crushed her against a wall.  Chrys stood on the bathroom threshold, staring at me, yelling.  “What are you doing to my room, you crazy son of a bitch?  They’re going to make me pay for all this!” 
 
    I didn’t care.  I didn’t answer either.  All I could do was stare.  She’d shed her clothes and taken down her braided hair.  It fanned behind her, a spill of platinum.  Her delightful curves and much more were thinly veiled by a sheer nighty of cobalt chiffon.  The matching thong was small to the point of being almost non-existent. 
 
    Gripped by lust, I hurried over.  I pulled a fluffy white bathrobe off the inside of the bathroom door, and wrapped her in it.  I needed to take her someplace else, and while I didn’t mind flashing people bare ass, she might be more reserved.  I slipped the grenades into her robe pockets.  They might yet come in handy. 
 
    “What did you do?” Chrys demanded. 
 
    “Not my fault.”  I yelled over the alarm.  “More mercs came in through the windows.” 
 
    “This is getting highly annoying!” she yelled. 
 
    I took a moment to pick up the fairy behind the door and pocket the ring.  See you in hell, Tinker-bitch.  I flung the fey across the room, out the window, and into the night.  I wasn’t sure if she were dead, but then, what did it matter?  She wasn’t coming back any time soon. 
 
    I dragged Chrys from the room.  The alarms were going off in the living room, and from the sound, out in the hallway.  I thought the whole floor was enjoying the experience.  The hotel staff would have already started an evacuation, but it would be a while before they got to this room.  I didn’t intend to wait for them. 
 
    She dug in her heels.  “I can’t leave like this!  At least let me get my purse and grab some clothes.” 
 
    “But, babe, you totally rock that robe.  It’s sure to start a new trend.” 
 
    “Caine!” 
 
    “Trust me, clothes are way overrated.  I should know.”  I turned back, picked her up, and slung her over my left shoulder.  She squealed nicely.  I slapped her ass.  “Quiet, woman.  I am going to ravish you yet.  Prepare yourself to walk funny for a week.”  I carried her to the hallway door. 
 
    She continued to comment.  “You know, I could stop you, if I really wanted to.” 
 
    “Maybe, but then you’d always wonder what exactly you missed out on.  Can you live with that?” 
 
    She pushed on my lower back to raise her head and spoke over her shoulder.  “Fine, but if you don’t deliver, I’m tearing your heart out and feeding it to the dogs.” 
 
    “The wild dogs that roam the Strip?”   
 
    “I’ll buy some if I have to.” 
 
    “Talk about pressure to perform…” 
 
    I carried her out into the hall and headed for the elevators.  People were out in the passage, milling about.  Their shouted questions to one another added to the noise.  I pushed through.  One old lady with thick glasses stared as I passed.  Her eyes bulged.  Her mouth dropped open.  She said, “Oh, my…!”  I doubted anyone had ever carried her off for carnal purposes. 
 
    Poor thing.   
 
    I reached an opening elevator and stepped on.   
 
    Someone behind me yelled.  “You’re not supposed to use elevators in a burning building.” 
 
    I turned and pushed the button for the lobby.  “It’s fine.  I know where the fire is.” 
 
    The guy said, “Still…” 
 
    I summoned my PX4 Storm and showed him the muzzle. 
 
    “Never mind,” he said. 
 
    As I made the gun vanish, several hotel patrons rushed onto the elevator.  The doors closed.  The car descended.  The elevator was a lot quieter, but speakers in the ceiling did pelt us with Billy Joel’s We Didn’t Start the Fire.   
 
    I hummed along a moment, then made myself stop.  Damn.  The song’s stuck in my brain.  I hate it when that happens. 
 
    Holding Chrys over my shoulder, I attracted speculative stares, but no one asked me what I was doing.  Of course, the answer was rather obvious.  And it wasn’t like Chrys was screaming for help. 
 
    I remembered the merc bodies from the bar.  She’d dealt with them brutally, with great efficiency.  And I still didn’t know exactly how.  She could probably do that to me at the drop of a hat.  It was something to keep in mind. 
 
    Descending, the doors opened a few times.  People approached.  My hard glares—packed with murderous intent—kept anyone else from piling in.  Eventually, we reached the lobby.  Rushing out, I joined the flow of guests toward the front doors.   
 
    Out in the parking lot, I headed for where I’d parked my midnight-blue Mustang.  This one had pale blue electrical jags painted on the hood and sides; a little nod toward the fact that, in dragon form, I breathed lightning.  I’d actually had storm fey assassins from fairy once try to kill me with lightning.  It hadn’t worked out well for them. 
 
    People had been trying to kill me all my life.  This no doubt contributed to my usual sunny disposition and deep love for all mankind.   
 
    I set Chrys down by the car. 
 
    She stared into my face.  “Are you quietly laughing at some private joke you’re not going to share with me?” 
 
    “Yes.  Is that a problem?” 
 
    “No, not really.  We all have our secrets.  Where are we going?” 
 
    “Not far.  The hotel across the street.” 
 
    “Because my womanly power has inflamed your passions and driven you to the edge of control, and you have to take me as soon as possible?” 
 
    I opened the door for her.  She slid in and buckled up.  I went around and got in behind the wheel.  “Yeah, and I want to check out the room used by the mercs.”  I gave the magic-enhanced security system of the car a moment to scan my retinas and gave it a thumb print.  Just cutting out an eyeball or chopping off a thumb wouldn’t get anyone use of my car.  The device also registered lifeforce, having my half-dragon, half-Villager pattern on file. 
 
    She asked, “How will you know which room to go to?” 
 
    “It will be higher than your room, and will have a zip line anchored to something inside.  Shouldn’t be too hard to find.” 
 
    “There could be more of these mercs there.” 
 
    “Doubtful.  They wouldn’t hang around after everything went to hell on a hit.”  I backed out of the space and sent the Mustang rolling toward the street. “Chances aren’t good they’ll have left any clues laying around, but I like to be thorough.”   
 
    “Thorough, while in the grip of my womanly allure which has driven you nearly mad with desire.” 
 
    “Face it woman, I’m hopelessly in lust with you.” 
 
    “You do know that I’m more than perky tits and a pretty face, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, your ass isn’t bad either.” 
 
    “Oh, you silver-tongued devil!  Be still my heart.” 
 
    I navigated into the street, across the street, and parked in an underground area.  Minutes later we were inside the lobby, at the desk.  The female attendant in her white and navy pantsuit stared at Chrys’ fluffy white robe.   
 
    I said, “We had to leave the hotel across the way.  It caught on fire.” 
 
    “What!”  The woman’s eyes bugged out.   
 
    I read her nametag and used her name to ground her and grab her attention.  “Alyse, the important thing is that the misadventure interrupted my recreational activities.  Someone will have hurriedly checked out in the last ten minutes from a room in one of the upper floors.  The guy probably wore sunglasses and would have gone by the name Smith or Jones.  We’ll take that room.” 
 
    “You’re right, Mr. Smithfield and Mr. Jones,” she touched a key card on the counter.  “But Housekeeping hasn’t been up there yet to—” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter.  I want that room.”  I saw she was going to keep arguing.  I pulled out a money clip with a wad of bills.  Peeling them off, I held up a couple hundreds.  “Make it happen.”   
 
    The money vanished from my hand so fast, I had to count my fingers to make sure I still had them all.  That out of the way, I scooped up the key card and registered using a fictitious name: Berry M. Deep.  “Send up a couple bottles of champagne and some fresh linen.  A ladder, too.” 
 
    “A ladder?” 
 
    “I’ll give it back when I’m done.”  I held up another hundred.   
 
    She took it and smiled.  “Yes, sir.  I’ll see to it at once.” 
 
    I nodded and took Chrys’ arm, guiding her to the elevators.  Once we were on and heading up, she looked at me.  “Berry M. Deep?” 
 
    I shrugged.  “Hey, it’s what I do.” 
 
    “What’s with the ladder?” she asked. 
 
    “We might need it, depending on how the zip line is attached on this side.  A wire-spool rifle was probably used to fire the line over the street.  A bolt would have hit the brick above your window and mechanically anchored itself, or they could have used magic.” 
 
    Now it was Chrys’ turn to stare at me.  “I’m getting quite an unconventional education here.” 
 
    I stared back.  “They don’t teach Black Ops in grade school to you Villagers?  Didn’t your people found the Slayers in this dimension?” 
 
    “That has nothing to do with me.  I’m a semi-evil mastermind, not a grunt.  I was raised and groomed to follow in my father’s corporate footsteps.” 
 
    “Speaking of which, exactly who is your father?” 
 
    “If I told you, I’d have to kill you.” 
 
    I didn’t laugh.  I knew she wasn’t joking.  The Village itself was a secret Villagers killed to protect.  
 
    I said, “But you’d fuck me first, right.  Sending me to hell happy, and all that?” 
 
    “Of course!  I’m not a complete monster.” 
 
    The elevator opened on our floor.  We got out and tracked down our room.  She took the card and reached for the door knob.  Before she could slide the card and turn the knob, I stopped her, grabbing a wrist. 
 
    “I wouldn’t do that without checking for a trap first.  If it were me, I’d have left after wiring the room to explode the next time the door opened.” 
 
    She stared at my hand on her wrist, then the knob.  Her face paled as her imagination kicked in.  “Oh.” 
 
    I moved her aside.  “Better let me handle this.”  
 
    I had a new trick I wanted to try out.  I put both hands against the door and leaned against it.  The Old Man had raised me to use shadow magic, one of his specialties.  I could make swords and knives from shadow.  I could create shadow hands to punch people out from a distance or poke them in the eye.  This was trickier.  I visualized a shadow body inside my physical one.  Keeping half of it anchored inside, I let the top half fall forward as if I were diving into a vertical pool.  My physical eyes were closed.  I used the eyes of my shadow self to see the other side of the door. 
 
    Yep, I was right.  A potential boom!  Opening the door would break a micro-thin wire.  A pack of C-4 and a detonator were hanging from the other side of the knob.  I pulled the electrical prongs out of the C-4, tossed it aside, and pulled my shadow torso back into my real body. 
 
    Opening my eyes, I noticed Chrys staring yet again.   
 
    I widened my eyes at her.  “What?  Don’t tell me you Villagers can’t do that.” 
 
    “Of course we can.  We are masters of shadow magic.  I just didn’t know you were, too.  Your file apparently needs upgrading.” 
 
    “You’ve read a file on me?” 
 
    “Trust me, it didn’t do you justice.” 
 
    I opened the door and pushed her in.  Following, I closed the door.  Alone with her at last, I pulled her into my arms and kissed her until she sagged against me, all but melting. 
 
    I carried her into the living room, and deposited her on the couch, opening the robe like it was a present from Santa. My cock’s voice exploded in my head.  At last, my turn for happiness.  Bury me deep, boy.  Bury me deep! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    FOUR 
 
      
 
    “Meeting the parents is always a bad 
 
     idea. They either start thinking shotgun 
 
    wedding or just plain shotgun.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    From a window in the darkened office, I studied the never-resting city. Beyond the pane, casino lights flickered, luring the stupid and drunk to thicken the ranks of the stupider and drunker.   
 
    My kind of place.   
 
    Las Vegas—Sin City—was a major hub of the Southwest.  Despite an on-going struggle between human and not-so-human elements for control, it had been human dominated since Sinatra adopted his trademark fedora.  That tension had brought death to this random location—one I borrowed for my own use.  There had been a brief, bloody battle here, leaving a dead vampire, a couple minions, and a human in leather that was heavily armed; a Slayer.  Idly, I wondered how many Slayers had limped away from this hit. 
 
    I turned back to the office, my dragon-sight making it bright as day. Bodies on the oversized, mahogany desk turned the wood much darker. The gray-tone walls had dark red splatter dripping down them.  The smell of blood added a metallic tang to the air.  That was how I’d located the place.  What better place for a meeting with Villagers?   
 
    Setting is everything when it comes to drama.   
 
    Once here, Chrys had called her dad for me.  I’d held the phone to her lovely face since she didn’t have the use of her hands, being all tied up in the big duffle bag I’d brought along.  The bag sat on charcoal carpeting that was part of the sterile, industrial look in here.  The black-leather-on-metal furniture had managed to avoid the blood spray.  The smoke-gray glass coffee table near the duffle bag matched the smoke-gray mini-bar I’d raided.   
 
    Thirst is a terrible thing. 
 
    Finally, I heard the elevator down the hallway ding open.  Three sets of footsteps came towards me.  The walker in the lead spread his weight perfectly.  The closer he got, the harder it was to hear his steps.  The other two footfalls sounded light as well, but untrained compared to the first man.  Dear old dad, I assumed. 
 
    I put my glass down on the smoke-gray coffee table and reached down to the floor.  I opened the huge duffel bag.  Chrys glowered, her pupils large and black.  A ball-gag muffled her protests.  The chain wrapping her shoulder-to-ankle had tiny hexes engraved on each link.  She’d let me bind her in the second hour of our love-play, not imagining I possessed anything that could actually hold a Villager.   
 
    I love it when people underestimate me.  I flicked the ball-gag and smiled at the girl.  “They’re going to love you.” 
 
    I turned to the wooden office door and let my eyes change.  The right eye went dragon: yellow fire with a black vertical pupil.  The left went black iris and crimson pupil, like my father’s.  The door looked normal, but was reinforced with protection spells.  The bookcases to each side held law books, human and other, corporate and international.  
 
    I wondered if the approaching Villagers would be more surprised by Chrys in the bag, or by the piled bodies in this borrowed location.  I wanted my visitors very off balance. 
 
    The steps in the hall stopped in front of the door.  The door opened slowly, spilling hallway light into the office.  The man on the threshold smelled like magic and metals, with an undertone of cyanide.  His navy-blue suit did little to hide large, dense muscle.  He had short black hair, black eyes, and stood six feet.   He could have just left the set of an action movie.  The truth was far worse.  This was a Villager, nothing even close to human.   
 
    And I was banging his daughter.   
 
    Part of me felt like screaming and running like hell. 
 
    An older woman stood behind him.  She wore an azure pantsuit that didn’t quite hide two guns under the vest.  A teen boy stood at the man’s left.  The three resembled Chrys.   
 
    The man’s gray suit had spells woven in the cloth.  I felt their oppression directed at me, a crushing surge of force that would have broken a mere human. 
 
    I put my foot into the duffle, on the girl’s throat.  She squealed in a muffled way.   
 
    The teen boy lunged but was halted by the big man’s arm.   The dad grinned without pleasantness.  “Young man, release my daughter and we can discuss this like gentlemen.”  His silken voice had magic too, the kind that compels. 
 
    “You think I’ll trust a Villager that easily?”  
 
    Magic rushed in from the hallway, burning my skin like acid.  The smell of burnt orange filled my nose and lungs.  Blue magic cones came out of walls, ringing me from every corner.   
 
    I said, “Do you think you can kill a tough bastard like me before I dragon-stomp blondie here into the afterlife.” 
 
    He waved a hand.  Poison magic mist and floating cones retreated.  He came into the room, and waved again.  The couch dragged itself closer to him.  He sat.  Another wave of his hand and a bottle of bourbon floated out of the mini-bar, a glass in hot pursuit.  He snagged the bottle and glass out of the air and poured a drink.  The bottle he sent floating to the coffee table, offering me a drink. 
 
    The woman and teen outside the room stayed there, tension in every muscle.  Their eyes burned holes in me, figuratively speaking.   
 
    “You have me at a disadvantage, young man.  You know at least what I am.”  
 
    I summoned a soft, gold glow around my right hand.  Jags of electrical fire crawled over my fingers.  “You know what this means, right?” A standing order existed among Villagers to watch out for me, and my magic.  It was one of the pieces of intelligence the Selene, the Red Lady, had forwarded to me from her undercover position in the Village.  It was too bad she’d infiltrated through a dozen hell-dimensions, not going directly through from Earth.  The Earth route was my next major objective.  There was a gate here in Las Vegas.  These people knew where.  I wanted to know, too. 
 
    “The Offender.  I’ve wanted to meet you for many years.  Not this way, of course.  What do you want?” 
 
    “Information; who in the Village is working with the silver dragons hunting me?” 
 
    Unspoken questions hung in the hallway.  The two out there looked wide-eyed at the big guy.  He looked just as shocked.  
 
    “I don’t know.  Anyone working with the draconians would be put to death unless under the royal banner, and our lords are above reproach.  Well, not your father.” 
 
    “The sperm-donor.  He’s no father of mine.   Okay, that answer is beyond you.  Why don’t you tell me about the portal to the Village?”  I slightly nudged the blonde in the duffle.   She squealed encouragement to her dad. 
 
    “You won’t survive entering the Village, so I’ll happily tell you how to get there.  One of the canal bridges near Venice Beach has an out-of-place dark brick.  It is a key.  The portal there will take you in.” 
 
    “Great.  Don’t do anything rash.  Slowly, I’m going to release the girl.” 
 
    I removed my foot, bent down, and pulled away the fragile chains.  Their magic was keyed to my touch.  I wadded the links into a ball and pocketed them.   
 
    Chrys removed the gag and struggled inside the duffel bag, slipping into the snug, silver-scale dress I’d stuffed in there for her.  I hadn’t wanted to embarrass her too much.  I had high hopes of fucking her again.  Clothed, she dropped the bag and looked at me through veiling lashes, stretching her arms towards the ceiling.   
 
    She smiled as if I hadn’t just put her through hell.  “Caine, can we go eat now?  I’ve really worked up an appetite.” 
 
    The shimmering blue cones were back. 
 
    The guns from the dead men floated up into the air.  They drifted over to threaten me, as did a knee-high mist of navy blue billowing in from the hall. 
 
    “Our reservation’s not for another hour.  I’d thought I was going to have to fight your dad.  We’ll get a few drinks first.  You just need to make your family stand down.  Tell ‘em I’ll pick up the check.” 
 
    Taking her dad was doable.  Taking all three didn’t look good.  And Chrys might jump in to help her family if they looked seriously endangered.   
 
    She clapped her hands.  “Okay, this is over, Daddy, unless you want to piss off the one person who understands your investment portfolio.  Good luck surviving the Village elders who’ve invested with us when you can’t find their money.” 
 
    The mist thinned away first, followed by the guns, and finally the floating arrows.   
 
    Chrys said, “Good, let’s go.  Dad, you and Mom lead the way.” 
 
    I looked at her, “Just like that?” 
 
    “Sure.  I’m not losing you.  I’ve examined Clan Lauphram holdings.  Your official companies and your shell companies are a fascinatingly complex example legal subterfuge.  Your short-sheeting the tax code is a thing of beauty.  I want to know more.” 
 
    When the hell did she get a look at our books? And how long has she been into me?  Maybe I’ve had a stalker I didn’t know about. 
 
    As her dad strolled off, I called after him.  “I’ve fake-kidnapped the scariest person in your family, haven’t I?” 
 
    He laughed.  “Apparently.  In another year or so, I expect she’ll kick me out of my own multinational corporation.” 
 
    Chrys smiled sweetly at all of us.  “Six months, tops.” 
 
    I couldn’t believe myself.  Yet again, I’ve dug my grave with my cock.  Still doing stupid shit.  How is it I always pick incredibly dangerous women to fuck?  One day, that’s going to get me killed.  Or worse, married. 
 
    Chrys’ parents moved off.  Her brother—a sixteen-year old, eyes hard like cobalt ice—stood there, arms crossed, waiting for me to pass.   
 
    Yeah, I’m going to turn my back on you.  As if. 
 
    I looked at Chrys and said, “Tell your brother not to hurt me.” 
 
    She looked at him.  “Donner?” 
 
    He looked back and said nothing.  
 
    Her eyes narrowed.  “I will beat your ass like a taiko drum.” 
 
    His brows pinched together between his eyes.  “Fine.”  He walked away.  “But I want to go to Pancake Villa.” 
 
    We caught up with the rest of her family.  Dad said, “I could do chicken and waffles.” 
 
    “Long as they serve alcohol,” I muttered. 
 
    “It’s settled,” Chrys said.  “There’s a Pancake Villa a few blocks from here, I think.  We’ll meet you guys there.”  
 
    She and I headed for my Mustang.  The rest went toward a black SUV with tinted windows.  We’d just reached the Mustang when I caught motion from the corner of my eye.  I grabbed Chrys and spun her so she was between me and her brother.  I kissed her, hard.  Donner faced us from twenty feet away.  He’d spun into an attack pose, palms extended and facing each other, his fingers curved to form a cage.  Between his hands, a formless whirl of shadow built.  I had the sense that he’d been about to throw shadow magic my way, until I used his sister as a human shield. 
 
    Her lips clung to mine as she moaned.  Her hands were tight on my coat.   
 
    While she was thusly distracted, I formed a hand of darkness with my own shadow magic, making it appear right in front of him.  My shadow hand stabbed between his fingers and absorbed the shadow he’s summoned.  My now larger shadow hand flew into his throat, gripping, lifting.  He went up on tip-toe, then dangled several feet off the ground, choking.  His fingers clawed at the shadow hand, trying to pry himself loose.  His parents were in the SUV, buckling up.  They looked oblivious to what was happening. 
 
    Chrys broke the kiss, pulling away. 
 
    I let Donner go.  He fell on his ass. 
 
    I let Chrys see me looking back. I said, “Oh, your brother tripped and fell.  He seems to be having a fit of some kind.” 
 
    She turned and looked.  Then turned back to me.  Her eyes narrowed.  “What did you do?” 
 
    I put on my best look of astonished innocence.  “What?  I was kissing you at the time.  How could I have had thought for anything else.  I think you underestimate yourself.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “Besides, if I did do something, I can assure you it was in self-defense.  I may be a violent and morally challenged, but I do have a code of conduct.  I don’t kill children unless absolutely necessary, and sometimes, not even then.” 
 
    Her expression warmed.  “You know, I think I believe you.” 
 
    And that’s exactly why I’ve spent so many hours practicing my expressions in front of the mirror.  Okay, so maybe I like looking at myself, too.  I am ruggedly handsome.  Ask anyone I’ve fucked.  
 
    Donner was back on his feet now, his face a mask of rage.  He screamed at me.  “How the hell did you do that?” 
 
    I clouded my face with confusion.  “Me?  That was probably your mom.  I don’t think she loves you.” 
 
    He stormed off to the SUV, climbing in the back. 
 
    “That was mean,” Chrys said, “but funny.  My brother can be a jerk sometimes.  He needs to spend more time in the human world, developing empathy for lesser beings.” 
 
    “Said like a true Villager.”  I opened the door for her.  She ducked into the car.  I closed the door and went around to my side, getting in.  I let the security system read me before the timed delay ran out.  I started up the Mustang, enjoying its rumble and roar.  “How is it,” I asked, “that your family has a corporate empire in the human world when Villagers are supposed to stay in their own dimension?”  I headed the Mustang into the street. 
 
       She said, “It’s not that we’re obligated to avoid your reality.  Our ancient treaty with humankind is a non-aggression pact.  As long as we’re passing for human, and not annihilating major population centers, it’s all good.  Besides, we have millions in our hidden society.  We have needs: goods, cultural importation, and genetic material for our experiments.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound good.” 
 
    She laughed.  “Do you know why we created Slayers?” 
 
    “Playing God?” 
 
    “Besides that,” she said.    
 
    “Enlighten me.”  Looking ahead, I saw the sign for the Pancake Villa in the next block.  I changed lanes and stopped at the next light. 
 
    “We created the Slayers as an act of compassion.  We saw how the fey, the werewolves, shifters, the undead, and witches all preyed upon humankind.  Along with the demons.” 
 
    “Clan Lauphram has always acted with honor, but yeah, other demon clans know little of restraint.  I’ll give you that.” 
 
    “If not for the Slayers, humans would have become penned-up cattle, owned and bred by supernaturals in past ages.  Bred for stupidity and docility.” 
 
    I thought of how the media machines and liberal education system had churned out idiots that thought socialism was a good thing.  Humanity had dumbed itself down just fine, all on its own.  
 
    “Too bad the Slayers hadn’t managed to save humanity from itself.” 
 
    She shrugged as we rolled on through the green light.  “We only play at being God.  The reality is still out of our reach.” 
 
    We pulled into the parking lot of Pancake Villa.  I used a gravely serious voice.  “At least we still have pancakes.” 
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    “Is there a note stuck to my back 
 
     that says: JUST KILL ME?” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Pancake Villa was not only a family restaurant, but kid friendly to the max—in an Italian sort of way.  The outside had a striped awning, white, green, and orange.   
 
    Inside, landscapes were painted directly on white plaster walls.  The hills were pancakes dripping butter and syrup.  There was a sunny yoked-egg painted on a pale blue sky with whipped crème clouds, and trees made of sausage links and parsley.  There were houses made of waffles and cows made of crepes.  Scattered tables were mostly empty, it being so early in the morning.  Beyond them, were niches with large tables, half screened with indoor trellises supporting plastic ivy.  The tiled floor had a rusty stone look.   
 
    My gaze took in an arcade with machines exchanging dollars for tokens, and flashing games.  I saw my favorite: Zombie Carnage III, a shooter game.  
 
    And then there was the company mascot: Red-Eye Crow, a guy in blue jean coveralls, with crow wings, and a crow’s-head mask.  On top of the mask was a battered straw hat.  Old Red-Eye went around pretending to steal pancakes from kids.  The kids would wave their hands and yell to drive off the thieving bird.  They found Crow funny.  I found the fraudulent avian stalker irritating.  In fact, when he came to our table and eyed the boysenberry glazed crepes in front of me, I made two PX4 Storm Berettas appear in my hands.  It was all I could do not to pump a half-dozen rounds of sizzling lead into the mascot.   
 
    He hurried on to the next table. 
 
    The guns disappeared.  Chrys’ father and little brother stared at my hands.  “Interesting party trick,” the dad said. 
 
    “With me, death is always a thought away.”   As is sex, booze, and treasure.  “It’s who I am, what I do.” 
 
    My inner dragon spoke: Don’t leave out greed.  Greed is good.  Self-denial is way overrated.  Boring, too. 
 
    I looked at Chrys’ parents.  “So, do you have names or am I just supposed to point and say ‘hey, you?’” 
 
    “The names we last carried in your human world are Ismene,” he gestured to his wife, “and Dimitur,” he touched his chest to indicate the second name was his.   These were names for common use.  They were guarding their real names.  Many cultures believed that giving a person your true or secret name gave them power over you.  A spell against a person, using their true name, had far more potency. 
 
    Donner was studiously ignoring me now, face buried in a stack of pancakes.  Ismene sat on the other side of Chrys.  They were popping in and out of whispered conferences, sharing secrets, confidences.  At one point, Chrys held up her hands, moving them well apart.  I assumed she was passing on a rough estimate of my cock’s impressive great length.  Ismene stared in shock, then looked at me. 
 
    “Half-dragon DNA has a few benefits,” I said. 
 
    We were having a tense meal—most of the tension on my side.  I didn’t let myself forget that these people were monstrously powerful, that three of the four of them wanted me dead.  Before this was all over, I was going to find the key to beating them at their own game; countering their shadow magic with my own.  The Old Man had been training me for this all my life.  He’d known all about my father; he’d just never bothered to tell me.   
 
    While eating, I kept a webbing of micro-filament shadow magic around us all.  I hoped the lightness of the webs and their difficulty to seen would keep them unnoticed.  Not a sure thing however, the webbing was a magical early warning system.  Should anyone else’s shadow magic impinge on mine, I’d know an attack was coming and would have an extra moment to respond. 
 
    Reaching for a large glass of orange juice, I felt a twitch on my web.  It ripped where shadow magic played at alchemy.  I looked over Donner’s head and saw six new-formed needles of blue glass hovering.  They were aimed at my eyes and throat.   
 
    I shot a hard glare at him.  “If you follow through on that attack, I will kill you.  Your parents might be able to kill me immediately after, but you will be dust.  And it will be considered an act of war against the L.A. hub.  Do you really want a thousand demons hitting town, taking on every Villager they see?  I would also think such a move against a demon clan leader would be a violation of your own laws.  It would certainly violate your non-aggression pact with the human world.  By the way, killing me will bring down the wrath of two fey kingdoms on you as well.  I am a fey lord aligned to the Winter Court.  I’m also the most direct heir for the dragon throne.  They might not care much for me, but they won’t suffer the indignity of having dragon royalty murdered by outsiders.” 
 
    Dimitur said, “Donner.  Stop.” 
 
    “But Dad, you know he needs killing.” 
 
    “And there’s one more thing you ought to know.”  I finished my OJ and put the glass down.  “Do you understand why I am called the Red Moon Demon when I’m not a demon?” 
 
     Chrys glared at Donner, but at this last question, she turned a confused expression my way.  “They do call you that.  Why is that?” 
 
    To guarantee my long-term safety, I needed to tip my hand, just a little.  “When the moon turns red, what you are seeing in the sky is not the real moon, but its twin from an alternate universe, another reality breaching our time-space continuum.  There is a being on that moon, the Red Lady.  She was once a dragon, before magically evolving into a goddess.  The fey’s Wild Hunt once went against her.  They were mercilessly crushed.  She is psychotically obsessed with me.  If I die, she will appear in the Village.  You might stop her, but not before she kills hundreds of thousands.” 
 
    “You have a girlfriend?” Chrys asked. 
 
    “I have a harem actually.  The Red Lady isn’t in it.  She doesn’t wait in line.  When she gets needy, she just magically pops in and kidnaps me.  It’s hell being so irresistible.” 
 
    Donner’s floating glass needles dissolved away.  His eyes were wide as he stared at me.  “You have a harem?” 
 
    I smiled back.  “Sure.  It’s hard keeping so many hot women happy.  If only I had some strong young Villager to help me with that.  Ever fucked three were-kitties at the same time?” 
 
    His eyes glazed over as he imagined it. 
 
    His mom frowned at him.  “Wipe the drool off your chin, Donner.  You are not sleeping with the enemy.  You’ll get fleas.” 
 
    Dimitur suppressed a smile, nodding agreement.  “All we need is for you to get taken hostage by a harem.  Talk about Stockholm Syndrome waiting to happen…” 
 
    Donner’s face clouded with disappointment.  Scowling, he returned his attention to his pancakes, stabbing them viciously with his fork. 
 
    Dimitur said, “The Red Lady, huh?  I see we in the Village are not as well informed as we need to be.” 
 
    “Is she better in bed than I am?” Chrys asked. 
 
    “You are beyond comparison,” I lied. 
 
    “Can we hurriedly change the subject?” Dimitur asked.  “There are some things a father doesn’t want to hear.” 
 
    “Change the subject to what?” Chrys asked. 
 
    He pointed his fork at her.  “You were told to keep in touch.  We all nearly died of cardiac arrest when we went to your hotel room and found it had been turned into a battlefield complete with dead bodies.  The police wouldn’t tell us anything.  We had to bribe the hotel desk clerk to learn that you’d been carried off—nearly naked—by a man who may well have been a serial killer.” 
 
    I thought back to the phone call she’d made in her bathroom while I killed my attackers.  I’d assumed she been contacting her family, letting them know about me.  Apparently not.  That left me to wonder exactly who she’d been tipping off. 
 
    I smiled sweetly at her.  “Excuse me.  I’ve got to visit the boy’s room.  Be right back.”  I stood, scooting back my chair, edging out of the screened-off niche.  I crossed the main space of the restaurant and followed a sign to the restrooms.  Inside the men’s room, I locked the door and wandered to the back wall, taking out my cellphone.  I called Imari.  Her voice spiked into my ear.  “Caine!  Where the hell are you?  You were supposed to pick me up, not Zero-T.  You are supposed to be under lockdown while we investigate these mercenary assaults.” 
 
    “I’ve got it all under control.” 
 
    “Under control?  Half the cops in Vegas are looking for you as a person of interest in numerous mass murders.” 
 
    “Just call in the local magic-users guild and have them spell-wipe the witnesses.  Blame it on the Trucker’s Union, or maybe the Navajo mob.” 
 
    It was how we did things back in L.A.   
 
    Imari sighed across the connection.  With what was probably a great deal of effort, she shifted to a sexier, slightly wheedling tone.  “Look, Caine, I’m your official war leader, the First Sword.  You’re supposed to let me stand between you and danger.  You are the head of the clan now.  That makes me your right hand.  Please.  Let me do my job.” 
 
    Damn.  I hate it when woman get reasonable.  It makes them so much harder to deal with. 
 
    I said, “Listen, I’m making serious progress in tracking down these dragon-sponsored mercs. There’s an extra-dimensional connection that is going to take finesse to manage.” 
 
    “More reason I should do it instead of you.  You’re as subtle as a zombie Armageddon.” 
 
    “Now that is a hurtful thing to say.”  Manfully, I held back a distraught sob.  No, wait.  That was a touch of indigestion.  Maybe a reaction from the poison cloud I’d been exposed to earlier. 
 
    “But true,” Imari said.  “At least take Zero-T as back-up while you go around aggravating the unknown universe.” 
 
    “That would be cruel!” I protested.  “He’s in Vegas on vacation, to play in a poker tournament.” 
 
    “He’ll do his duty by the clan,” she said, “or I will stake him over burning coals with a honey-dew melon in his mouth.” 
 
    I figured Zero-T was there with her, listening, possibly rolling his eyes.  Imari wasn’t usually so descriptive in her speech.  I figured she was impressing him with her seriousness. 
 
    “Fine.  As long as he knows it’s your idea.  Send him over to the Pancake Villa on…” 
 
    “I know where you are.  I’ve just placed a magical lock on your location.  Don’t leave until he gets there.” 
 
    “Scout’s honor.” 
 
    “You were never a scout.” 
 
    “Not for lack of trying.  Girl Scouts wouldn’t have me.  They didn’t believe I was a lesbian trapped in a man’s body—little bitches!” 
 
    Imari sighed again.  “I can’t imagine how you lived long enough to reach adulthood.” 
 
    “There are some who would say I have yet to reach that goal.” 
 
    “Everyone who knows you.”  She cut the connection. 
 
    I grinned at my phone then put it away.  Just as I turned toward the door, a patch of shadow blacked it out.  I expected one of Chrys’ family members to come walking through the shadow-portal.  What I got was a five-man force of mercs holding automatic weapons.  From the comical expressions on their faces, they hadn’t expected me to be at their staging area when they arrived.  These guys were good at finding me, but they lacked pin-point precision.  I had to wonder how they were doing it. 
 
    Pain ripped across my stomach like a chainsaw taking bites; payment for using the Demon Wings tattoo.  It wasn’t real invisibility, just a You-Don’t-See-Me spell that kept their attention diverted.  Infra-red goggles could see through invisibility, not my spell.  Of course, that didn’t stop them from firing blindly once they got past their shock. 
 
    Thunder filled the bathroom.  Muzzles flashed.  Casings clattered to the tiled floor.  Slugs punched holes everywhere, shattering urinals and most of the sinks, riddling the dividers around the commodes. 
 
    Me?  I was over their heads, clinging with knees and one hand to a light fixture that wasn’t really designed to take a man’s weight.  My other hand had morphed into a scaled claw with talons stabbing into the ceiling.   
 
    The gunplay died down.  On full automatic, magazines run dry fast.  As the mercs reloaded, I dropped down from above, landing in their midst.  The spell that shielded me not only caused them to ignore my image, but the sound of my landing.  Oddly, I didn’t smell magic among them, though they wore numerous charms.  I grinned.  These guys had taken the gig, pretending to be paranormal, and had been hired as cannon fodder by someone who knew very well they were merely human. 
 
    I guess I’ve been hell on the ranks of the preternatural mercs.  Can’t be that many more teams out there willing to come against me. 
 
    Rather than waste time killing these mercs—like so many cockroaches underfoot—I slammed through them, pitching myself into the shadow portal that brought them here.  There was a blackout, the sensation of falling through fluctuating gravity fields, then I was in a warehouse someplace.  Under me, on the concrete floor, was a shadow-drawn pattern that should not have existed in so bright a space.  This was the spell that had created the portal.  The surrounding walls were drywall, waiting to be painted.  A high ceiling had a lower latticework dangling rows of LED lamps.  The space itself was not yet in service as storage.   
 
    Staring at me from fifteen feet away were two men.  One of them had silver eyes with vertical pupils showing his true nature.  He was dragon in human form, like me.  His suit was white, his shirt black, and open at the neck.  His wild thatch of hair was also white, but not with age.  His face was unlined, with a hawkish nose.    
 
    He told his partner, “I’m leaving him to you.  Play all you want, but be sure and kill him.” 
 
    His partner had to be a Villager; the one who’d opened the shadow-portal.  He was also black and white, but reversed from the first man.  The Villager wore a black suit with white shirt.  The hair that could be seen was black and slicked back.  In addition, he wore a black longcoat and a white, tasseled scarf.  The Villager’s face was concealed by a white ceramic mask, expressionless, glossy, with eyes holes full of darkness.  I was reminded of the masks used to decorate many movie theaters.   
 
    This mask hadn’t made up its mind yet whether to laugh or cry.   
 
    My attention was drawn to the concrete underfoot again.  The magic circle paled from ink-black to sepia, and then evaporated completely.   
 
    As did most of the tattoos on my skin.   
 
    Clothed, I couldn’t see them fade, but the raw magic circulating in my body let me sense the stripping away.  Across my shoulders, the Demon Wings tattoo that hid me remained in place, as did the Lotus-and-Dragon tattoo on my right forearm.  The demon magic tattoo and the Red Lady’s goddess-powered tattoo had survived where the purely dragon magic ones hadn’t.   
 
    They’d allowed me to fight my way into their trap, cunning bastards.   
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     “The biggest regret of my life is that not 
 
    enough people roll over and die for me.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    It had taken all the power of the spell-circle to strip away nearly all of my spells.  The Villager’s shadow magic was clearly far more developed than mine.   
 
    The cheatin’ son of a bitch.  Now I’ll have to pay money to get needled again.  That’s a lot of pain and bother. 
 
    I let go of the Demon Wings spell to make the enemy think they’d been totally successful, instead of mostly.   It gave me a weapon in reserve.  I became visible to them as the portal finished collapsing in on itself.  It vanished and I was cut off from the restaurant.  Outpowered.  Vulnerable. 
 
    And still, the silver dragon hauled his precious ass away, running for a distant exit.  It didn’t matter if he got away for now; I’d seen his face and could find him again.  But there’s something about an enemy’s exposed back that compels me to shoot.   
 
    If only I could summon one of my PX4 Storms to hand… 
 
    Hmmm.  Maybe I can, in a way... 
 
    I extended a hand, closing my fist loosely, as if I held a semi-automatic.  Dark shadow pooled in my palm.  I formed a copy of my favorite gun, made of shadow magic.  In my mind, I held the image of every functioning part, having stripped and cleaned the Storm’s any number of times.  The shadow took on weight borrowed from my conviction that I truly held such a weapon.  A moment of weakness swept over me from the amount of magic the weapon pulled out of me. 
 
    The Villager darkened into a coal-black cloud that leaped across space, reforming in my line of sight.  He was protecting his contact in the Dragon Court.  As the Villager returned to human form, one thing was different: the expression on his white ceramic mask had changed.  The eyebrow ridges arched in surprise.  The mouth had become a shocked O, as if to say “Oh my, how clever of you!” 
 
    The PX4 Shadow Storm bucked in my hand, spitting black-shadow casings as I unloaded at the Villager.  The rapid-fire shots were eerily silent as my gun muzzle belched flame-shaped shadow.  Another oddity, the weapon didn’t kick in my hand.  The expended casings danced on the concrete floor a little, then melted onto it.  Like a spreading contagion, more shadow seeped from the concrete, a spreading stain, like blood from the former spell.   
 
    Or Freak Face is reforming the portal.   
 
    That meant I had to watch out for a reformed gate hitting me from behind, tossing me into some alien, inhospitable dimension.   
 
    Cunning of him.  But then why is he staring at the floor that way, like the returning spell has nothing to do with him? 
 
    Annoyingly, my slugs ghosted through his body, doing no damage I could see.  My gun sent out round after round, as if I had an infinite supply of slugs in the magazine.  That was cool, but I hate being ineffective. I reabsorbed the shadow gun and summoned my demon sword.  Tied to my soul, it was a weapon Freak Face couldn’t keep from me.   
 
    The sword appeared in my hand, a length of black, meteoric iron with a red haze throbbing around it.  In my direct possession, a mystic connection formed; I could hear the screams of all the souls it had devoured over time.  I was flushed with the sword’s endless hunger—a hunger that would willingly devour my soul should I let my guard weaken.  As long as that bond existed, the sword’s feeding would boost my power.  Even if the steel couldn’t hurt Freak Face, its demon aura could still give him damage. 
 
    My sword agreed.  Hell, yes!    
 
    The pattern on the floor quickly darkened, almost complete now.  I ran across it, taking the fight to the Villager.  He ran to meet me.  We closed with each other on the outer edge of the pattern where runes faded in like invisible ink on heated paper.  I had seconds before the gate could be used against me.  For all I knew, he might be calling for reinforcements.   
 
    There’s a depressing thought. 
 
    My sword slashed across his waist, through a gap created as his torso actually separated, avoiding contact with my weapon.  Now I was seriously pissed.  Absolutely no one is allowed to out-fight me. 
 
    It simply isn’t done. 
 
    My sword snarled, a sound like raging, swarming bees.  It said, Stand still and die, you unhappy meal!  The voice rang in my head.  I doubted the Villager could hear it.  That joy was mine completely. 
 
    The Villager held up a hand, requesting a pause.  It might well be stupid to give him a chance to do anything, but I was curious.  Maybe he was going to offer me a bribe.  I watched him open his coat and fan it a little.  Inside, hanging on the lining where he could reach them, were rows of white ceramic masks like the one on his face.   
 
    He chose a mask without looking, lifting it up so he was two-faced. Without revealing his true face, the new mask went on while the old mask came away, stashed back inside his coat.  The expression on his face-mask was different now—a mean scowl that silently announced: I’m going to kick your ass! 
 
    “Ready now?” I asked. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
     I unleashed a barrage of blows from my demon sword’s black iron length; slashing, bashing, and chomping like a food processor from hell.  A haze of red demon energy shimmered in the wake of the blade, forcing Freak Face to be careful about pulling the pieces of himself back together. 
 
    Disks of shadow appeared, concealing the back of his hands, miniature shields that extended six inches past his fists.  He back-fisted my demon sword with his left shield, filling the air with red sparks.  Stepping into me, he jabbed with the forward edge of his right shield.  Instinctively, I pivoted hips and shoulders, letting his strike pass me without touching.  Pulling his hand back in a curve, the right shield’s edge creased my coat.  There was a stab of cold.  A tear appeared in my coat and underlying shirt.  The skin felt flash-frozen—a sensation not unlike getting slashed by a blowtorch. 
 
    The shock might have stunned anyone else into a loss of timing, but I’d known pain intimately for years.  I ignored it, and willed my demon sword to alter length, collapsing into a long dagger, then reforming to its original length.   
 
    The demon blade’s voice spiked in my head.  Hey, what the hell! 
 
    Suck it up, buttercup. 
 
    With the break of contact between sword and shield, Freak Face slipped to the side, off balance.   
 
    I leaned in and stabbed. 
 
    Playing contortionist, spinning, waving, he evaded the demon sword.   
 
    It howled in my head, furiously disappointed. 
 
    I slammed a thought into my weapon.  Cut that out.  I’m trying to concentrate here. 
 
    Stealing my idea, the Villager made the shield on his right hand much bigger.  I backed away, a curving path that let me watch for the portal.  I was surprised Freak Face hadn’t hit me with it yet.  Maybe he hadn’t brought the spell circle back to life after all.  
 
    We studied each other in one of those pauses that can sometimes appear mid-battle when everyone realizes everyone is fucked. 
 
    I said, “I know what you’re thinking.  ‘Why won’t he die?’  My enemies have been saying that for decades, those still alive.” 
 
    I used the pause between us to seep shadow out of my body, forming patches of armor to protect me from the kiss of his shields.  From the movement of his head, I knew he’d taken notice. 
 
    He let the shadow shield on his left hand fade out, growing a sword in his left hand.  He was either left handed, or more likely, as a warrior, had trained himself to be ambidextrous.  His whole body went into black mist, that snapped right back out again, accomplishing a nearly instantaneous change of masks.  The rage was gone.  A smile greeted me. 
 
    I shrugged.  “You like a challenge?  Well, it’s a bad idea; I’ve yet to find a swordsman who can keep up with me.” 
 
    He tilted his head sideways, weighing my words while trying to freak me out with the spookiness of the killer mime routine.  
 
    Damn, this guy is good. 
 
    With a burst of speed, he launched himself at me, his sword and shield almost touching each other—offense and defense combined.   
 
    I dipped low and angled out of his way so his own shield blocked his view of me.  I slashed low with my demon sword, going for his exposed legs. 
 
    His shield dropped low. 
 
    The demon sword hit the shield and bounced back.  The red demon energy crackled over the shield.  Chips of shadow fell to the concrete and misted away.  The surface of the shield wavered slightly, the shadow magic weakening a moment.  I brought my sword hammering back to the shield, hoping to break through.  He kicked his own shield so it came smashing at my face, but angling my sword deflected the shield over my shoulder.   
 
    His shadow sword stabbed at me, sliding under my guard.  The tip skidded across my shadow armor, turned away.   
 
    I went in with my tip, aiming for the eyeholes in his mask. 
 
    He flinched back.  It looked for a moment like he’d clumsily dropped his sword.  The sword hung in space, floating.  Its tip zeroed in on my heart.  Demon sword and shadow blade clashed, dancing, engaging in spurts.  The Villager’s blade no longer needed to act defensively; Freak Face was well out of range, not really part of the fight anymore—except through magical manipulation.  I had shadow armor, but couldn’t afford to be reckless.  It was only a matter of time before he realized his weapon’s touch could absorb the shadow magic of my armor, and mist it away. 
 
    Letting my body fight on auto-pilot, I concentrated and formed a hand of shadow above his head where he couldn’t see it.  The shadow hand was a technique the Old Man had taught me.  Since youth, whenever I cussed in his presence, he’d form a hand like this one behind me to slap the back of my head.  It really used to piss me off.  I willed my shadow hand to fall onto the top of his mask, gripping it tightly.  I tried to rip the mask off him, or failing that, force his head down so he couldn’t direct his floating sword. 
 
    He batted at the hand.  Touching it, the shadow-shape was dashed to nothing. 
 
    Without his attention, the shadow sword he used exploded.  He’d packed a lot of power into it, giving it density and strength.  The concussive release of that magic thrust me back, lifting me off my feet.  I hit the concrete floor and scraped backwards a few yards.  A lesser man would have dropped his demon sword—and maybe gotten stabbed by it.  I just held on tighter while scrambling to get my feet under me and keep an eye out for the next attack.   
 
    Freak Face went still, then billowed out as black mist, only to reform as human.  The ceramic mask had a new expression, a joyous grin.  I think the exploding sword—and my getting dumped on my ass—had inspired him.  His cupped hands came up, palms toward me.  Black shadows filled them.   
 
    I threw myself sideways, rolling for all I was worth. 
 
    Black balls of shadow followed me, exploding against the concrete floor, cracking it, spraying stone chips.  He was shadow-forming hand grenades.  The drain on his magic had to take a heavy toll.  I just hoped he ran out of magical strength before I died.  
 
    Rolling with the sword slowed me too much.  I sent it into the ether, knowing it would find its way home to my Malibu armory. 
 
    A wall loomed over me.  I hit it.  I was out of running room.  Fortunately, there came a break in the detonations chasing me.   
 
    As Freak Face went all black cloud, whirling at me, closing the distance, I smiled back at him.  And jammed my hand into the drywall next to an electrical outlet.  I grabbed wiring and yanked a cable free.  It didn’t break; places are wired with lax cabling in the walls.  I brought a loop of cable to my mouth and bit.  The saliva helped the grounding.  As the casing split, I tasted zinc.  My mouth burned.  Broken casing dribbled down my chin.  I heard high-pitched buzzing and smelled ozone.   
 
    The Villager reformed.  He stood over me.  His mask had changed expression again; the eye-holes small and round, eyebrows raised very high, his mouth another tiny hole.  I interpreted this to mean he was surprised as hell by what probably looked like attempted suicide on my part. 
 
    The ceiling LED lights flickered and died as the circuit breakers blew.  The wiring I chewed went dead as well.  I spat it out. The warehouse was now lit by the battery-powered emergency lights and the electrical jags dancing over me that my dragon magic hoarded, refusing to let the charges grounded.  By the flickering strobes, I saw the white of his mask, his shirt, and the long-tasseled scarf he wore.     
 
    Lunging to my feet, I flushed the raging current into my arms, and down to my hands.  They crackled, hidden in the blaze.  I punched into the Villager’s body.  One fist, then the other, rapid-firing my attacks, backing them with half-dragon strength.  Freak’s clothes burst into fire.  I felt his flesh sinking under my blows.  I heard ribs break.  And with every blow I landed, I pumped electrical fire into him.  He staggered backwards, patting out flames, trailing a raw roar of agony.   
 
    A black disk appeared between us.  This shield looked sloppy, ragged edged, its outer surface rough and pitted.  He’d definitely overextended his power. 
 
    I kept up my attack, step after step, my burning fists slamming the shield dead center.  Every strike burned layers away, fading its darkness.  Cracks appeared.  Shards dropped out.  The barrier went shapeless, tearing like wet tissue.  Apparently, dragon lightning was highly potent against shadow magic.  Which seemed odd because I carried both in my body, and my shadow magic and dragon lightning co-existed well.   
 
    The last of the shield misted away and I went through, hitting him once more.  He fell and sprawled.  I aimed a kick at his head, clipping the mask.  The top half of it shattered. 
 
    He shifted into black mist and retreated faster than I could run.   
 
    Son of bitch! 
 
    I screamed at him.  “Get back here, you fucker!” 
 
    He didn’t.  I lost him in the distant darkness.  Moments later, a far door opened, the same one the silver dragon had used to escape.  Now I’d lost them both.   
 
    “Fuckfuckfuckfuckfuck!” 
 
    “Caine!”  It was Dimitur’s voice.  “Over here.  I’ve reformed the portal.” 
 
    Ah, that’s who reactivated the spell circle.   
 
    One thing puzzled me.  “From the other side of a closed portal?” 
 
    “I’d like to say it’s because I’m really good, but your shadow magic touching the spell circle gave me a reference point to make contact.  Are you coming or what?” 
 
    “Afraid I’ll run out on the check?” 
 
    “It was a thought.” 
 
    I had a couple of thoughts of my own: How long have you been there, watching me get my ass kicked.  Were you hoping I’d die?  Did you consider helping me for a second? 
 
    Wreathed in a diminished web of electrical jags, I walked toward Dimitur’s voice.  As I neared the portal’s threshold, I saw him standing on it, the back half of his body immersed in the gate.  His expressionless face studied me.  He said, “You just fought off one of the most powerful shadow mages I’ve ever sensed.” 
 
    “And burned my tongue.” 
 
    “I don’t know if that was dumb luck or skill…” 
 
    “Burning my tongue?” 
 
    “Surviving the mage.  But the attention you draw is a good reason for you not to date my daughter.”  
 
    “Tell her that,” I said. 
 
    “It’s less dangerous telling you.”  He angled aside. 
 
    I slid past him, through the portal.  The falling, fluctuating gravity welcomed me, and then I was back in the restroom.   
 
    I sighed.  “My crepes are going to be cold now.”  I expended the excess electricity I hadn’t used up.  The last whole sink exploded, and a mirror as well.  Suddenly, I felt better. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    SEVEN 
 
      
 
    “I can be cranky without a morning blowjob.” 
 
      
 
                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    “Caine, get your bony ass out of bed.  We’ve got things to do.”   
 
    The angry, female voice snapped me awake.  Half asleep, I reached into the ether to summon a PX4 Storm while yelling into my pillow.  “Die, bitch!”  I squeezed the trigger.  No trigger.  No gun.  My hand was unaccountably empty.   
 
    What the hell? 
 
    Memory surfaced from the fading haze of sleep.  My tatts were gone.  I was cut off from my armory.  Most of my spells were gone.  And I was in need of a morning blowjob.  And coffee.  In that order.  I rolled onto my back and stared at the ceiling.  The curtains were drawn across the balcony entrance, cutting off the daytime view of the Strip.  The only light came from the next room. 
 
    “Get me coffee.” 
 
    “Room service is on the way.” 
 
    I closed my eyes again.  “What time is it and who are you?” 
 
    “It’s late, and you know who I am.  Imari.” 
 
    Imari.  The First Sword.  Commander of our demon forces.  My right hand in the Clan.   
 
    I could have figured that out on my own.  If I cared.  If I wasn’t still half asleep.  I asked myself what the odds were that she’d go away and let me return to sleep.  I did outrank her.   
 
    No chance, I decided.  She had too great a sense of duty.  She had work to do here in Vegas, and now that she knew I was in town, too, she’d feel obligated to provide oppressive security to keep me alive despite my many enemies.   
 
    Actually, I shouldn’t discourage her, especially since I’m so lightly armed.  Note to self: buy shoulder holsters, two Beretta PX4 Storm 9mm sub compacts, multiple clips, and an ass-load of ammo. 
 
       “I’m not going away, Caine.  And I’m not letting you run loose, alone.  Apparently, you’ve already mislaid your tattoos.  I’m not letting my clan lord further endanger himself with rampant stupidity.”   
 
    The bed jounced.  I opened my eyes to find her leaning over me, having crawled onto the massive bed.  She was exposed, in her natural fire demon form; naked, burnt-black skin catching orange highlights from the dancing flames that clung to her scalp.  Normally, her whole body was lightly sheathed in flame.  She’d toned down the fire so she wouldn’t burn down the place.  My gaze slid from her red-orange eyes, pert nose, and pursed lips to her swaying 32-C cup breasts.  The nipples were ruby red, the tips hard pebbles begging for attention.   
 
    I noticed a pendant, a fire opal on a gold chain.  I sensed stored magic in the necklace.  It was probably enspelled to allow her to shift in and out of her human disguise. 
 
    Her hand slid down my stomach to my thickening erection.  Her fingers encircled me, squeezing.  Her face lowered, her lips hanging close to mine.  “You are awake, aren’t you?” 
 
    My cock yelled.  Hell, yes! 
 
    I said, “Hell yes!” 
 
    “Good.  Get dressed.  Don’t make me flash-fry your balls.”  She let go of me and backed off the bed.  Turning, she showed me her fine ass as she strolled toward the hotel suite’s sitting room.   
 
    With a groan of disappointment, I rolled to the edge of the bed and swung my feet to the gray and violet area rug.  Beyond the rug, dark gray tiles extended to walls that were dusky blue and blue-gray.  The ceiling and bedroom furniture were the same stark white as the headboard of the bed.  Through the open doors, I saw the next room: an island of white leather furniture sat on an orchid-purple carpet.  Imari dropped onto a loveseat, waiting, arms crossed, eyes fixed on me with killing intent. 
 
    I yelled at her.  “If someone pissed in your corn flakes, it wasn’t me.” 
 
    “You made me spend time with Zero-T.  I told you to pick me up at the airport, not to send him.” 
 
    “So, what’s the big deal?  He’s one of my best demons.  Heads up my intelligence branch.  A totally dependable guy.”   
 
    “Damn bastard believes in Fate.” 
 
    “Let’s string him up!”  I looked around for clothes.  I was pretty sure I’d strewn them on the floor on the way to the bed.  Someone had cleaned up after me.   
 
    Imari?  I smiled.  She has Momma Bird Syndrome.  Tries to be tough, but can’t help looking out after people. 
 
    I called to her.  “Hey, you seen my clothes?  There’s a magical artifact in the coat pocket that I need to keep on me.” 
 
    “The ring?”  She leaned forward a moment, picking something up off the coffee table.  She held up the gold band.  Its emerald stone flashed.  “I can feel the energy in it.  What does it do?” 
 
    “Doesn’t get me a blow job, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “Is sex all you ever think about?” 
 
    “Well, the presence of hot, naked, female flesh can be hard to ignore.” 
 
    “Try.  Hard.” 
 
    “So, were you raised in a nudist colony, or do all fire demons prefer an unclothed state?”  I was actually curious. 
 
    “I am not ashamed of my body.  And fire can be hard on clothing.” 
 
    “I’m not ashamed of your body either,” I assured her. 
 
    She glared at me.  “Don’t you have enough women to occupy you already?” 
 
    I stood, my mighty erection leading the way.  He was pissed.   He’d been cock-teased—cocks hate that.  He muttered.  Bitch, you owe me! 
 
    “I am a connoisseur of women.  Variety is the spice of life.  Besides, I owe it to women everywhere—in the name of simple fairness—to make myself available to them all.  As long as they’re hot.” 
 
    Imari stared.  “Ugly women forfeit the right to your manly charms?” 
 
    “Well, duh.”   
 
    I went into the half-open bath area, shaved, and took a quick shower.  Toweling off, flinging the towel into a hamper, I wandered naked back out to the closest and opened the sliding door.  I had three suits hanging, all summer weight, and black linen with slanted flap pockets.  I chose one, added a deep red shirt, ignored the ties, and left everything on the bed while I went to the dresser for socks, watch, wallet, belt, phone and keys.   
 
    The phone went off with the Old Man’s ringtone: Tears of the Dragon by Bruce Dickinson.   
 
    I answered.  “Yeah?” 
 
    His voice boomed in my ear.  “I’m touched.  Here I thought you were out whoring around and you’ve gone to Vegas to arrange my bachelor party.” 
 
    I decided to let him believe what he wanted to.  “Uh, yeah, and now the surprise is ruined.  I suppose Imari told you I was here.” 
 
    “No, it was the GPS reading I got on your Mustang.  I’m the one who told her.” 
 
    “You hacked my ride?  Is nothing sacred?” 
 
    “I’m a demon, remember?” 
 
    Yeah, last of the ancient Atlantean demons.  As such, you’re supposed to have an unmodern sense of honor.  The Old Man had a reputation in the supernatural communities as being the ultimate Boy Scout. 
 
    The Old Man said, “I want you to stop ducking your security and let them protect you.” 
 
    “The First Sword is here right now.” 
 
    “Good. Imari’s new to such responsibilities, but she’s competent.  Don’t give her too much trouble.” 
 
    “Trouble?  Me?  Where do you get these ideas?” 
 
    Laughing, he killed the connection. 
 
    Damn.  Now I’m going to have to plan a party.  I wonder if I can get a discount on strippers if I rent them by the dozen. 
 
    Minutes later, I was ready to greet what was left of the day.  It had to be at least two in the afternoon. 
 
    I walked out into the sitting area.  Imari was still on the loveseat.  Arms crossed.  Waiting with a sour expression.   
 
    I asked, “So what’s going on between you and Zero-T?” 
 
    “Nothing, and I plan to keep it that way.” 
 
    “So, the brother’s got no chance at all?” 
 
    “That’s just it.  He’s only skin-deep black.  I’m blacker than black.”  She caressed her arm with a hand, stroking skin the color of black ink.  “In Zero’s mind, that means we gotta be an item.” 
 
    “Ah, that’s what you meant by fate earlier.”   
 
    “It’s the heart that matters.  If it’s just about skin, any fire demon will do.” 
 
    “And you don’t think he likes you for what’s inside.” 
 
    “He acts like what’s on the outside is all that matters.” 
 
    I stared at her sweet curves and bouncy tits.  “Well, in your case…” 
 
    She glared.  Actual flames gushed out of her eyes.   
 
    I decided not to finish my statement. 
 
    Imari said, “Why am I telling an ass-hole my problems?” 
 
    I shrugged.  “Maybe because my one virtue is brutal honesty.  I care enough to hurt you deeply.” 
 
    She tossed the ring up into the air for me to catch.   
 
    I put on a panicked expression and lunged, snatching desperately.  I bobbled the ring a little, making a wild display of barely catching it.  Gripping the ring in both hands, I stared wide-eyed at her.  “Dammit, Imari, are you trying to take out the whole city!” 
 
    Being the darkest shade of black possible, and a demon besides, it was impossible for her to pale with fear, but her face had a stricken, oh-shit expression.  “I—I didn’t know.” 
 
    I relaxed my face and straightened, slipping the ring into a coat pocket. 
 
    Some fire demons are just so damn naive.  She knew me; she shouldn’t have believed me.   
 
    I dropped into a white leather, club-style chair as a knock came from the hall door.  
 
    Imari sprang up, touching the fire opal on her necklace.  Her “human guise” settled over her.   Her complexion lightened to a medium brown.  Her red-orange eyes went dark brown.  The fire curling off her scalp, appeared to solidify, becoming brash orange hair.  A flame-hued pantsuit ghosted over her skin, hiding her figure.  Black sandals sheathed her toes, leaving orange-red toenails exposed.  It was a sexy, sassy look, but I preferred her naked. 
 
    Passing for human, she let room service in.  A young man—wearing a red-and-black uniform with gold buttons, and a cap—wheeled a metal cart into the room.  The cart was covered with a white cloth and had covered dishes on it as well as cups and a silver carafe of coffee.  The odor seized-up my heart with excitement.  “Is that Jamaican Blue Mountain coffee?” 
 
    Imari smiled at my eagerness.  “Yes, my Lord.  I know captivity is difficult for you.  I thought this would help.” 
 
    At fifty-dollars a pound, she’d thrown restraint to the wind.  I was now ready to forgive her for teasing my cock. 
 
     My wilted cock spoke up.  Not me.  I can hold a grudge forever. 
 
    Nice to know. 
 
    Imari took possession of the cart and sent the waiter off, without a tip.  That’s the problem with illusionary pockets; she couldn’t carry real things in them so the poor waiter was out of luck.  The coffee table in front of me had a black knapsack with stylized red flames on it.  That had to be how she was carrying around her essentials.   I had the childish urge to dive into the knapsack and go exploring, but resisted.  After all, she’d yet to hand me my coffee. 
 
    She approached carrying a saucer and steaming cup in hand.  She set the beverage on the table, just in reach, and snatched up her bag, giving me a suspicious glare.   
 
    I gave her my most innocent expression.  
 
    She loosened drawstrings that were miniature ropes and opened her bag, dredging around. 
 
    I frowned at her as I claimed my drink.  “I am insulted.  As if I’d steal from my own people.  I am deeply hurt.” 
 
    Without looking out of her bag, she muttered.  “Everything seems to be here.” 
 
    “You’re here to keep me safe,” I said, “and you didn’t even search the waiter.  He could have been a bad guy, armed to the teeth, come to kill me.” 
 
    She sat and settled her bag in her lap, giving me a sneer with a curled lip.  “I know my job.  I’ve already vetted the hotel employees, memorizing their faces.  He’s all right.” 
 
    “What if he’d been a bad guy wearing a magical disguise, like the kind you use?” 
 
    She shrugged.  “Then he would have tried something and I would have turned him into a highly carbonated crispy critter.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s a good answer, but what if someone paid him to bring in the cart and leave it—with a bomb hidden under the cloth?” 
 
    She stared at me.  “A bomb?” 
 
    “A pipe bomb loaded with nails for shrapnel, or maybe C4 with a radio detonator.  You can get so occupied with magical and supernatural threats that normal ‘hitman’ tactics get past your guard.” 
 
    “I’m not an idiot.  I’ve got a magical crystal that reacts to the presence of dangerous substances.”  She rummaged in her bag again and pulled out a chunk of smoky quartz.  It gave off a yellowy grey light.  “This would be glowing if there were…” 
 
    I stared at the crystal.  Oh, crap! 
 
    She stared at her crystal.  “Oh, crap!” 
 
    She jumped up, vaulted the back of the loveseat, and ran to the cart.  I joined her there.  She threw up the cloth to look under it.  I grabbed the carafe of expensive coffee and ran to the hallway door.  I wrenched the door open and saw Zero-T, his hand raised to knock. 
 
    Imari yelled.  “Pipe bomb!” 
 
    I tucked the carafe to my side, pushed Zero-T out of my way, and ducked into the hall, leaving the door open behind me.  “Don’t worry,” I yelled.  “I’ve got the coffee.” 
 
    “What the hell?” Zero-T said. 
 
    The pipe bomb exploded. 
 
        
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
          
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    EIGHT 
 
      
 
    “Good help isn’t hard to find.   
 
    Kill off the underachievers and  
 
    the survivors shape up quickly.” 
 
      
 
                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    The explosion was a muffled whump!  Underwhelming.  Contained.  I’d thought it would be.  Running out of the room was my way of giving Imari a free hand in dealing with the bomb.  Without her worrying over me, she could focus on the impending detonation.  If I’d had no confidence in her, I’d have kept running.  About seventy feet is the usual evacuation distance for a low-level pipe bomb.   
 
    No nails had come ripping out into the hall.  The walls of my suite looked unstressed.  I walked back to see what technique Imari had used to handle the blast.  Zero-T had already run into the room.  I guess he had it bad for Imari. 
 
    I went in.  One glance told me everything I needed to know.  The cart, covered dishes, and silverware were hardened slag, wrapped in layers around the bomb.  That was Imari’s work.  She’d generated the necessary heat, and had absorbed it just as quickly to keep the rug from burning and setting off the fire alarms.   
 
    Zero-T knelt by her, his green-glowing hands on the metal package.  His specialty was earth magic which included metals as well as other earth elements.  His power had reinforced the melted cart, adding enough strength to endure the blast. 
 
    Demon Magic.  Gotta love it. 
 
    Imari looked up as I loomed over her.  She said, “I told you I could handle this job.” 
 
    I looked at Zero-T as I answered her.  “You told me other stuff, too.  Shall we go into that as well?” 
 
    She looked at Zero-T.  “I don’t think that’s necessary.” 
 
    Zero-T looked at us both as he pulled his hands back.  “What am I missing?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” I said.  “Stupidity is bliss.” 
 
    They stood.  Imari turned to me.  “I’m bringing in the troops.  Don’t try to stop me.” 
 
    “Hell forbid.  Do what you got to do.  Speaking of necessary actions, Zero-T and I are going shopping for weaponry.” 
 
    She nodded.  “That is a hell of a good idea, but no anti-tank missiles, grenades, or flame throwers.  I’ll handle that last.” 
 
    “I’m free until tonight,” Zero-T said, “but I’ve got to be at the Arion Casino by eight for the first night of the poker tournament.” 
 
    “Not a problem,” I said.   
 
    Funny.  With all the danger, he’s dropped the black-speak.  I better get him back in character.  It will have the added benefit of annoying Imari. 
 
    I slapped Zero-T on the arm.  “Yo, let’s go kick it, dawg.” 
 
    He flicked a finger at the coffee carafe and me.  “Which o’ you homies is riding shotgun?” 
 
    “You’re driving?”  I hadn’t known he’d driven into town.  “Still got that ugly yellow pimpmobile?” 
 
    His face pinched around the lips.  He sniffed as if suddenly fighting back tears.  “Nah, my baby bought it last month when I tangled with some were-ducks.” 
 
    Imari stared.  “Were-ducks?” 
 
    “Mean bastards,” Zero-T said.  “Pecked the hell out of my knees before I beat ‘em down with a steel trash can.” 
 
    “They vandalized your car?” Imari said.  “I’d have given them a beat down, too.” 
 
    Zero-T’s face brightened as his mood pulled a U-turn.  “Hey, mama, why don’t you come with us?  You might find something you like.” 
 
    “She can’t,” I said.  “I have a mission for her.” 
 
    She looked at me, smiling with gratitude.  “You do?” 
 
    “You’ve been tracking me by my phone, right?” 
 
    She nodded.  “Right.” 
 
    “Yesterday, I was at Pancake Villa.” 
 
    She frowned.  “Yes, the tracker registered an anomaly.  It said you leaped miles, were gone a while, and then it picked you up back at the restaurant.  Some kind of glitch.” 
 
    “No glitch,” I said.  “A shadow portal opened.  I went through to see who was behind these recent assassination attempts.  The bad guys got away.  I want you to go to that warehouse they were using.  See who owns it.  See if it was rented out and to whom.  Take someone with you who can take a magical read on the place.  I want to be able to trace the shadow magic signature of the Villager I fought.  Get me a magical charm of some kind so I can find this guy.” 
 
    She stared into the distance, the wheels of her mind revving.  “I’ll have to hire some local talent, but I was going to anyway to augment our security until our own people hit town.” 
 
    Unfortunately, our clan house didn’t have its own portal.  Those capable of making their own portals were otherwise occupied, or here already.  So, since commercial portaling was expensive, so the remaining peons were flying here in coach.   
 
    Zero-T was back to looking deflated.  “Well, maybe some other time.”  He flashed her a toothy smile.  “We could do dinner.” 
 
    His mood swings were making me dizzy.  I diverted him.  “So, what are you driving?” 
 
    He turned his smile my way and dug out his wallet.  He opened it and pulled out a picture.  “Like, dig it, isn’t she darlin’?” 
 
    I looked at the picture of a converted Eldorado Caddy, an ’86 two-door with a champagne paint job.  He’d removed the top, making a convertible out of it, and had added tail fins. 
 
    “Not too bad,” I said.  “How many dead hookers can you get in the trunk?” 
 
    Imari stared at me.  “Dead hookers?” 
 
    I explained.  “That’s the standard by which all pimpmobiles are judged.” 
 
    Zero-T leaned into her, whispering.  “Don’t worry.  No hooker could ever take your place in my heart.” 
 
    Her fists ignited with flame.  Before someone died, namely Zero-T, I grabbed his arm, guiding him toward the hallway door.  “Let’s go.”  Out in the hall, the carafe and I led the way to the elevator.  He stood silent as I pushed the call button.  Unfortunately, it didn’t last.  
 
    He groaned from the depths of his soul.  “She hates me, doesn’t she?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say hate.  Despise maybe, but not hate.” 
 
    “What am I doing wrong?” 
 
    “Two things: you’re trying so hard you reek of desperation.  That turns chicks off.  They respond better when you ignore them, and they have to come after you.  A confident man is a sexy man.  Or demon.  Second, you’re not being real.  You’re a demon from some nameless hell-dimension.  Try acting like it.  Drop the Shaft routine.”  
 
    “That’s a big sacrifice.” 
 
    I shrugged.  “You need to decide if she’s worth a few changes.  Not that I’d ever make any.” 
 
    The door opened.  We stepped onto the elevator; him, me, and the carafe. 
 
    Zero-t followed me in.  “You’ve got the coffee.  Let’s stop for some cinnamon rolls.” 
 
    “Nothing too sweet.  We’ll get some without frosting.”  I pressed the button for the lobby. 
 
    He looked at me like I was crazy.   
 
    I said, “What?”  
 
    “Dude, I’ve seen what you guzzle; all those fruity-sweet, diabetic-coma-on-the-way drinks.  You’re all about sweet.” 
 
    “I practice moderation in what I consume.  Alcohol, sushi, and women are an exception.” 
 
    “I could do some sushi.” 
 
    “I just got up.  It’s going to be a while before I want a full meal.” 
 
    The doors chimed open and we stepped out.  I spotted Chrys over by the lobby desk.  She was dressed-down in pink denim jeans, a sea-foam colored top, and an expresso tinted leather jacket that showed wear and tear that might have been added on by the manufacturer for a vintage look.  Her blond hair hung in a loose pony-tail.   
 
    The attendant pointed my way.   
 
    She turned and saw me.  Slapping on a bright smile, she hurried over.  “Caine!  There you are.” 
 
    “How’d you know this was my hotel,” I asked. 
 
    “You’re the Hub Lord of L.A.  Every supernatural player in Vegas is tailing you to find out what you’re up to here.  I just flashed a little cash around and someone pointed me here.”  Her smile widened with pride in her sleuthing skills.  Her gaze slid to Zero-T.  “Oh, it’s you again.” 
 
    “Chrys, this is Zero-T.” 
 
    “Zero-T?”  She looked him up and down.  “That’s a street name, right?” 
 
    “Zero Tolerance,” Zero-T said.  “It’s why I never finished high school.” 
 
    I added a little more.  “His school had a zero tolerance policy for bullshit.” 
 
    Zero-T looked at me.  “Now, don’t be hatin’.  I got thrown out for being a bad momma-jammer.  Don’t go tarnishing my street cred.” 
 
    “Whatever.”  I caught Chrys’ gaze.  “We’re heading out to a few gun shops.  Want to come?” 
 
    “I know a place,” she said.  “A Villager contact.  I can get you a real good deal.” 
 
    Zero-T stared at her and pointed.  “You’re a Villager?  I mean, they’re real.” 
 
    “Real hot,” I said.  
 
    Chrys squealed and threw herself at me.  “You say the nicest things.” 
 
    Zero-T said, “Nice?  Him?” 
 
    Having caught Chrys in self-defense, I returned her kiss.  Being preoccupied, I was unable to kick Zero-T with a steel-toed boot.  He’d danced back a few steps and was out of range anyway. 
 
    Later, I promised myself.  When he’s not expecting it. 
 
    Chrys broke the kiss.  “Why don’t you ride with me?  I’ve got my dad’s black SUV.  Plenty of room and it’s spell-shielded to hold up against automatic weapons and explosives.” 
 
    “Fine.  Lead on,” I said. 
 
    She took my hand and pulled me along.  Zero-T followed us out of the lobby, into the parking area.  As we passed his Eldorado pimpmobile, he patted the trunk with affection.  My vindictiveness didn’t extend to his ride.  Some things are sacred between guys.  Besides, I had my own customized Mustang to think about.  If I went for his wheels, he’d definitely go for mine. 
 
    Chrys led us to her SUV and we climbed in.  Minutes later, we were tearing down the strip.  Chrys’ driving was erratic at best.  I wondered if she’d just gotten her license—out of a Cracker Jacks box.  Unlike humans, she wouldn’t have grown up where cars were common.  Actually, I didn’t know for sure she had a license at all.   
 
    As Chrys roared through a yellow light, taking a high-speed turn, I glanced into the back to see how Zero-T was holding up.  His eyes were tightly closed, he crossed himself, and seemed to be muttering a prayer to Saint Francis.  He had a medallion on a chain clutched in one hand.   
 
    Time for revenge.  I drew upon my knowledge of modern mythology.  “That won’t help you.  The Catholic Church took the job of being patron saint of travelers away from Saint Francis.  You need a Saint Joseph medal now.” 
 
    His eyes opened.  He glared at me.  “You’re fucking with me, right?” 
 
    “Yes, but it also happens to be true.  Google it on your phone if you don’t believe me.” 
 
    He did.  And then he started cussing under his breath.   
 
    Smiling, I turned to look forward. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Chrys said, “but I think I ought to feel a little offended.  I’m a good driver.” 
 
    She ran a bicyclist off the road, into a trashcan by a bus stop, and never noticed. 
 
    Zero-T started praying to Saint Joseph. 
 
    I smiled, loosened the cap on my coffee carafe.  I took a deep whiff and lost my smile.  Beneath the mellow aroma of the roasted coffee, I smelled oil of wintergreen.  Methyl salicylate.  Someone had dumped a whole bottle in, trying to poison me.  Cyanide, arsenic, digitalis, puffer fish toxin; there were better ways to go.  This poison indicated that it was a last-minute improvisation.  The wintergreen oil might have come from the kitchen, a food flavoring, maybe used in in making wintergreen tea. 
 
    Someone went that proverbial extra mile. 
 
    My half-dragon constitution could probably have handled the essential oil in that excessive dosage, but there was no reason to put it to the test.  Besides, it would likely spoil the taste.  
 
    I put the lid back on and set the carafe on the floor. 
 
    “What’s that?” Chrys asked. 
 
    “A gift from someone who wants me dead.  Poisoned coffee.”  
 
    “I could hit a drive-thru at a coffee kiosk if you’d like.” 
 
    She’d probably sideswipe the stand, and we’d waste time if the cops were called.  And they were probably still wanting to talk to me.  “No, that’s all right.  I’m not in the mood anymore.” 
 
    She swerved around an old lady in a sky-blue VW bug who was creeping around at the speed limit.  The old woman flipped us off as we roared past, rattling her doors with our jet stream.   
 
    “I’m not in a hurry to die,” Zero-T muttered. 
 
    “Keep praying,” I told him.  “It might be helping.” 
 
    “Why does everyone complain about my driving?” Chrys asked.  “I’ll have you know I have never been in an accident.” 
 
    “Not for lack of trying,” Zero-T muttered. 
 
    Chrys’ face pinched with anger.  Her eyes narrowed.   
 
    I remembered the mercs at the bar where I’d first met her, how their bodies had looked after she’d dealt with them.  I had the feeling I was about to lose Zero-T to some kind of catastrophic event.   
 
    I distracted Chrys by pointing at the gas gauge.  “You’re almost out of gas.  You better pull in at that station up ahead.” 
 
    She frowned at the gauge.  “So that’s what that is.”   
 
    She pulled off the road and up to a gas pump, killing the engine.   
 
    “Do you know how to pump gas?” I asked.   
 
    “No.  Do you?” 
 
    “I can manage.  Give me some cash.  I’ll handle this for you.” 
 
    She turned to me, pulling a clipped wad of cash from her coat pocket.  “I only have thousands.  Will one of these be enough or do you need more?” 
 
    I had to be making these magically in the Village. 
 
    “Burn them,” I said.  “They’re counterfeiting.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “They aren’t printed in this country anymore.  One or two still in circulation could have been snapped up by you, but if you wave all those around, you’ll get arrested.  I feel the sudden need for a fifth of Jack.”  I’d buy for myself even though I don’t normally work for free. 
 
    “Buy me a Snickers bar,” Zero-T said. 
 
    I looked back at him.  “Sure, where’s your thousand.” 
 
    “Never mind.”  He opened his door.  “I’ll get it myself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    NINE 
 
      
 
    “A gun is the gift that keeps on giving,  
 
    until you run out of ammo.  Even then,  
 
    you can still pistol-whip somebody.” 
 
      
 
                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Chrys pulled the SUV up to Dark Star Pawn and parked.  My heart beat faster at the thought of guns.  A gun is the most faithful mistress a man can have.  Properly cared for, she puts out on demand.  And never gains weight. 
 
    “Leave the idiot in the vehicle,” Chrys said.  “I don’t want him annoying my friends.  They’re less forgiving than I am.” 
 
    “No way,” Zero-T said.  “It’s my job to provide security.” 
 
    Chrys said, “Caine is safe with me.  At least until I have his love-child.” 
 
    Suddenly, I wasn’t feeling safe at all.  Especially since the birth control tatt that used to be on my ball-sack was now gone.  Note to self: Stock up on rubbers. 
 
    Zero-T appealed to me.  “Caine, Imari is going to give you hell if you slip your security, yet again.  Let me do my job.” 
 
    I looked at Chrys.  “Sorry, but I need to keep the help happy.  The Old Man’s been on my case about this, too.” 
 
    She gave me a sour frown.  “Fine, but if he gets himself killed, I won’t be held responsible.” 
 
    I smiled at her.  “Fair enough.” 
 
    We piled out and locked up.  Chrys led us to the pawn shop.  I reached ahead and got the door for her.  She cooed, “How gallant.” 
 
    My smile widened.  “Isn’t it pretty common to be nice to those you fuck?” 
 
    She paused in the doorway, turning toward me.  “Speaking of nice, chaining me up last night, stuffing me in a bag, stepping on my throat to threaten my parents; what do you call all that?” 
 
    I looked at her wide-eyed, stripped off my smile, and made a guess.  “Foreplay?” 
 
    I thought she was gripped by rage at first, the way her lips pressed together, the shudder that went through her, but as she faced forward again, I realized she was trying not to laugh.  She went and I followed.   
 
    Zero-T whispered.  “Chains?  Stepping on her throat?  You are my hero!” 
 
    “Don’t try it with Imari right away,” I warned.  “Get a coke-ho and work your way up to demons, Pimp-daddy.”  
 
    “Shoot!  She’d kill me if I looked at her cross-eyed.  Imari has a temper, you know.” 
 
    “A man can only deal with woman from a position of strength.  Never sleep with a woman who doesn’t respect you—not more than once or twice.  Then lose their number.  It makes life easier.”  
 
    “You should write a book,” Zero-T suggested. 
 
    “I should, indeed.” 
 
    I scanned the interior of the place: tools, locked ammo cabinets, compound bows on the wall, a section with TVs and stereos, rotating displays of DVDs, a section with jewelry under glass, and the counters with the clerks and their cash registers.  The counter displays housed assorted handguns accessible only to the clerks.  The wall behind them displayed assorted katana sets, and guitars.  This was pretty much what every pawn shop looked like.  There were a few customers at the counters, making purchases. 
 
    As we went by, one of the clerks—a woman with short red hair and glasses—meshed glances with Chrys.   
 
    Chrys pointed toward the back.   
 
    The clerk nodded and reached down, probably to buzz us in, though I heard no actual buzz.  They seemed to know Chrys, giving her the run of the place.  She’d gotten a little ahead of us, reaching a back door.  She opened it and waited for us to catch up.  A sign said: EMPLOYEES ONLY. 
 
    We went through.  Chrys closed the door and I heard it lock behind us.  The new space was a high-class armory with a much more expensive grade of weapons.  While humans had manned the outer storefront, the employees in here were fey.  That meant that these weapons were likely spell-enhanced.   The prices were going to be stiff.   
 
    Well, whatever the expense, I was here to buy.  In my suit’s inner pocket, in my hand-stitched Italian wallet, was a Visa Signature card issued to those like myself with liquid assets totaling more than twenty-five million. The card even had a trace amount of palladium bullion over Seven hundred dollars.  A physical wealth that made my inner dragon smile and ripple his tail in joy.  The card was known as the card for the top one percent of the top one percent.  Of course, that didn’t mean I wouldn’t be looking for a deal, or an edge in negotiation.  I didn’t want anyone to think I’d just fallen off a turnip truck. 
 
    I no longer had my Dragon Vision tatt for seeing hidden magic, evaluating it, and appraising commercial items, but I had an inner dragon with the same gift.  His eyes opened in the back shadows of my mind, ablaze with greed as he looked through my eyes at the surrounding merchandize.  Indeed, it was his natural ability I drew on when groping tits; he infallibly kept me informed of the exact bust sizes of women I might want to sleep with—a useful skill.  My inner dragon could tell gold from iron pyrite, a quality gem from a flawed, doctored stone.  And he had a sense for when someone was trying to pawn off junk on us.  His gaze was snagged on several items on display.   
 
    I made mental notes on them as a pair of gray-suited men approached.  One of them looked part moth with compound eyes and feathery antennae projecting from bumps in his forehead.  It was a partial change; his wings hadn’t grown out.  The other guy had a Hollywood, pretty-boy image that I suspected to be pure glamour.  I focused, shifting mental gears, and saw under the illusion: a fey with dusky blue skin, burnt almond eyes edged in gold leaf, wearing silken robes.  Hollywood smiled with sharp, triangular teeth—not a pretty sight.   
 
    He bowed to Chrys, speaking to her first.  “How can we serve?” 
 
    She said, “I have assured my good friend here that you can provide him with items of self-protection.” 
 
    “And recreational hunting,” I said.  “Let’s start with the Smith & Wesson .460 Magnum revolver.” 
 
    “The backpack cannon?” Mothman said.  “What are you going to hunt with that?” 
 
    “Kodiaks, raptors, hell beasts, and wild boar,” I said.  “And other assorted vermin.”  The oversized revolver only carried five shots, but the bullets were 1.7 inches with a .452-inch diameter, delivering 65,000 psi of pressure to assure the destruction of whatever was hit.  The stainless-steel weapon had a thick shock-absorbing coating on the grip to assist against recoil. 
 
    The perfect back-up weapon. 
 
    I pointed at another display case.  “I also want the Glock 17, and a 30 round, double-drum magazine.”  When inserted in the Glock, the augmented magazine would dangle below the pistol grip like a cock-and-balls.   
 
    Fuck semi-automatic.  Why kill when you can overkill? 
 
    I said, “I’ll need four or five of the 30 round magazines and a backpack for transportation if you’ve got one handy.” 
 
    “What about me?” Zero-T asked. 
 
    “What about you?” I asked. 
 
    “Don’t I get a new toy, too?” 
 
    “How about a zombie apocalypse hammer?” Mothman said.  “I hear the Red Moon Demon is in town.  Anything could happen.” 
 
    I widened my eyes.  “That bastard?  Hasn’t anybody killed him yet?” 
 
    “Not hardly,” Mothman said.  “The bounty on his head just keeps getting bigger.”   
 
    I lifted an eyebrow.  “Yeah?  What’s it up to now, in US dollars?” 
 
    “Twenty million, last I heard,” Hollywood said. 
 
    Snorting with contempt, my inner dragon spoke up: I’m insulted.  Is that all?  I wouldn’t even turn myself in for that. 
 
    Good thing for me, I thought. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said.  “Give us two of the zombie apocalypse hammers.  And I’m going to need some incendiary ammo.  A lot of it.  Get me two Beretta Storm PX4 semi-automatics—the compacts if you’ve got them, and I’ll take that Kriss Vector Gen 2 machine pistol on the wall.  Give me two of your thousand-round packs of 9mm ammo for it and the Berettas.” 
 
    “Why not get a small tactical nuke while you’re at it?” Chrys asked. 
 
    I shot Mothman a sharp, inquiring glance.  “Got one?” 
 
    “Not currently, but leave a contact number.  You never know what might come across the Mexican border.” 
 
    “That’s a lot of self-defense,” Hollywood said.  “Are you paying cash?” 
 
    I pulled out my card and handed it to him.  He took it from my hand with both of his, staring at the Palladium Card like a crusader-pilgrim in a Turkish bazaar, stumbling across a splinter of the True Cross.  His eyes grew huge.  His hands gripped the card tightly like he was afraid it might grow wings and fly to heaven.  He muttered, “I’ve never seen one of these before.”  He looked at the name on the card: Caine Deathwalker.  And paled.  “You’re him?” 
 
    Mothman beetled his brows in puzzlement and leaned in to look at the card.  “What’s the problem?”  He studied the card.  A second later, his gaze swung my way.  I could almost read his mind.  Greed shone in his iridescent, blue-green eyes.  His antennae fronds shivered.  The muscles in his body tightened.  If his mouth opened to unleash his prehensile tongue, I was going to rip it out by the roots and beat him to death with it.   
 
    Hollywood jostled Mothman.  “He’s with Chrys.  Chill.” 
 
    Mothman nodded and relaxed, but I wasn’t fooled.  He was not a person I could leave alive at my back.  Every time I’ve seen someone with that look in their eyes, they’ve never been able to let go of their consuming greed.   
 
    My inner dragon confirmed: He’ll always be dangerous to us, even if today, we leave the pawn shop alive.   
 
    The requested items were rounded up.  I inspected them, and kept the Glock 17 in hand.  I used a covert hand signal to trigger Zero-T, letting him know I needed a small diversion.  He yammered a war cry and gave an impromptu display of melee techniques with both of the long-handled hammers, knocking over a rubber bust, a human head and torso with all the nerve-points dotted in red.   
 
    During the confusion, I loaded the Glock.  Everything else went in the two backpacks.  My card was run, funds were transferred, plus a sizeable tip I insisted on.  There was no background check.  This shop was every liberal’s nightmare: a truly constitutional business.  Zero-T and Chrys escorted me to the door, which led back into the main shop.   
 
    I let them go first, spun, and placed a bullet between the compound eyes of Mothman.  Zero-T and Chrys jerked around to stare at me.  Hollywood stared as well.  I told him, “The big tip on the card is for the clean-up.  Sorry about that.”  I put the Glock in my waistband, inside my coat. 
 
    Hollywood relaxed.  “I never liked him, anyway.  Always chewing on the hunting socks.”   
 
    Chrys placed a hand on my arm.  “Why the hell did you do that?  I do business here.”   
 
    “It was the eyes, right?” Zero-T asked. 
 
    I nodded.  “Yeah.  He saw a payday coming and I could tell he wasn’t going to let it go of it.  No one with eyes like that ever does.” 
 
    “So, you killed him for what he was going to do?” Chrys asked.  “What if you’d been wrong?” 
 
    “Better safe than sorry,” I said. 
 
    She just stared at me. 
 
    Zero-T punched my arm playfully.  “My hero.” 
 
    Employees from the front room crowded the door, staring in.  Zero-T guided them back, out of our faces with his zombie apocalypse hammers.  They did seem useful.  We strolled out and returned to the SUV.  Chrys remained quiet, the gears in her head spinning with deep thoughts.  She climbed behind the wheel and buckled in.  Zero-T and I settled into our seats.  The vehicle throbbed to life, roaring.   
 
    Chrys shot me a sidelong glance.  “Caine?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Back when you first met my family…?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “When I was chained in the bag, with your foot was at my throat…?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “You threatened to dragon-stomp me to death. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “If you’d had too, would you have?” 
 
    “Yeah.  Is that a problem?” 
 
    The SUV pulled away from the curb, merging with traffic.  I picked up the carafe of poisoned coffee from the floorboard.  My inner dragon blinked golden eyes at me.  He said: What are you going to do with that? 
 
    I shrugged.  I don’t know yet. 
 
    “Caine,” Chrys said.  “How much of the way you are is because of being raised by demons?” 
 
    I made a show of pursing my lips and gazing off into space with a thousand-yard stare.  “I expect the demon upbringing was probably a moderating influence.” 
 
    Zero-T leaned forward, speaking from the back seat.  “Gosh, yes.  Caine is a helluva lot worse than the rest of us.” 
 
    Chrys said, “I see.” 
 
    She remained quiet on the trip back to my hotel.  We parked and disembarked.  Zero-T gazed toward his pimpmobile.  He said, “I’m going to go check on my baby.”  He had the two backpacks with him and a Snickers bar protruding from his jacket pocket. 
 
    Chrys said, “Don’t hurry.  Caine and I need some private time.”  She took my hand and tugged me toward the hotel entrance. 
 
    I had the carafe tucked under my free arm.  “We do?” 
 
    She smiled at me, quickening her step.  “Senseless violence and bloodshed get me hot.  Oh, the things I’m going to do to you!” 
 
    I smiled at her.  “I’m entirely in your hands.” 
 
    “Not yet,” she said, “but you soon will be.” 
 
    We went in and caught an elevator.  “You’re about to get worked up even more,” I promised. 
 
    “I am?” 
 
    “There’s more senseless violence and bloodshed coming.”  There were two men in the lobby watching us.  One of them spoke into his phone as the elevator doors closed.  “I expect someone is going to jump us when we get out.” 
 
    “Really?  Who?” 
 
    “I guess we’ll just have to ask them, rather impolitely.” 
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    “It’s nice to be wanted in so many ways…” 
 
      
 
                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    “What if they’re police?” Chrys asked. 
 
    “I’ve dealt with gang members before.” 
 
    “Gang members?” 
 
    “They dress in their special colors and live by their own code, extorting money from the public through threat of violence at traffic stops—enforcing traffic codes instead of laws; what would you call them?  They’re vigilantes.  Parasites.  Name one average person on the street that voted to be preyed upon by traffic codes?” 
 
    Her ever-ready smile appeared.  “I take it you’ve been stopped a number of times.” 
 
    I thought of all the times I’d used my Dragon Voice tattoo to command the police pulling me over to hand me the money in their wallets.  I smiled.  Then stopped.  Without my tattoos, I’d have to resort to violence, deception, or I’d need infernal assistance from the pits of hell.  I watched the numbers changing.  The elevator was about to open on my floor.   
 
    “I don’t suppose you know a good lawyer in town in case I need one?” I asked. 
 
    She said, “All our lawyers are corporate, not criminal.” 
 
    “Too bad.”  So much for getting infernal assistance. 
 
    The doors dinged open.  A group of men pointed handguns my way.  Several of them held up badges.  They wore cheap, wrinkled suits.  A man with greying hair and a flattened nose said, “Police.  Don’t move!” 
 
    A thin guy in back yelled.  “Slowly, move off the elevator and keep your hands where we can see them.” 
 
    “Don’t move, and move slowly?  You guys need to make up your minds,” I complained. 
 
    Another guy yelled, “He’s got a bomb!” 
 
    The coffee carafe?  A bomb.  These guys have watched too many reruns of Miami Vice. 
 
    Chrys smiled at me.  “Give them the bomb, Caine.  I don’t want to die.” 
 
    A woman off to the side—who only looked like a guy—was on her radio.  “We need a bomb squad here—ASAP!” 
 
    “It’s just poisoned coffee,” I said. 
 
    The elevator door began to close automatically.  Flat-Nose jumped in and blocked it with his body.  His gun muzzle never wavered from its lock on my heart.  “Turn around.  Put your hands on the wall!” 
 
    I had to ask.  “You won’t shoot me for moving, will you?”   
 
    “Do it!” he yelled. 
 
    “Fine.”  I slowly lifted my hands, one of them hefting the carafe into the air.  I turned and eased to the back of the elevator.  I put one hand against the wall and used my other hand to hold the carafe there.   I spoke to Chrys.  “How come they’re not messing with you?” 
 
    “I’m the victim here.  You abducted me from my room after setting it on fire, remember?  Hey!  Take it easy.” 
 
    “It’s okay, you’re safe.  We’ve got you now.”  A cop dragged her to safety, clearing the way to deal with her abductor: me.  The bitch was having way too much fun at my expense.   
 
    Time to bail.  I still had my Demon Wings tattoo.  Its magic was demon based, not dragon; the shadow magic that had taken most of my tatts had missed it.  I flushed my upper back and shoulders with raw magic, a tingle that activated the tattoo.  Pain came and took her payment for the spell: a sensation like being stabbed repeatedly in the gonads.   
 
    Fuck!  Magic’s a bitch and a half. 
 
    The sensation went as fast as it came, and I shifted position in case they decided to just fire blindly. 
 
    “Where’d he go?” 
 
    “What the hell?” 
 
    “Hey…!” 
 
    “What the fuck!” 
 
    “What the flaming fuck!”  
 
    I joined in the chorus.  “That ruggedly handsome bastard has escaped!” 
 
    There was abrupt silence. 
 
    Flat-Nose said, “Careful, he’s got some kind of military grade optical camouflage.” 
 
    Damn, should have stayed quiet. 
 
    Carafe tucked under an arm, I pushed out of the elevator before they could come in and crowd me.  Being half-dragon, and Villager through my sperm-donor-of-a-father, I had more than human speed and strength.  I used it, moving between cops, dancing out of their way like a wagging wind.  I didn’t need to crush any skulls or break any bodies as I cleared the danger zone.  I was happy about that.  It’s not that I mind hurting people; I just don’t dynamite fish in a barrel.  There needs to be some challenge to these things. 
 
    “The bomb!” someone yelled.  “Don’t forget the bomb.” 
 
    “Careful, he could blow it by remote.” 
 
    “Everyone back!” 
 
    “Evacuate the area.” 
 
    “Anyone got wire cutters?  I think I should cut the blue wire.” 
 
    “No, the red wire?” 
 
    Flat-Nose said, “I’ll ride the bomb to the parking garage where we can minimize the damage.  The rest of you—find that madman and kill him dead!”  The elevator doors closed on the reckless fool and he was gone.  And I still had the carafe under my arm. 
 
    I’d gotten clear and strolled down the hall to a window overlooking the Strip.  There was another cop by the window, keeping out of the way of the rest.  He dressed a little better than his fellow detectives, a tailored suit.  It wasn’t imported, but the material and hang weren’t bad.  His hair was dark blond and he had amber wolf-eyes in a youthful face, which meant nothing since werewolves didn’t physically age.  The reading glasses he wore were out of place.  Werewolves don’t have those kinds of defects.  After getting bit and turned, a new wolf finds glasses a thing of the past.  After their first full-moon change, they lose dental work and regrow original teeth.  Appendixes grow back. 
 
   
  
 

 As I leaned against the wall, the window between us, he looked my way.  “Are you done having your fun?” 
 
    “You can see me.  The glasses?” 
 
    “An enchanted item.  Even with them on, I have to constantly fight the urge to look away from you.  That’s some spell you’re using.  Witch or demon magic?” 
 
    I ignored the question to ask one of my own.  “You’re not going to try and arrest me, too?” 
 
    “I’m with the police’s Preternatural Unit—I know better.  We just try to mitigate the damage from visitors such as yourself.  Besides, I saw the crime scene at the young woman’s hotel.  The way I read it, you were there for consensual sex when attacked through the window.” 
 
    “You found the zip line outside.” 
 
    “Yeah.  So, who’s trying to kill you and why?” 
 
    “Who isn’t?  I’ve got twenty million on my head.” 
 
    He whistled softly.  “That will buy a lot of lamb chops.” 
 
    Note to self: stop telling everyone how much you’re worth.  It’s counter-survival. 
 
    I sighed.  “You’re going to find out anyway, so I might as well tell you; I’m Caine Deathwalker.” 
 
    “The Red Moon Demon?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “The scourge of L.A.?” 
 
    “It’s my territory.  I’ve got a right to scourge it if I want to.” 
 
    “You don’t feel right, for a demon.  Where’s the dark, troubling aura of dread and fear?  I don’t smell sulfur or brimstone.”   
 
    I shook my head sadly at his ignorance.  “Sulfur and brimstone are the same thing.” 
 
    “Oh.”  He took a tiny notebook out of a shirt pocket and penned himself a note.  “So, are you here to take over this hub?  Thaddeus King will not take that kindly.” 
 
    “I’m here for a wedding.”  I was true, far as it went.  Wolves can smell a lie so with them, the best lie is the truth. 
 
    He nodded.  “I’ll pass that along and maybe we can all just chill the hell out.” 
 
    “I’ve only been acting in self-defense.” 
 
    “What’s with the bomb?” 
 
    “It’s what I said it was.  Poisoned coffee.  It was served to me at breakfast.” 
 
    “Must be tough, being you.  I hear you’re the one who let the wolves back in L.A?” 
 
    I thought of Angie, my hotter-than-hell, redheaded lawyer who was also the temporary Alpha of the wolves.  I remembered her feral cries of delight as I’d last fucked her in the hot tub.  She’d been in human form; I don’t do actual bitches.   
 
    I said, “Some of my best friends are wolves.” 
 
    “And you run a demon clan, but you’re not a demon?” 
 
    He was still trying to figure me out.  I decided to throw the wolf a bone.  “When you change, your mass stays the same.  If I should change, this hall wouldn’t hold me.  I’m the royal heir to the dragon throne, in exile—sort of.”  The last time I’d been in the dragon world, I’d raised seven flavors of hell.  If I were to show my face there any time soon, they’d be lining up to kick my ass. 
 
    He gently sniffed.  “Dragon?  I’m not getting anything lizard-like.” 
 
    “The Demon Wings spell I’m using blocks all senses, unless I want it otherwise.”  We now had the hall all to ourselves.  The police had cleared out and taken Chrys with them.  So much for my afternoon delight. 
 
    With a thought, I shut down the Demon Wings magic. 
 
    “That’s better,” the cop said.  
 
    His Preternatural Unit interested me.  “Your unit, is it public knowledge?  I thought most law enforcement agencies were trying to keep us secret.  Control the panic, and all that.” 
 
    The Woo-woo Squad is known to exist, but isn’t taken seriously by other cops—unless they’ve seen something on the job they know has no rational basis.  I survived an attack by a rogue wolf, a burglar who’d take everything at a heist but the fancy silver.  If the Preternatural Unit hadn’t taken me in, I’d have had to stop being a cop.  I like being a cop.  I’m good at it.  Especially with the advantages of being a closet werewolf.” 
 
    I nodded.  “If you ever need a change of scenery, come look me up in L.A.  I can always use good people.”  I handed him one of my new business cards.  It was black linen cardstock with metallic gold printing across a red moon: CAINE DEATHWALKER.  The clan house’s phone number was underneath.  Someone who needed more information, didn’t need to call. 
 
    He handed me his card in retaliation.  I read the name: Det. Eberhard Winter.  “You made that up, right?”   
 
    He studied the card I’d given him.  “You’re one to talk.”  He put my card in his notebook, putting them away.  “I’m going to have some people keeping an eye on you while you’re in town.  Try not to get any of them killed.  Also, I’ll have the city brass pull the investigation off of you.  Do me a favor and try to keep things quiet.” 
 
    “Quiet is a stranger to me, but I promise to try.” 
 
    “How big do you get when you turn dragon?” 
 
    “Really big.  And I spit electricity, not fire.  I’m a golden dragon—half-dragon really.” 
 
    “What’s the other half?” 
 
    “You really don’t want to know.  As it is, you can sleep at night.” 
 
    “Elder god?”   
 
    He was joking.  And still fishing.  I gave him a cold, hard stare.  “Something like that.” 
 
    “I think I got what I need.”  He pushed off the wall, walked to the elevator, and pressed the call button. 
 
    That left me wondering what the hell to do with myself for the rest of the day.  I left the window, heading for my suite.  As I came up to the elevator doors, they opened.  Zero-T stepped off, carrying my backpacks.  He didn’t have the zombie apocalypse hammers so I assumed they were in his pimpmobile.   
 
    Detective Winter stared at Zero-T as they passed each other.  The cop stiffed.  He muttered, “No Brimstone.” 
 
    “You can’t go by that,” I said.  “Old Spice hides a multitude of sins.” 
 
    Zero-T stopped and looked back and forth between the cop and me.  “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it, Zero-T.  Go on and take the illicit weapons to the suite.” 
 
    “Sure.”  He went on. 
 
    Det. Winter caught the closing elevator doors, holding them open a moment.  He stared at me with those piercing amber eyes.  “Illicit weapons?” 
 
    I smiled at him.  My inner dragon used my eyes to stare back.  I knew one of my eyes had just gone dragon with a vertical pupil and gold lightning dancing across the iris.  The other eye was black as sin, except for a hell-red dot in the center.  I wondered what he made of my half-breed stare. 
 
    He said, “Spit lightning, huh?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Good to know.”  He let go of the doors.  They closed.  The elevator took him away.   
 
    I went on to my suite.  The door was open.  Zero-T was inside, lying face down on the floor.  He’d tumbled over a trip-wire and knocked himself out.  The pieces of his broken mask were scattered around his scaly head.  The magic of his disguise had shattered as well.  The backpacks were beside him.  A six-inch fairy with iridescent wings—one of them seriously bent—stood on his head.  She had slate-green skin and wore a tunic of mottled browns.  It was the merc-fairy from Chrys’ room, the one she’d smashed with the bathroom door, the fey I’d tossed out the window.   
 
    She held a three-inch sword of silver, pointing it at me.  “I’ve come for my ring, dragon-scum.  Hand it over, or suffer my wrath!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    “There’s no storm without tears;  
 
    no threat without opportunity.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    I pulled out my phone and took a photo to commemorate Zero-T’s failure.  The shot would look good on the next demon clan newsletter we sent out. Then again, maybe I’d hold onto the shot for blackmail purposes.  After all, there was a small possibility that he might actually win the poker tournament and collect some money.  I put the phone away, closed the door behind me, and turned back toward the defiant little fairy. 
 
    Time to get serious. 
 
    Moving at dragon-speed, I tossed the carafe.  It blurred across the room, smacked Pixie-girl flat against the back of Zero-T’s head, and careened wildly, clattering into hiding.  I’d just made Zero-T’s headache much worse, and no, I didn’t care.  The crumpled fairy slid off Zero-T and fluttered to the carpet.  She lay there, maybe stunned, maybe dead; probably not.   
 
    The wee little bitch is tough.  I wonder how tough.  Maybe I’ll find out.  I need something to keep me occupied.  And dolls are fun when they’re anatomically correct. 
 
    I strolled over and picked her up by the wing-casings.  Normally, when not in use, the fragile wings are encased in hinged shell pieces that protect them.  At the moment, the shell was open, the transparent wings exposed.  They were like veined, flat jewels, breaking light into pastel sheens.  I carried her into the sitting area so we were surrounded by the white leather furniture.  Her head drooped.  Her body was lax.  I laid her out on the coffee table and went to the bedroom for my sewing kit.  I never leave home without one; missing buttons are so untidy.   
 
    Returning, I found she hadn’t moved.  Some people just can’t handle their coffee.  Using sewing needles, I pinned her down through the folds of her clothes.  Once awake, she’d be able to squirm, but it would take time for her to fight free.  I wasn’t going to lie to myself and claim there was a need for torture.  I doubted she had any information that was relevant anymore.  No, this was about pure entertainment.   
 
    And possibly recruitment.  Pixies were rare in the human world, usually preferring the natural wilds Under-the-Hill.   And I’d never heard of one with a warrior spirit, ready and willing to kill for hire.  An added attraction was her toughness; she gone through enough trauma to kill one of her kind several times over.  I could use a spy of her caliber.  A willing spy. 
 
    That’s going to take finesse.  Or maybe an ice princess. 
 
    I took out my phone and placed a call to Malibu.  After a few rings, the connection went through.  A familiar, sweet voice came over the phone.  “Hello, Love.” 
 
    “Hi, Izumi.  I’m glad I caught you in the human world.  I need a favor.” 
 
    “Anything for you.” 
 
    “Portal over to the Mykonos Hotel here in Vegas.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ve got a lock on your position.  Ummm, Vegas!  Lovely.  Give me time to pack a bag.” 
 
    “Thanks.”  I cut the connection and put my phone away. 
 
    I heard a deep groan from across the room.  “Oh, my freakin’ head.  What happened?” 
 
    I smiled.  “You got your pansy ass kicked by a pixie.  I don’t know how you’ll ever live it down.” 
 
      
 
    There was another groan.  I heard him gathering himself up.  He stood, looming over the back of a chair, using it for support.  He stared at me.  His lips stretched; a palsied grin.  “You’re not going to say anything, are you?” 
 
    “Quite likely.  And if I don’t, she will.” 
 
    “She?”  He came around the chair, through a gap, and sat across from me on the loveseat.  He stared down at the coffee table between us, at the pinned-down pixie.  “Small things really can be dangerous.” 
 
    “You ought to know,” I said. 
 
    “What I can’t figure out is, if I fell on my face, why does the back of my head hurt much more?”  Zero-T held the pixie’s three-inch silver sword.  In his hands, it looked like a fancy hors d'oeuvre skewer.  He rotated it as he studied the pixie.  I wondered if he were going to stab her with it. 
 
     “It’s a mystery to me, too.  Keep an eye on the prisoner.  I need to gather a few things.”  I stood and went into my room for my emergency kit.  I brought it back to the coffee table and set the bag down near the pixie.   
 
    “What’s in there?” Zero-T asked. 
 
    I unpacked the items I wanted: several tiny bottles of booze, a diver’s knife, a lighter made to look like a blow-torch, a corkscrew, and a bottle of tabasco sauce.  To this collection, I added the thimble from my sewing kit.   
 
    “You’re going to torture her?” 
 
    “Go and buy a bouquet of flowers.  Make sure they have a strong scent and that they’re fresh.” 
 
    “For Imari?  That’s a good idea.  Chicks like flowers.” 
 
    “No.  For me.  I need them.” 
 
    “I’m not giving some other guy flowers.  That could damage my reputation as a manly man.” 
 
    “Get over yourself.  You’re not my type.  I need them for the pixie.” 
 
    “She’s going to eat them?” 
 
    “Probably not.” 
 
    “And don’t you need some grits to go with the hot sauce?” 
 
    “Zero.  Go.  Before I kill you.” 
 
    “Sho ‘nuff, big dawg.  I’m on it.”  He set the silver pixie-sword down, popped up, and hurried away.  Crossing the room toward the hallway door, he stumbled and dropped from sight.   
 
    Whump!  “Fuck!” 
 
    I took a moment to laugh at him for falling over the trip wire—again.  “At least you didn’t knock yourself out this time.” 
 
    “I’m a bad mamma-jammer.  I can take it.”   
 
    He scrambled up and departed, running out to show his true demon face to the world.  He didn’t seem to realize that he’d broken his disguise and hadn’t replaced it.  I shrugged.  The first person screaming in his face will cue him in.  Then again, this is Vegas; they might just assume he’s in a show:  Cirque de L'enfer—the Circus of Hell, perhaps. 
 
    I heard a tiny moan.  The pixie’s eyes fluttered and stayed open.  A tremor went through her wings.  Her whole body jerked in place as memory rushed back and she took in her situation. 
 
    “I drove those pins into the wood with dragon strength,” I told her.  “You’re stuck until I let you go.” 
 
    She wasted a few moments struggling anyway, then stilled, glaring at me with baleful malice.  “Yeah, you better protect yourself.  I’ll chew you up and spit you out—in bloody chunks.” 
 
    I picked up the white ceramic knife and used a thumb to test its edge.  “I’m trembling in fear.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed.  “What are you going to do with that?” 
 
    I smiled, and said nothing, encouraging her imagination to run wild.  People break more easily from the anticipation of torture than from the real thing.   I set the knife aside and picked up the tabasco bottle.   Looking from the bottle to her, I widened my grin.  “Ever had a hot sauce enema.”   
 
    Her face flushed bright pick.  “You wouldn’t dare!” 
 
    I set the bottle down.  “You think I have limits?  Don’t you know who it is you were paid to kill?” 
 
    Though pinned in place, she managed a shrug.  “All I know is the money was good.” 
 
    “And you need money?  You’re a nature-loving pixie.  Why aren’t you back in Fairy, tending a garden or some wild orchard somewhere?” 
 
    I could tell at once that I’d struck a nerve.  Itty-bitty tears brimmed her tiny eyes.  Her lips pressed together as she locked her pain inside.  Anger flashed in her eyes.  “None of your damned business!” 
 
    “You made it my business when you came after me.  Didn’t you think there would be repercussions to a hit on a Fairy Lord?” 
 
    She sneered.  “Fairy Lord, my sweet ass.  You can’t feed me that kind of crap.  You don’t have a drop of fey blood in you, dragon-scum.” 
 
    Distracting me, a cold, silver-blue nimbus of light opened in the air, blocking the view of my bedroom.  An icy wind howled in from the magical portal.  Its heart darkened to deep, velvet blue.  A hand thrust out.  The rest of Izumi followed.  She had porcelain white skin, and white hair, which cast azure shadows around her face.  Her eyes were blue ice.  She had a heart-shaped face had high cheekbones with the palest of blushes, making her look like a perfect doll.  In contrast to all the winter white, she wore pale pink top and mauve jeans.  Five-foot nothing, a hundred and five pounds, with large, bouncy breasts—I wanted to drag her into the bedroom and ravish her at that moment, but I was in the midst of business. 
 
    She carried a suitcase, which she dropped, greeting me with a happy smile.  “Caine, my love, I’m here!” 
 
    I smiled back.  “So, I see.  Come over here.  There’s someone I want you to meet.” 
 
    “Where?”  The portal shrank behind her, becoming a star-point, then nothing.  She came around the loveseat and paused, staring down at the pixie pinned to the coffee table.  Her cold gaze met mine, her face expressionless.  “Caine?  What are you doing?” 
 
    “This is a mercenary pixie that was part of a paramilitary group that tried to assassinate me.  Having failed once already, she broke in here to finish the job.  We were just having a discussion about things.  She claims I can’t possibly be a lord of Fairy—being dragon-scum and all.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” Izumi swept along the coffee table, her casual bearing sloughing off, replaced by a stiff regality and grace that spoke of ages of proper breeding.  She carried her head in such a way to suggest there was a crown balanced there, despite any observation to the contrary.  Izumi sat down on the loveseat and folded her hands in her lap.  The room grew much colder.  Snowflakes materialized, drifting onto the coffee table and the pixie.   
 
    The pixie shivered.  Her eyes darkened with fear. 
 
    I smiled down on her.  “Allow me to introduce Izumi, the princess and heir of the Winter Court, current Queen of the Borderlands, and Mistress of the Dragon’s Eyrie.”  
 
    “And wife of the dragon-scum.”  She added a saccharine-sweet smile to the statement.  Among the fey, such an expression directed at a commoner meant the royal executioner had already been sent for. 
 
    The pixie strained against the pins securing her in place.  Her eyes fixed on Izumi, the pixie squeaked out a plea.  “Please, your highness, mercy!” 
 
    “The mercy of a swift and icy death, perhaps,” Izumi muttered.  “You twice attempted to kill a Lord of Under-Hill?  My beloved?” 
 
    “Once,” she protested.  “I’m only here now to recover stolen property.  My ring.” 
 
    “To the victor goes the spoils.”  I pulled out the ring and held it up so the emerald flashed. 
 
    “My ring!” the pixie said. 
 
    “My ring,” I said.  “You’re not going to need it much longer, seeing as how you’re going to be dead soon.” 
 
    The pixie cried.  She wailed.  “Please, no.  I have family to support, my little brother and sister.  They can’t make it without me.” 
 
     “Is that why you became a mercenary?”  I set the ring on the coffee table, just out of the pixie’s reach.   
 
    She nodded, gaze clinging to the ring.  “We were exiled from Fairy, our whole village scattered when our old lord’s domain passed to an enemy clan at his death, and we were slow to pledge allegiance to one we knew not.  Our lands and fields were razed; our homes destroyed.” 
 
    Not really a new story among the fey where the death of a ruling line can put a kingdom up for grabs, vulnerable to anyone strong enough to bond to the land and claim it.   
 
    “I am inclined to be merciful in a non-lethal way,” I said. 
 
    “You are?” the pixie asked. 
 
    “You are?” Izumi asked. 
 
    “I am prepared to take you and your refugee people under my protection, and to offer you land for a new village in my mountain holdings.” 
 
    Izumi cocked her head.  A slow smile formed.  “Your unworked vineyard outside our mountain keep?” 
 
    “Sure.  Her people can work it in exchange for a yearly tithe of wine.  They can trade the extra to other fey in my kingdom for their needs.” 
 
    The pixie’s eyes narrowed.  “Why would you grace us so?” 
 
    The door to the suite opened and Zero-T stomped in.  He had three bouquets of flowers in his arms.  And he’d replaced his broken ceramic facemask with one that magically copied his underlying expressions, letting him pass as human again.  “Hey, Izumi!  When did you get here?” 
 
    “Not long ago.”  Her gaze caught on the flowers.  “Are those for me?” 
 
    “One of them is,” I said.  “One is for Imari, Zero-T’s little crush.  The third one I need.”  I held up a hand in imperious demand. 
 
    Zero-T flung yellow daisies and white chrysanthemums underhanded.  The buddle’s stems were wrapping in green paper, tied with gold-foil ribbon.   
 
    I caught the bouquet and smacked it against the edge of the coffee table.  Knife in hand, I began slicing off the flower heads.  “They’re screaming.  Can you hear them?” I asked the pixie.  I cut through another stem.  The flower’s head fell onto the pixie’s stomach and she screamed like I’d taken a hot poker to her.   
 
    “Spare the rest,” she begged.  “I will do as you say.” 
 
    “You will take an oath to serve me as your Lord?  And you will take word of my generosity to your people?” 
 
    “My word as fey.  My pledge upon my blood.” 
 
    Zero-T came over, managing not to trip this time.  He took the open chair and frowned at the savaged flowers.  “Those cost money, you know?” 
 
    I set the intact flowers aside.  “I needed to make the point that just because I’m merciful, doesn’t mean I’m weak.”  Actually, I’d only been having fun.  I let my inner evil out in small doses so it doesn’t build up and break free as major carnage.  This is how I protect the universe—from myself.  
 
    “Izumi, if you take her to the Keep, the land may be able to heal the surviving flowers and let them grow again.”  Letting the pixie bond to land I gave her would motivate her to provide quality service to me.   
 
    Hope for tomorrow is a useful carrot to dangle. 
 
    I picked up the ring again and caught the pixie’s stare with it.  “When you come back, you can take up your new duties as my personal spy.  You will be paid in fairy gold, and I will return the ring to you.” 
 
    “You will?” the pixie asked. 
 
    “You will?” Izumi asked. 
 
    “You will?” Zero-T asked. 
 
    “Seems to be a severe echo in here.”  I pulled the pins free, releasing the pixie, and held out the ring.  “What’s your name, anyway?” 
 
    She flung herself on the ring, tearing it from my lax grasp, and muttered something too low for even my hearing to pick up.  The ring went on her head like a tiara. 
 
    I said, “I’m sorry, I didn’t quite catch that.” 
 
    Her face flushed in embarrassment.  She raised her voice.  “Sourwood.”  Her tone was sour as well.  I couldn’t blame her.  Her parents must not have loved her.   
 
    I smiled.  “Of course, it is.” 
 
    She stomped her tiny foot at me, but said nothing else. 
 
    Opening a miniature bottle of vodka, I poured a little into the thimble and handed her the drink.  “Here, buck up.” 
 
    She took the thimble, sniffed it, and slammed it down. 
 
    And I thought I was a two-fisted drinker.   
 
     “Look,” I said, “if you don’t like your name, change it.  Be your own invention.  Look at me.  Do you think I started out in life as a Deathwalker?  No.  I picked that name out myself.” 
 
    “I can tell,” Zero-T said. 
 
    Izumi said nothing but nodded agreement. 
 
    I glared wrathfully at them.  Somehow, they survived. 
 
    “What do you suggest?” Sourwood asked. 
 
    “Silverwynd.”  I spelled it out for her and poured her another thimble-full.” 
 
    “Silverwynd.  I like it.”  She held up the thimble in a toast.  “To new beginnings.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWELVE 
 
      
 
    “I don’t understand; when did it  
 
    Become so very hard to buy condoms?” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    I finished off one of the little bottles of vodka, enjoying the solitude and peace while it lasted.  Zero-T headed off, claiming to have business before the poker tournament that he needed to take care of.  I figured he was going out to find a hooker.  Silverwynd gathered up her trusty tripwire.  It magically compressed into loops that rode against her hip.  She departed by portal with Izumi for the land of Fairy.  
 
     I expected Izumi back in a few hours.  I was going to have to be careful introducing her to Chrys.  One or both of them might go to war for my attentions.  Both were determined to have my love child.  Both were dangerous and might well consider this the ideal time to strike; while my Anti-Conception tatt was gone, no longer killing off my sperm.   
 
    Eventually, I’d need an heir to get the Old Man distracted from running my life.  Now that he was retired from clan business, he’d need a hobby.  I couldn’t wait for him to marry my cousin and have female problems of his own.  As far as being a daddy goes, I wasn’t ready to start a new trend among my harem.  If they all got pregnant, and needy, my life would degenerate into wretched, aching despair.   
 
    Rubbing feet and fetching ice cream; oh, the horror. 
 
    And there was the Red Lady.  Selene wasn’t going to put up with anyone else being first to bear my kid.  She was my dragon side’s soulmate. 
 
    Golden eyes opened in the back shadows of my mind; my inner dragon checking in.  She should be first to bear my child.  
 
    “Say that out loud,” I answered, “while Izumi is around, I dare you.  And don’t mention the missing tatt to Selene.  She’ll chain me to her bed—again—to have her way with me until I’m ready to swear off sex.” 
 
    My inner dragon snorted.  That can never happen.  
 
    “Let’s not chance it.  Speaking of sex, this is a good opportunity to stock up on condoms.  It’s better than tying a knot in our cock.” 
 
    Less painful, too. 
 
     I smelled a storm.  Electrical charges thickened in the air.  A glob of water formed, hovering near the main door where the trip wire had been.  The silvery-blue blob spun, growing, glowing.  Its heart went deep blue.  A black shadow formed there.  A big black shadow.  An eight-foot, azure skinned demon stepped through the portal.  And dripped on the carpet.  He wore an aqua colored suit with a sea-foam green tie.  The clothing hid demon-clan tats and the scar-brands of ancient Atlantean magic.  Storm and shadow were his weapons, and it didn’t hurt that he could bend steel bars in his bare hands.  
 
    He didn’t need the protection of the four demon security men that followed him out of the portal.  Two of them went out into the hall to control access into the suite.  The other two took up position just inside the hallway door.  They wore magical charms that kept them looking not only human, but non-descript as well.  That made them hard to pick out of a police lineup, if it ever came to that. 
 
    The portal closed and the Old Man sauntered over while scanning the room.  He claimed the white leather chair, dropping heavily into it.  His gaze took in the abused and cluttered coffee table.  “Torturing pixies?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I was joking.” 
 
    “I’m not.” 
 
    “Oh.”  He flashed a wide smile.  “So, when’s my bachelor party?” 
 
    “Later.  I want Zero-T there, and he’s going to be busy with his poker tournament eight to midnight for the next three nights.”  I’d checked on-line.  Grand prize was a hundred thousand dollars.  I wanted to give him every chance to win the cash so I could blackmail some of it out of him later. 
 
    “You’re wearing your creepy smile,” the Old Man said.  “What are you thinking?” 
 
    Rather than giving him a straight answer, I filled him in on what I’d discovered about the Villagers and the silver dragon working with them.  “When Imari gets back from the warehouse, we may know more.” 
 
    He nodded slowly.  “From what you describe, the Villagers use their shadow magic indirectly, alchemically, manipulating molecular chains, forming shadow-possessed substances that respond to their will the way their magic does.  It’s probably less taxing than forcing shadow directly into material form the way we do.” 
 
    I’d been thinking about that.  “It’s both a strength and a weakness; it gives them more endurance in battle, but keeps them weak in the use of direct shadow magic.  Magic is a muscle; it gets stronger with use.  Their lack of wide-ranging technique, the dependency on raw power to overwhelm an opponent, leaves much of their potential untapped.  I’m beginning to wonder if they even understand the power they’re using.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s using them.  Perhaps you should investigate whether they can be cut off from shadow magic entirely.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t that be wonderful?”  I picked up the titanium diver’s knife, rotating it between my hands absently as I thought.  “In our world, it’s certainly possible.  In the Village, close to the source of their power, maybe not.  But if it’s possible…” 
 
    I could squeeze their balls and make them squeal like pigs at slaughter. 
 
    “There’s your creepy smile again,” he said. 
 
    “Shut-up.  A man needs his dreams.” 
 
    “Yes, but why are yours all drenched in blood?” 
 
    I dropped the knife I’d been playing with and stood.  “Just lucky, I guess.  Speaking of getting lucky, I need to make a run to a drugstore.  Hold down the fort and watch out for assassins while I’m gone.”   
 
    “Take Thule with you,” the Old Man said.  “Without your magic tatts, you are at a serious disadvantage.” 
 
    “True enough.”  I left the sitting area.  Thule was the inside guard on the right, a long-time favorite of the Old Man.  The guard wore the image of a human, but under the illusion spell, there lurked an ivory-feathered humanoid with black eyes and a cruel curved beak.  He had a more bird-like form he could morph into—one big enough to lift a truck.  He lost hands to wings in that form, so in some ways, he was less useful.  Demons of his type had given rise to the legend of the roc in Greek mythology. 
 
    He nodded at me as I stopped at the door.  “Hey, kid.” 
 
    I’d always be the kid to him.  When I was an actual kid, he used to give me rides on his back.  We’d go pigeon hunting; he’d gobble them up on the fly, decimating entire flocks.  I’d always thought it a neat trick, if somewhat messy.     
 
    We went out.  I stopped for a word with the outside guards.  “Keep an ear out for a sudden ruckus in the suite.  Merc teams have been on my ass regularly since I got here.  They have access to shadow portals.  You might not sense that kind of magic bringing them in.” 
 
    They nodded.  One of them said, “I hope we see some action.  The Old Man likes to take out his own trash.” 
 
    “I know!  And he yells at me for doing the same thing.  Listen, there’s a silver dragon and a Villager involved in this, too.  Don’t let the Old Man take too many chances.” 
 
    They nodded again. 
 
    Thule and I went on to the elevators and waited for a car to come. 
 
    “A silver dragon?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “You’re a gold dragon.  Is this politics?” 
 
    “Everything concerning dragons is politics, especially family.  Some dragons dislike the idea of me taking my mother’s throne, especially since I’m half Villager.  My father and mother were supposed to kill one another or die trying.  Not get married and have a kid.” 
 
    “They bent the laws of genetics.” 
 
    “Busted them all to hell and back.”   The doors opened.  Chrys was there, waiting.  She smiled seeing me.  I said, “Thule, this is Chrys.  She’s okay, but you have to watch out for her family.  They seem to think she can do better than me.” 
 
    “I’m available,” Thule said.  
 
    “I’ll keep it in mind,” Chrys said.  “What are you?  Demon?” 
 
    “Demon security,” I said.  “The Old Man worries.” 
 
    As stepped up to her, she gave me a kiss.  “He’s in town, too?  My father will be interested.  Atlantean genetic material for research is rare.” 
 
    “Offer him a dollar,” I said.  “Maybe he’ll pee in a cup for you.” 
 
    Thule stepped into the car behind me and punched the button for the lobby.  “I’ll pee in a cup,” he said, “but I’ll want more than a dollar.  Especially if people are going to watch.” 
 
    “I’ll keep it in mind,” Chrys said.   
 
    I held her close.  “What did you tell the cops that dragged you off?  And how did you get away so soon?” 
 
    “I told them it had been a huge misunderstanding, that you were harmless.  When they didn’t buy that, I stepped into some shadow and whisked myself away.  They’re probably still wondering where I went to.  By the way, where are we going?” 
 
    “Drugstore.  I need some condoms.  A crate or two.”  I gave it some thought.  “Extra-large, of course, with a reservoir tips.  Should I get them in assorted flavors?” 
 
    Chrys gave me a cross expression.  “But honey, I want to go at it bareback.  I told you, I want your child.  A love glove defeats the purpose.” 
 
    “About that,” I said, “your father would likely come after my balls with a rusty scalpel.” 
 
    She smiled.  “Once he sees his grandchild, I’m sure he’ll come around.” 
 
    “Aren’t you a little young to be tying yourself down with a kid?  What’s the hurry?” 
 
    “I need to get your genetic codes before someone kills you,” she said.  “It’s only a matter of time, luv, given your awful personality.”  She kissed me again. 
 
    The doors opened.  I broke the kiss and walked away from her.  “Somehow, I’m just not feeling the love.” 
 
    Thule followed me, staying a step behind. 
 
    “Caine, wait!”  Chrys ran after me.  “Don’t be like that.” 
 
    I didn’t slow my stride.  Nor did I shake her off when she grabbed my arm and wedged herself against my side. 
 
    “Company,” Thule said. 
 
    I’d already seen them: four big men in dark suits, wearing black shirts open at the throat, leather gloves, and dehumanizing sunglasses that hid their eyes.  It was the kind of outfit you wore when beating people up regularly, if you didn’t want the blood to show and couldn’t afford to keep buying new clothing.   
 
    They have “cheap thugs” written all over them. 
 
    “Looks like a parley,” I said.  “No visible weapons.” 
 
    “A gun can come out pretty fast,” Thule noted. 
 
    We stopped in the middle of the lobby, halfway to the entrance, and waited for them to come on.  Thule came a step past me so he’d have first crack at the enemy.  I picked a point at the center of their group and focused through them, as if to see something tagging along behind them.  I held them in peripheral vision, my eyes sensitive to sudden movements; an old martial art trick the Old Man had taught me. 
 
    “Friends of yours?” Chrys asked. 
 
    I didn’t look away from the men.  “With my winning personality?  No.”   I shook my arm a little.  “Don’t cling.  I may need to move—fast.” 
 
    She let go and stayed quiet. 
 
    I was acutely aware of the Glock 17 in my waistband, hidden by my coat, but my first reliance was going to be on a burst of speed and my half-dragon strength.  The safest place to be was going to be in their midst so they couldn’t shoot me without risking shooting themselves. 
 
    I told Chrys, “If you want to leave, this is the time.” 
 
    “You’re not getting rid of me that easily,” she said. 
 
    The boys stopped a few feet away.  The beefiest one among them was about forty with a sandy crew cut.  He had a square jaw and a small scar under his right eye.  He said, “You’re Deathwalker.” 
 
    “Yeah.”  Why deny it? 
 
    “We’ve been sent to invite you to a meeting.” 
 
    “With who?” I asked. 
 
    Thug Leader said, “Thaddeus King.” 
 
    He spoke the name like it was one I ought to know.  And I did.  I keep up on all the players in hub politics.  I know who runs every city that contains a nexus to other realms, or an assorted community of preternaturals; the same way others know that L.A. is mine.  Thaddeus King was the closest Las Vegas had to an official Master of the City.  He was also a vampire.  He might be strong enough to be awake during the day, but he hadn’t come in person.  That would have made him a crispy critter.   
 
    Normally, I like to have more of my clansmen with me when going into an enemy stronghold, but Thule counted for a dozen demons just on his own.  And in my dragon form, I was a force to be reckoned with.  Then there was Chrys; I didn’t know what she’d done to the mercs at the bar where we’d first met, but there hadn’t been much of them left intact.  She was a wild card I had confidence in—up until I knocked her up.  Then, I might not be needed. 
 
    I smiled at Thug Leader.  “I’ll be taking my Mustang.  It’s parked outside.  You guys can lead the way.” 
 
    He took off his sunglasses and stared at me with cold blue eyes.  “Just like that?  I was told to expect a hell of a lot of trouble from you.” 
 
    I put on a look of utter amazement mixed with an equal measure of appalled injury.  It’s a really difficult expression to do right without heading into overkill, but I nailed it.  “I just don’t understand why people keep saying such hurtful things about me.  I am a fine person and a hell of a man besides.  Doesn’t anyone know the real me?” 
 
    Thule, despite his training, looked away from the goons, slanting me a quick look that spoke volumes. 
 
    “Shut up,” I told him. 
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    “Real negotiation is a game of 
 
    Whack-a-Mole.  Just saying…” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    We wound up at a club slightly off the Strip.  The outside was plain brown brick—a six-story building with regularly spaced double windows.  A round electric sign extended from the building.  It was unlit, waiting for night: the Latin word Noctem, meaning Nightfall printed across a crescent moon.   The entrance was locked, a closed sign on the blood-red, double doors.  They opened at our approach; we were expected.  Thug Leader and his minions escorted us in.   
 
    The vast space would easily accommodate me if I needed to change into dragon form.  Regular lighting made the place ordinary, but magic waited in the wings; scaffolding near the three-story ceiling was loaded with an abundance of stage lights.  And there were laser projectors built into geodesic balls of chrome with midnight-purple, triangular lenses that were dark at the moment.  These were the disco balls of the far future, waiting for disco to become popular again.  Several of the four-foot globes hung over the dance floor.  Tables huddled together left and right.  A bar occupied the wall that held the front door.  Roofing the bar area was a balcony with extra seating. 
 
    The place was nearly empty.  Four female dancers swayed and grinded on the looming stage.  They clutched poles, but I didn’t get the sense that they did the kind of dancing where you take off your clothes.  Their outfits were fashionable, complex, not made for graceful shedding.  A DJ played hip-hop.  The girls practiced their moves, beautifully synchronized.  Beautiful period; they were definitely eye-candy.   
 
    A man on the dance floor watched them.  He wore a green suit the color of fresh-printed money.  From the back, all I could tell was that he was tall, thin, and broad shouldered, but not as buff as the muscle he employed.  I took him to be Thaddeus King because Thug Leader lead us straight toward him. 
 
     As we drew near, my gaze went to one of the dancers.  She wore mid-thigh black leather boots, fishnet stockings, and black-satin superheroine hot-pants with straps that went all the way up over her shoulders.  She wore a matching top that looked like a satin sports bra.  Between her top and bottom was a triangle of flesh pointing down.  Her figure was athletic, toned, and familiar.  
 
    My cock stirred in my pants, trying to place her. 
 
    It took a while for my gaze to reach her face.  Raven wings of black hair framed it.  Her eyes had a hint of a vampire-red to them.  She glared like she knew me, like she was trying to send me a non-verbal shut-the-fuck-up message.   
 
    Hell! It’s Vivian.  What’s my favorite ex-Slayer doing in Vegas?  The answer hit me like a brick at a riot: She’s undercover.  And I’m drawing attention to her.   
 
    I hastened to explain my absorption to anyone who might have noticed.  “Hot.  I’d do her.”  There are advantages to being known as a male slut.  Rudeness is expected. 
 
    Stopping several yards from King, Thug Leader turned and gave me a hard stare.  “Look, but don’t touch, especially not that one.  Lois is Mr. King’s favorite.” 
 
    Lois?   
 
    I wondered who’d paid her to infiltrate this place and why.  It was a good fit, actually.  Her half-vampire nature gave her immunity to vampire mesmerism and she had a body designed for sin.  She was born for this.  And I didn’t like it.  Being near a hub-lord was dangerous.  I should know.  I regularly put all my friends in dreadful danger.  Not that they ever thanked me.  I especially didn’t like the thought of anyone else between her legs.  While Vivian wasn’t an official member of my harem, my cock still considered her personal property.  Not that I’d tell her that.  It would get me staked. 
 
    Thaddeus King took his time turning around, noticing our presence.  Vamp posing; I think they’re required to take a course at a community college.  It’s like they can’t have power if somebody else does too, like there’s just so much juice to go around. 
 
    The man had the dry, musty smell of a vampire who’d just left his coffin.  His face was thirtyish, angular.  He had iron gray, slicked-back hair above a high forehead.  His eyes reflected gray like crystalized iron.  The stone on the large ring he wore actually was hematite.  Instead of a handkerchief in his breast pocket, there was a fan of hundred dollar bills.  My heart burned with the need to pick his pocket.   
 
    King’s gaze took in Thule.  Then Chrys, lingering on her tits.  Lastly, his crystal gaze shifted to me.  “You’re Deathwalker?  I expected someone more…formidable.  Maybe taller.” 
 
    I gave him a dead stare, showing him I didn’t fear his mind-control powers, and followed up with an easy grin to show I’d choose when and where to be provoked.  “Only stupid people go by appearances.” 
 
    He nodded.  “True.” 
 
    “Why am I here?” I asked. 
 
    “When one hub-lord comes into the territory of another, is it not customary to pay one’s respects?” 
 
    “Vegas has no hub-lord, let alone an official Master of the City.  Power is disputed by many unnatural factions, some of them even human.” 
 
    The faces of the thugs tightened with anger.  Jaw muscles knotted.  Glares flashed.  Breathing deepened.  Apparently, I was not supposed to speak such truths in this place. 
 
    I smiled.   
 
    King blurred, stepping into arm’s reach with vampire speed.  He did nothing else, his way of saying boo!  
 
    I laughed at him.  “Such cheap theatrics...” 
 
    He bared fangs.  “Nothing about me is cheap.” 
 
    Ah, struck a nerve. 
 
    Thule had a 1911 wingmaster handgun—with a blue mirror finish and a textured wood grip—extended, its muzzle locked on King’s head.  The draw had been even faster than King’s advance.  The thugs had been caught flat-footed.  They dared not go for their own weapons now; their boss would literally lose face if they did.  They knew it.  I knew it.  King knew it. 
 
    He smiled.  “Let’s all calm down.  Anyone want a drink?” 
 
    I said, “Put the gun away, Thule.  You’ve made your point.” 
 
    The gun vanished, returning to a shoulder holster.  Thule said, “I’d like a Corpse Reviver No. 2.” 
 
    “Gin and absinthe.  Good choice.”  I shot King a sharp glance.  “Would I be getting my hopes up to assume you stock Blavod?” 
 
    “Blavod?” Thule asked. 
 
    I explained.  “There are two kinds of vodka: Blavod and everything else. It’s an English Black Vodka that adds an Asian herb called catechu.” Rich in tannin, catechu doesn’t change the vodka's flavor, but smooths it out while darkening the drink to a proper morbid hue.”  I sometimes amaze myself with the overspecialized depths of my knowledge; this was one of those moments. 
 
    King said, “I’ll have to check.” 
 
    I turned my back on him and walked toward the bar.  I heard him grinding his teeth as he followed.  Thule and I were making a hell of an impression.   
 
    Baiting vampires is so much fun.  I should do this more often. 
 
    On the way to the bar, I realized the music had stopped.  Practice was over.  I heard running steps, a woman’s heels.  I didn’t turn to look, but I drew a deep breath.  Vivian’s scent was stronger, her mirabilis scented perfume highly distinctive.  Sultry and sweet, her voice lacked the edge I remembered.  “Thaddeus!  I’ve missed you.” 
 
    King said, “This is not a good time, my dear.  Business…” 
 
    I put heavy disapproval in my tone, “Yeah, a woman’s place is in the sheets.  This isn’t the time.” 
 
    King said, “By all means, sweet pea, join us for a drink.  I’ll break out my private stock.” 
 
    Sweet pea?  I’m going to hurl. 
 
    A bartender showed up and hurried to fill orders as King, Vivian, Chrys, and I claimed seats at the mahogany bar.  Thule stood behind me, watching my back and the thugs that stood near King.   
 
    It turned out they did have the Blavod.  Mine came in a martini glass on a red napkin.  Vivian and King were served actual blood from a dark green bottle with a gold label.  Thule never got his Corpse Reviver.   Apparently, hired help weren’t entitled to have fun. 
 
    King took a drag from his goblet and vented a sigh.  It came out more like a hiss.  “So, are you moving, Deathwalker?  You think the cold war here between human magic users, politicians, and the preternatural community means we’re easy pickings?  You’re going to stroll in and take another hub with a demon army at your back!”  His hand squeezed too tightly, shattering his goblet, spoiling his monolog. 
 
    The bartender threw down a bar towel to soak up the spill.  He used another towel to sweep up broken glass.   
 
    King looked at his damp hand.  Some of the blood was his.  He used a napkin to clean his palm.  The cuts closed, leaving no scars. 
 
    “Show off,” I muttered.  “Look, I’ll break my usual policy and actually be honest with you; I do intend to eventually conquer the known universe, you included, but right now I’m engaged in a struggle against Villagers and a certain rogue silver dragon that I am going to kill—slowly.  It may be decades before I get around to Las Vegas.  You’ve got time to get ready.  That will make it more interesting for me.” 
 
    He looked at me then.  “Your heartbeat tells me you’re speaking the truth.” 
 
    I finished my drink and slid the glass toward the bartender for a refill.  “If you don’t believe me, ask Chrys.  She’s one of the Villagers.  I assume you know her people have a portal from their world into your city.  Maybe you should be rooting for me.  They’re the bigger threat.” 
 
    Thug Leader spoke up.  “Uh, Boss, I’m a little hazy.  What exactly is a Villager?  I mean, I’ve heard of the Village People, but…” 
 
    I rolled my eyes.  “I hope your night-shift security is better informed.”  Likely, they’d be vamps, the A-Team. 
 
    Chrys took it on herself to explain.  “Put your minds at ease; we have nothing to do with disco.  We’re simply an offshoot of humanity; genetically bred to be superior in every way.  Oh, and we have an ancient non-aggression treaty with your world that prohibits us from crushing your cities with our soul-shriveling shadow magic.” 
 
    I nodded.  “Yeah, that about covers it, except for the fact that the vampire-killing Slayers were created by the Villagers.” 
 
    King’s eyes were no longer gray crystal.  They flamed a bright red.  “Slayers?  They’re connected to these Villagers?” 
 
    King was as uninformed as his human security.  I think, by now, he wished he knew a lot less than he did.  I told him, “Your issues—fighting to be Master of the City—haven’t prepared you for the larger world I operate in.  If you keep out of my way, and make yourself useful when needed, there’s a good chance you will hold more than just one hub—in time.” 
 
    The red light of his eyes dimmed with avarice.  “You’re recruiting me?” 
 
    I shrugged.  “Why not?” 
 
    King said, “From everything I’ve ever heard, you’re not to be trusted.” 
 
    I took out my phone and placed a long-distance call to L.A.  The connection went through.   Gloria answered.  “Caine!  It’s nice to hear from you.  Are you back in town?” 
 
    “Sorry, no, still in Vegas.  I have someone here I want you to talk to.  I need a character witness.  No, don’t laugh.  I’m serious.  I’ve got a vampire here I want you to talk to.  I want him to understand that working with me is better than working against me.  I want him to know that you and I have had a long-standing partnership that’s been beneficial to us both.” 
 
    “Put him on,” Gloria said. 
 
    I held out the phone. 
 
    King took the phone, asking me, “Who’s this skank?” 
 
    I widened my eyes.  “You know she heard that, right?” 
 
    “Why should I care?” King asked. 
 
     In a hushed tone, I explained.  “Gloria is not a made vampire.  She was born that way.  She is True Blood.   Vampire royalty, a princess.  She’ll portal into town, hunt you down, rip out your non-beating heart, and shove it up your ass.  She will kill anyone who gets in her way—except me.  Cause we’re friends.  And I let her drink my blood upon occasion.” 
 
    “Daughter of the vampire king?”  King stared at me, then at the phone in his hand.  He put it to his ear and did a great deal of groveling while the rest of us drank.  Eventually, with a trembling hand, he ended the call and set down the phone.  I reclaimed it.  He put his head down on his folded hands and shuddered.  He said, “I never want to move in the circles you do.  Surviving as Master of the City is probably my limit.” 
 
    I misquoted Dirty Harry.  “A vampire needs to know his limitations.” 
 
    “Let me know how I can be of service.  I will not hinder you,” King promised. 
 
    I smiled.  “Great, I need a favor.” 
 
    His head came up.  He looked at me, waiting. 
 
    “Part of the reason I’m here is because the Demon Lord Lauphram, my adoptive father, is planning to get married in your city.  A couple hundred demon soldiers will be flying in.  What I need you to do is to host a bachelor’s party.  We’ll rent the nightclub for a night.  I want you to make sure the Old Man has the time of his life.  Strippers are a must.” 
 
    King’s eyes were back to glowing red again.  “Do you know how much money I’ll lose, shutting down even one night?”   
 
    I looked at the phone in my hand.  “I’m not good at math.  Maybe I should call Gloria back, and ask her.” 
 
    King narrowed his eyes at me.  “You are evil.” 
 
    “Thank you.  So, we have a deal?” 
 
    “How can we not?” 
 
    I slid off my stool, leaned over him, and slapped him on the back.  “Good man.”  Chrys and Thule followed me outside.  The thugs stayed behind to comfort their boss.  I was slightly pissed that I still didn’t know what game Vivian played here.  I consoled myself by counting the hundreds I’d surreptitiously plucked from King’s coat pocket, wondering how long it would take him to realize the money was gone. 
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    “I should have remembered;  
 
    given time, everyone betrays you.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    With the Old Man, Imari, and ever more security popping in, it was getting harder to find quiet for deep thinking.  Fortunately, my hotel had an area where multiple levels were serviced by a pair of escalators.  Staring up from the ground floor, multiple shops were visible as well as a number of quality restaurants.  Izumi stood arm-in-arm with me, surveying our options. 
 
    “What are you in the mood for?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m torn between Italian and Chinese.” 
 
    “Then Japanese it is.” 
 
    Izumi stared at me.  “Why ask if you’ve already made up your mind?” 
 
    “I was giving you the opportunity to be gracious.  People should always think of what’s best for me.  Don’t worry, this Japanese restaurant also has Chinese and American cuisine.” 
 
    “You live in such an interesting reality,” Izumi said.  “Someday, it’s going to fail you.” 
 
    “I hear Tengoku No Mon has good bluetail.” 
 
    “Do they sell anything that’s cooked?” 
 
    I turned to stare into her pale eyes.  “If anyone should be able to appreciate cold food—” 
 
    “Cold and raw are two different things.” 
 
    I dragged her toward the up escalator.  “I’m sure they have orange chicken.  These places always do.  Then there’s the broccoli beef, and pork-fried rice…” 
 
    “Fine, but you’re paying.” 
 
    “You act like I’m made of money.”  The escalator carried us diagonally upward, a great open space overhead, and skylights revealing the night sky.  
 
    “I happen to know about the secret vault in your Malibu mansion.  I also know that as the head of your clan, you get a healthy tithe out of all clan business.  Then there are your personal investments here and in Fairy—” 
 
    “Exactly who have you been talking to?” 
 
    “This lovely girl named Chrys.  She was also kind enough to mention that your tattoos are gone, and that you are now able to sire children.”  Izumi smiled sweetly at me.  “Such wonderful news.  We can get to work on getting me pregnant right away.” 
 
    My appetite evaporated. 
 
    Why the hell did Chrys spill the beans?  Her own chances of getting me to knock her up go down if Izumi monopolizes my attentions.  It doesn’t make sense.  I’m missing something.  Wait a second.  If my potency is becoming public knowledge, then it’s only a matter of time before Selene finds out, too.  With Chrys, Izumi, and the Red Lady in competition for my little swimmers, hell’s on the way—in a handbasket, on roller skates, with rockets attached.  
 
    Fuck! 
 
    I grabbed the sliding handrail for support. 
 
    “Caine, are you alright?  If you aren’t feeling well, maybe we should skip dinner and get you directly to bed.” 
 
    Where I’ll be naked and vulnerable?  No thanks. 
 
    My cock stirred in my pants, hardening despite the danger involved.  I heard his voice in my head.  You’re overreacting.  What’s the big deal if I get off—and off, and off some more?  I’m okay with that. 
 
    Shut up.  I gotta think.  I haven’t been in this much trouble since I tried to fuck my way through that nunnery when I was twelve.  It’s not my fault half of them gave up their vows and formed that biker group: Sisters of the Road.  I wonder if they’re still out there, searching for me. 
 
    We stepped off the escalator and Chrys was there, waiting.  She’d changed into thigh-high black leather boots and a little black dress.  Instead of the micro-clutch she usually carried, she had a full-sized purse dangling from straps on one elbow.  The purse was glossy black with a diamond-stitch pattern. 
 
    “What a surprise.”  Izumi said.  Only there was no surprise in her voice.  This was coordinated.  They were working together.  I felt like a lamb staked out at a tiger trap with two tigers sniffing around.   
 
    I need to stall for time.   
 
    “Joining us for dinner?” I asked Chrys. 
 
    “If you don’t mind.”  Chrys eyed me like I was on the menu.  
 
    Actually, I was.  Would they try something in a public place?  The health department would certainly object, if we didn’t get kicked out right away. 
 
    “We don’t mind at all.”  Izumi had one of my arms clutched in both of hers.  Chrys fell in on the other side, taking my other arm.   
 
    Trapped.  Damn this irresistible animal magnetism!   
 
    Chrys got the door.  We angled through together since they refused to let go of me.  They must have sensed I was going to run first chance I got. 
 
    A Japanese hostess in traditional garb greeted us, gathering up menus.  “Table or booth?” 
 
    “Table,” I said.  Getting hemmed inside a booth would limit my options. 
 
    “Let’s get a booth instead.”  Izumi smiled at the hostess.  “Some place dark and secluded.” 
 
    The hostess smiled back.  “Come this way.” 
 
    Unfortunate choice of words, I thought. 
 
    My cock was quietly singing in the back of my head: Gonna get my rocks off, my rocks off.  Gonna get my rocks off...   
 
    Shut up.   
 
    He ignored me, damned traitor. 
 
    I was dragged toward the back of the restaurant, to an out of the way booth half-concealed by a giant lobster tank.  A sign on the tank said: PLEASE DON’T TAP THE GLASS.  The lobsters had rubber bands on their claws, making them safe to handle.  Their eyestalk eyes bobbed in the water as they watched me go by.  There was pity in those cold stares.   
 
    I so wanted to tap the glass. 
 
    “It will be all right,” Izumi said.  “Relax, and you might even enjoy yourself.” 
 
    Well, at least I still had the Glock 17 tucked in my back waistband, under my coat.  I could always shoot my way free.   
 
    Sliding into the booth, Chrys went first.  As I followed, I felt Izumi’s hand on my butt, sliding under my coat.  She took the Glock. 
 
    “Hey!  That’s mine.”   
 
    Damn.  She knows me too well. 
 
    “I wouldn’t want you to go off half-cocked.  You’ve fought me too long on this.  Give in gracefully, damn it, or we’ll hurt you.” 
 
    Hell!  All I need now is for Selene to crash the party. 
 
    As soon as I thought it, I knew it was a mistake.  One should never tempt Fate.  Especially me.  A shudder of premonition went down my spine; somewhere in the wings, another shoe was waiting to drop.  And the damn lobsters were still staring. 
 
    Izumi slid in after me.   
 
    The hostess set the menus down.  “Someone will be with you soon to take your order.”  She strolled away like vanishing hope. 
 
    I’ve still got my dragon strength and speed.  If I have to, I can fight my way free and…  Odd.  I can’t seem to move.  What the hell? 
 
    Chrys whispered into my ear.  “Resistance is futile.  Have you wondered what element my shadow magic lets me control?” 
 
    I willed my right arm to move.  Nothing.  It was just dead weight with the bones locked into place.  I could still speak; at least my vocal chords worked.  “You’re using shadow magic on me?”   
 
    She answered her own question.  “Bone.  I control calcium.  Those mercs that I finished off at the bar where we met?  I took over their bones, shattered them into a jillion shards, and made them fly apart at high velocity.  Not pretty, but effective.  Izumi and I are going to get what we want.  Don’t doubt it for a moment.” 
 
    I am fucked.  And about to get more fucked.  Just one chance left to avoid fatherhood… 
 
    Izumi whispered into my other ear.  “Give up.  We’ve planned this quite well.  And as long Chrys’ shadow magic flushes your body, you’re not going to be able to access your own shadow magic.”   
 
    Damn.  Where’s a mercenary attack when I need one?   
 
    Chrys had her purse on the table.  She dug inside and pulled out several specimen jars.  They were white plastic and sealed.  “I have permission to harvest your genetic material.  I wanted to impregnate myself the old-fashioned way,” she shot a glance toward Izumi, “but apparently, that’s a deal breaker.” 
 
      Izumi said, “Once I’m with child, I will allow you indulge yourself as you wish with Caine.” 
 
    “Awful generous of you,” I muttered, “pimping me out.  This is rape, you know?  Where’s your moral center?  No means no!”   
 
    Leaning in, Chrys’ breasts pressed against my arm.  She licked my earlobe and tugged with her teeth.  Her hand slid into my lap, rubbing my crotch.  “Your cock seems willing to me.  Is he saying no?” 
 
    My cock moaned with pleasure, hardening even more.  Oh, yeah, baby, I’m yours! 
 
    I didn’t want to do it, but I was going to have to play hardball or I’d wind up with a full nursery.  “Izumi…”  I faked a choke, as if in terrible emotional pain.  “I-I thought you loved me.  This isn’t how you treat someone you love.” 
 
    Izumi’s voice trembled.  “I’m sorry, Caine.  If there were some other way—” 
 
    “Hang tough!” Chrys said.  “You’re an ice princess.  Act like it!” 
 
    “Do it, quickly!” Izumi’s breath emerged as an icy cloud as she averted her eyes.   
 
    Chrys slid under the table and positioned herself on her knees, between my legs.  I now understood why she wore the thigh-high boots; this was the closest she could come to kneepads without actually having them.  She opened my coat, parting it, unbuckled my belt, and unzipped me.  I normally go commando, sans underwear, so I’m always ready to unleash my manhood.  This gave her quick access.   
 
    She seized me, fingers wrapping tightly, and froze like a statue as a waitress walked up to the table.  The white table cloth hid what was going on, or the manager might have been summoned, and a bribe paid to allow things to continue.   
 
    I tried to tell the waitress I was in trouble and to call 911, but my jaw locked up.  My voice came out a muffed mystery. 
 
    Izumi smiled at the waitress.  “Don’t mind him.  He has Tourette syndrome.  He’ll be barking like a dog next.  It’s why we asked for a secluded table.” 
 
    The waitress stared at me with pity.  Much like the damned lobsters.  “I understand.  I have a cousin who’s retarded.  We can’t take him anyplace without him banging his head into a wall.  It’s so embarrassing.” 
 
    Izumi said, “We’ll have sake, and two waters, the bluetail sushi, and an order of orange chicken with white rice.” 
 
    The waitress wrote it down and left. 
 
    Golden eyes opened in the back shadows of my mind.  I heard the sound of churning coils as my inner dragon stirred awake.  You know, if you really don’t want them to ravage you, there are still a couple things you can do. 
 
    I’d considered turning into a dragon.  Having giant bones might make them less susceptible to Chrys’ control.  Of course, that would destroy the restaurant, but… 
 
    Chrys’ hand pumped my cock.  Highly distracting.  She pushed it away and licked up the underside.  She ran her tongue around the crown.  My cock began to sing the Hallelujah Chorus.  Also distracting. 
 
    Even my inner dragon laughed.  He said: You can’t craft spells any longer, but your body is a reservoir of golden dragon magic.  We already know shadow magic is weak against dragon lightning.  Flowing raw magic through your bones will probably free you.  But you need to hurry before… 
 
    Chrys’ head bumped the underside of the table.  She pulled my butt closer to the edge of the seat.  Her warm mouth enclosed me.  My turgid length thrust to the back of her throat.  She swallowed, deep-throating my cock.  As she moved on me, her tongue slathered my cock, whirling around in a display of fellatio that spoke of years of practice.  My balls tightened.  Nerve endings grew ever more sensitive.  As my will to fight drained away, I knew I was lost.   
 
    Damn!  Too late.  My inner dragon closed his eyes and went back to sleep. 
 
    My own eyes sagged shut as I moaned encouragement. 
 
    As I built toward an explosive release, Chrys pulled off me.  I heard the sound of a sample container opening.  And then her hot, wet mouth was back, falling upon my sword with reckless abandon.  My bones were still locked in place but my muscles were jumping.  My breath was fast, my pulse pounding. 
 
    My cock changed songs, dropping Handel for something that wasn’t quite Devo: Whip me.  Whip me good! 
 
    Izumi patted my hand in sympathy.  “I know it’s a terrible ordeal, but bear with it.” 
 
    And then I came in a glorious rush.  Waves of pleasure rolled me away.  Below the table, Chrys and her specimen dishes were left to deal with the ropy spurts that surged out of my monster cock.  With satisfaction, I knew she was going to be a complete cum-covered mess by the time she emerged. 
 
    Serves you right. 
 
    And still the damn lobsters stared. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
    “The moon bled, stars fell from the  
 
    sky, and Death laughed from the  
 
    shadows: my typical Friday night.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    I saw the universe through a veil of red.  No, I wasn’t angry.  My cock was limp with happiness, minutes away from being functional again.  The gloomy restaurant air had simply taken on a dark, bloody tinge.  The same hue crept over the table.  The nearby aquarium deepened. The lobsters appeared to have become imbedded in a block of red crystal. 
 
    Izumi’s stared around.   “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Extra-spatial dimension,” I said.  “I’ve been falling into these a lot lately.” 
 
    “A merc attack?”  Her breath was a banner of white fog.  Her skin layered with frost.  Where she touched the table, a thin layer of ice formed. 
 
    I’d seen this red-out effect before; I knew matters were far worse than Izumi supposed.  All sound in the restaurant had vanished except for our words.  Chrys climbed into the seat next to me, abandoning the area under the table.  She had three specimen dishes she placed on the tabletop.  More cum dripped on her face and streaked her hair and dress. 
 
    I said, “I’d recommend you go to the lady’s room and make yourself presentable, but I’m not sure it’s still there.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Chrys asked.   
 
    “You should let me go,” I told her.  “The shadow magic restraints on my bones might be misconstrued as a malicious act.” 
 
    “You’d run off,” Izumi said.  “And I haven’t had my turn.”   
 
    A wind grew, a deepening roar.  A swirl of glowing crimson mist obscured the ceiling.  The bloody fog parted to reveal an alien sky: a midnight-red void strewn with pink stars, and a crimson full moon.  A moon I knew well.  Beams of bloody light fanned into the space.  Through the floor, from the bottom of my shoes, coming up through the booth, I felt a shudder like the world was twitching, rousing, getting ready to stretch.  Maybe to run away. 
 
    I wanted to run away. 
 
    The Red Lady.   
 
    I said, “You might want to pull up my pants while you’re at it.” 
 
    Utterly unpredictable, Selene could pop in to share champagne and a laugh or two, or she could appear guns blazing, ripping reality inside out with a casual, sadistic thought. 
 
    Golden eyes opened in the back of my mind.  My inner dragon raised his head and sniffed, as if lured by a commanding fragrance.  My mate is coming. 
 
    Tell me something I don’t know. 
 
    Still a prisoner of my own body, I could only wait for hell to break loose.  Being the victim here, the one thing I knew for sure was that Selene wasn’t going to hold anything against me. 
 
    The crimson moonlight made the table glow. The surface shimmered and cracked.  It granulated, motes of red lifting into the air as the table dissolved.  In a moment, it vapored away—along with Chrys’ specimen jars—and I could see my lower body, my pants down around my ankles, cum stains on the floor.  Fortunately, being naked didn’t bother me. 
 
    Izumi bounced off the seat.  She stared around, as did I.  There was nothing left of the restaurant except for the immediate area we were in.  A rapier of ice solidified in her right hand, a dagger in her left.  Pieces of ice armor grew over her vital spots, enough for added protection, not enough to slow her down. 
 
    I said, “I don’t think fighting Selene is a good idea.  You should just let her take me.”  
 
    Izumi shot me a hard, cold stare.  “Shut up.  I’m handling this.  Your recreational sluts need to learn that they go to the back of the line when I’m around.” 
 
    Laughter filled the air; crazed, brittle, edged like a spray of ninja shuriken slicing the air.   
 
    Izumi yelled.  “Coward!  Come out and face me.” 
 
    Selene’s too insane to know fear.  She’s just being dramatic.  It will be much more dangerous once she’s done setting the scene. 
 
    I pitched my voice low, trying to communicate the urgency of the situation to Chrys.  “Listen, you’ve never dealt with someone like this.  She’s powerful.  She is to a Villager what a Villager is to a human.  You and Izumi are not going to be able to handle her.  I don’t want you getting hurt.  Let.  Me.  Go!” 
 
    Chrys leaned in and kissed me tenderly.  “You weren’t raised among us, like your father.  You don’t know our true power.  Trust me; I can handle myself.  And you.”  She reached between my legs and fondled me.  “You just get that monster ready to go again.  Since Izumi is going to be occupied, I may as well give myself a bonus ride.” 
 
    Izumi stabbed the booth between Chrys and me.  The glistening ice sword cracked a little along one thin edge, but the ice renewed itself, closing the imperfection.  Izumi said, “Stick with the deal.  No freebies.” 
 
    Chrys muttered.  “Spoilsport.” 
 
    Red glitter spilled from overhead, coming from nowhere, thickening on the way to the floor.  Inside that flurry, a female-shaped glow appeared.  The glow dimmed and Selene stood there, immediately behind Izumi.  The Red Lady lived up to her name; sheathed in a fine crimson mesh that hugged her body faithfully, her dark red hair a cataract down her back, her eyes red-hot coals that hazed the air in front of her face with a bloody light.  Her lips were bright red and glossy, stretched into a too-wide smile.  Her petite hands were sheathed in red-leather gloves with red-chrome spikes at the knuckles.  She looked like an escapee from a Cosplay Convention, and hot as hell. 
 
    As if sensing the nearness of Death, Izumi became rigidly still, her stare wide.  She spun with blinding speed, her dagger arcing into the turn, her sword following. 
 
    A red glow surrounded Izumi, rendering her immobile, suspending her inertia so her movement ended unnaturally.  It was like time went away for Izumi, but not the rest of us.  The dagger’s tip was a bare inch away from Selene’s light-glazed face.  And she looked like she didn’t care, her molten gaze fixed on me. 
 
    Our gazes locked.  My inner dragon made my one dragon eye burn with golden light as he borrowed my voice.  “My love, it has been too long.”  Raw dragon magic tingled beneath my skin.  Waves of warmth flushed through my bones.   
 
    A black cloud of shadow magic wisped off of my body, Chrys’ control being expelled.  The dark streamers sought Chrys out, sinking into her body as she recovered her magic.  Tense, cum still streaking her face, Chrys stared at Selene in mesmerized fascination.  It explained why she hadn’t fought to keep me prisoner, just letting go. 
 
    Selene’s brow wrinkled slightly between her glowing, teary eyes.  “Do not worry, my poor soiled dove, I am here to save you from these man-hungry sluts.” 
 
    Without looking at Izumi’s immobile, twisted body, and the threat of her frozen weapons, Selene’s fist lashed out. There was a loud whump and Izumi blurred aside, smashing at high velocity into a nearby wall.  Sword and dagger were shattered. The captivating red glow left her as she rebounded, wilting to the floor.  Izumi lay there, stunned, groaning faintly.  Her fingers clawed feebly at the tiles.  They frosted over.   
 
    Fearless, Chrys pushed off of the booth, edging in between Selene and me.  Chrys’ right fist spouted a coil of deep black shadow that stiffened into a sword that was thrust toward Selene’s face to fend her off, a silent threat.  Chrys said, “This is going to be fun.” 
 
    My cock had returned to life, happy to be fought over.  Whoever won, he knew he’d be servicing the winner.  Me, I had real fear that Selene was going to play too rough, destroying my fey queen, maybe starting a war with the Villagers by breaking Chrys beyond repair. 
 
    I shoved myself off the booth, standing, and reached to hold Chrys back.  Red light banded around me, becoming chains that reeled me back to the booth, anchoring me there.  Again, I was a prisoner, this time to Selene.   
 
    There are times I have to wonder if I own my women, or they own me. 
 
    Selene said, “Save your energy for me.  Don’t worry; this won’t take long.” 
 
    “What is it with you and chains?” I asked. 
 
    “You’re one to talk,” Chrys muttered. 
 
    Selene said, “They remind me of when we first met in the dungeons of Atlantis.  You were mine first, my first love—before all the others.” 
 
    Only because I’d travelled through time.  I was her first, but I’d known Izumi longer. 
 
    “Enough chit-chat.”  Chrys darkened like a smudge of smoke had seeped out of her pores, hazing her details.  “Time to eat shadow!”  She lunged, sword stabbing.   
 
    A wall of light dropped into place in front of her.  Chrys’ shadow blade skidded aside, blocked.  Red light bled off of the barrier, revealing a steel surface.  She crashed into the wall and fell back toward me, landing between my legs.  The wall pierced the floor and extended high overhead.  I looked up, and up, and saw that the steel wall was crowned with a cross-guard, hilt, and pommel.   
 
    It’s not a wall.  It’s a sword dropped from the sky.  Selene’s playing fair; sword to sword.  Toying with them.  Chrys and Izumi might survive this after all. 
 
    Chrys gathered herself, pushing up off the floor with a hand on my knee.   Her gaze roved appreciatively over my cock.  She sighed.  “Business first, damn it.”  She turned back toward the giant sword.  It had turned red once more, its substance breaking down in a flurry of red motes that danced like a blizzard.  In a moment, the sword vanished, leaving a straight cut in the floor where it had been.  In another moment, the motes winked out and we had a clear view of Selene.   
 
    The floor had iced over.  Izumi’s work.  Used to moving over ice, the winter fey had changed the environment to aid her.  Selene stared down at her feet, finding them encased in blocks of ice.  She frowned.  As she gave a bark of laughter, her expression brightened—no all of her brightened, bursting into flame.  The ice blocks around her feet shattered. 
 
    Having circled around, Izumi leaped, hanging over Selene, an ice sword whistling downward.   
 
    There was a wash of crimson light, like a phoenix fanning wings.  The light evaporated and I saw that Chrys and Selene had traded places.  Protecting her, Chrys’ shadow sword caught the descending blade of ice.  Izumi landed, driving Chrys to her knees.  She skidded on the ice, crumpling.   
 
    Seeking out Selene, Izumi pointed with her sword.  “You!  Get away from him.  Without his tattoos, he’s fertile.  I’m not going to waste this chance to get with child.  I need an heir.” 
 
    I heard Selene’s breath catch in her throat.  Her flames died.  She spun to look at my exposed legs.  She gripped my cock—tight as hell—and shoved it into my belly so she could see my scrotum better.   
 
    “Easy there!” I said.  “My joy-stick is attached and I like it that way.’ 
 
    Her stare brightened.  The glare would have blinded me if I’d had regular human sight.  Her too-wide smile was gone.  This was as serious as I’d ever seen her. “Indeed, this is not an opportunity to be wasted, but his first-born is mine!  Ours is a destiny written across time and space in the fires of passion.” 
 
    In my head, my cock said: It feels so good to be wanted. 
 
    As if they’d choreographed it, Izumi and Chrys yelled in unison.  “We had him first!” 
 
    Selene spun toward them, screaming.  “Learn your place, sluts!”  The last word hit them with physical force.  Skidding on the ice, Chrys slammed into Izumi’s legs.  Izumi fell on top of Chrys.  They continued to slide another four feet.   
 
    Selene lifted a hand toward the exposed sky.  
 
    I looked up.  A rain of falling swords descended.  A dozen of them moving with killing force.   
 
    Playtime’s over. 
 
    Tangled with Chrys, Izumi’s weapons of ice had broken and been dropped.  She dug in her clothing and pulled out the Glock she’d taken off me.  She squeezed off a shot.  The back of Selene’s head sprayed blood, bone chips, and frothy, shredded brain matter.  I sat there, freshly splattered, knowing I’d have to throw this suit away.  No amount of dry-cleaning could save it. 
 
    The giant swords fell all around Izumi and Chrys, a cage of steel.  The racket they made biting into the floor deafened me a moment.  Still on her feet, Selene turned back to me.  The entry wound in her forehead was a neat, petite.  As I watched, the hole closed.  I imagined the exit wound to also be in repair mode.  Selene didn’t entirely exist in linear time.  It made her survival understandable, but no less shocking. 
 
    She gestured toward me.  My clothes ghosted away, red motes of light wagging off on a stray wind.  Wearing chains, I stared up as her clothing became red mist, spilling away into nothingness.  Her perfectly restored hair fanned behind her, the serpentine coils writhing with life.  She reached down with both hands and cupped my face, coming closer.  She pressed my head against her pale stomach, running fingers through my hair.  “Oh, my precious one, I have waited for this point in multi-time to come.  From here, a new age of empire begins.” 
 
    “Not on my watch!” Izumi’s voice peeled down from the sky.   
 
    I stared past Selene, up to the top of the cage of swords.  She and Chrys were there; atop a phallus of ice that Izumi had grown to lift them from confinement.  Izumi held my stolen Glock in both hands, getting ready to take a few more shots. 
 
    The dark smudge was off of Chrys, but she’d grown monstrous bat wings of shadow.  They beat and lifted her into the air where she hovered like a succubus, ready to swoop down. 
 
    The war for my seed was still going strong. Regardless of how this turned out, I was pretty sure I was going to pay for it, one way or another.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
    “Hell hath no fury like a womb scorned.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Izumi emptied the Glock’s magazine.  The bullets deflected off of a shell of crimson light covering Selene and me.  In frustration, Izumi flung the empty gun at the barrier.  Selene let it through and caught the handgun.  She turned and handed it to me.  “Your stolen weapon, my love.” 
 
    “Thanks, I said.  “Sweet of you.”  I set it aside on the booth.  My extra clips were gone along with my clothes, but eventually, the Glock could be reloaded.  “Don’t you think we should avoid all this drama and just get the fuck out of here?  I’m cold.” 
 
    I never got my bluetail sushi.  And with the restaurant now a reality away, I’m not likely to get it any time soon. 
 
    I gripped the loose web of chains she’d draped over me, testing their strength.  
 
    She smiled.  “You certainly are anxious to get me alone, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Not going to happen.”  Chrys swooped down on shadow wings, kicking the crimson shield Selene had erected.  “You destroyed my samples.  He owes me another ejaculation.” 
 
    Selene turned to the feisty blonde.  “Just who the hell are you anyway?” 
 
    Chrys eyes narrowed.  “Your worst nightmare, old lady; a younger, hotter chick.” 
 
    Selene spoke to me over her shoulder.  “Sorry, precious, but spare the pounding, spoil the child.  Hang in there just a little longer.” 
 
    “Who are you calling a child?”  Chrys lifted her hands, her palms extended toward the red shell.  “Any barrier open to light is also open to shadow!”  Three-foot javelins of darkness appeared, floating parallel to her forearms.  They blurred, streaking missiles that ghosted through the barrier, finding no resistance.  Shadow magic often proved difficult to counter. 
 
    The shadow streams tore into Selene’s body.  She arched backwards.  A scream ripped out of her.  Her body shuddered.  There was a brittle string of cracks and pops.  She crumpled, limbs twitching, muscles writhing.   
 
    I winced in sympathy. 
 
    Selene’s shield became as shattered as she was.  It faded. 
 
    Chrys laughed.  “How does it feel to have every bone in your body broken?” 
 
    The Red Lady met laugh with laugh, but her voice was ragged, pitchy, and shrill—becoming a primal scream.  Fire dribbled from her mouth—ignited dragon spit—as she threw her head back.  Beams of crimson light shot out of her eyes.  Her entire body became translucent, a pink crystal statue that morphed, shedding human features for dragon.  Her face became a scaled mask baring too many teeth.  The red mesh and the leather that clothed her melted, rivulets that dripped down her body.  Her back swelled, humping up.  And then the hump shredded like an opening seed pod as red dragon wings unfurled.  Her hands and feet grew larger, claws and talons ready to rend.  Her tailbone added fresh vertebrae, lengthening.  New muscle, arteries and veins grew in.  Scaled skin appeared to seal it all.   
 
    Dark snakes of shadow wiggled through her, surfacing from her skin.  The pressure of the searing light ate into the shadow magic, thinning it, forcing it into the open.  Once out of Selene’s body, the shadow dissolved. 
 
    Her incandescent, pink-crystal body floated into the air, loosing stiffness.  Her new tail lashed with a dragon’s fury.  Her flopping limbs straightened, healing.  Selene went opaque again, human and dragon in a half-and-half mix.  Her strained voice remained broken, flinty.  “Oh, aren’t you the clever one.” 
 
    “Run-run-run-run!”  I tried to catch Chrys’ eyes.  “Fuck it all, run now!” 
 
    But the lobsters wouldn’t let her.  They were out of the glass case and had grown about a hundred times their normal size.   Red claws closed on Chrys from two sides as a pair of crustaceans struggled for a piece of her.  She screamed. 
 
    Swords of ice sliced through the air, clipping off the claws.  Still gripped by them, Chrys fell from the air.  The impact shook her free.  The clawless lobsters tottered around, their carapaces shimmering, growing black spikes.  Abruptly losing animation, maybe crushed by their own size, they slumped in death.   
 
    The black spikes became tendrils, some kind of wild thorny growth.  Thorns bursting from their carapaces swallowed the lobsters.  The growth continued.  The black thorns spread out and then grew straight up, as if encountering invisible walls that they were determined to conquer.   
 
    The groping tendrils thinned and branched even more excessively as they shot ever higher.  The thorns brushed the hot-pink stars out of alien constellations, stirring them up.  The tendrils wrapped around the crimson moon, digging in, claiming the prize.  In an orgy of growth, fresh leaves sprouted, stretching, unfurling, and adorning the thorns high and low with obsidian beauty. 
 
    Talk about a weed from hell. 
 
    Dislodged, agitated, the pink stars swelled in size.  They grew tails, falling into the atmosphere.   
 
    Fuck!  Selene’s going to bomb the hell out of this place.  It’s Ragnarøkkr all over again: The Twilight of the Gods.  
 
    Izumi latched onto a vine and used it to climb down.  The bundle of giant swords she’d left behind leaned like the Titanic going down.  The thorns had broken up the soil, weakening the anchoring of the red-steel swords.  Sensing the mass toppling toward her, she tossed an annoyed glare at the swords, then hauled ass, running my way.  She could have opened a portal to take her back to Earth or Fairy, but she wasn’t giving up on me.   
 
    Neither was Chrys.  She flew a curve around Selene, coming to get me. 
 
    The cluster of giant swords slammed into the ground with a deafening clap that sent up dust.  Thorns were crushed under that impact.  Fortunately, none of my admirers were injured.  Yet.   
 
    The pink stars were still coming, now the size of softballs.  I had no idea how big the stars of this pocket dimension would be by the time they hit and I didn’t want to find out. 
 
    Selene gestured with a clawed hand.  Red monolithic slabs of rock thrust out of the nearby thorns.  
 
    Chrys and Izumi were blocked for the moment. 
 
    And now the falling stars were the size of basketballs, easily a hundred of them bringing cataclysmic death.  But then, Selene had never been strong on restraint.  Her hands became human again.  She gripped the chains that draped me.  They dissolved into red mist.  She lifted my whole body easily, holding me in her arms like a rescued maiden.  Since I’d started morphing to dragon in recent years, I’d not been coming back as fully human as I’d started; my bones were heavier, denser, as were my muscles.  This was no challenge to her.  She’d started life as a full dragon, and had forcefully evolved from there. 
 
    Her human face returned.  Her eyes still smoldered, but not from rage.  “Come, my love.  You have yet to be properly raped.  Let us show these whores how it is done.” 
 
    My inner dragon spoke up.  Fine with me. 
 
    My cock chimed in.  Can’t argue with that. 
 
    I sighed, knowing that arguing with an insane goddess wasn’t going to get me very far.  “Well, if you must…” 
 
    A tendril approached.  Selene stepped onto a black leaf the size of a motor launch.  The tendril lifted, carrying the leaf—and us—higher at a rapid pace.  We had our own version of an escalator sliding us heavenward, toward the thorn-wrapped moon. Everything dwindled.   
 
    Izumi and Chrys’ came around the rock formations, two forms barely discernable in a ball of shadow.  The girls looked up at us as we escaped.   
 
    I felt like yelling: Help, help, someone save me!  Manfully, I resisted the impulse. 
 
    The pink stars were brighter, the size of mountains, but nothing like the stars of the Milky Way.  Still, if the girls waited much longer to escape this pocket dimension, they wouldn’t make it.  
 
    The shadow-sphere wobbled and blurred, coming after Selene and me.  Escape wasn’t on their mind. 
 
    A shower of pink trails plunged past us.  A chain of thunder went off like firecrackers, only loud enough to shatter a world.  Chunks of rock, dust, and pulverized thorn-wood made a miasma that hid the pulverized ground.  Heat washed up like a wall. 
 
    Selene turned me away, jostling me in her arms.  Her exposed breasts flounced in my face.  “Don’t look, my love.  There is nothing below to interest us anymore.” 
 
    To—ahem—balance myself, I reached out and squeezed a firm tit, taking the nipple of the other one in my teeth.  Selene moaned.   Getting her engine revving wasn’t my main concern.  She needed to be distracted because I was reasonably sure Chrys and Izumi were still alive.  Their combined magic would have cleared them from the danger zone, protecting them.  By now, having ridden out the shockwaves, they’d be in hot pursuit.   
 
    I licked the nipple I’d bitten, then suckled with bruising force.  I sure hope the girls appreciate the sacrifice I’m making for them here. 
 
    The middle of the leaf bucked up and reshaped itself into a padded throne with a low back.  Selene swayed back, sitting.  She’d gone weak in the knees, but the strength in her arms never wavered.  Like me, she had much of the power of her dragon-self while still in human form.  She twirled me like a baton, holding me upside-down.  My legs extended over her shoulders.   Her mouth enveloped my cock.  The soft, wet warmth had me groaning. 
 
    Perched on the edge of the seat, she tucked my face into her crotch.  I had no trouble figuring out what she wanted.  Her scent overpowered, reminding me of the sushi I’d never gotten.  Anchored in place by her hold on my legs, I had my hands free.  I parted her sweet, pink folds and let my tongue go a-wandering.   
 
    She pulled off of my iron cock.  “Oh, God!” She gasped, rocking her vagina against my mouth, which actually made what I was doing much more difficult.  She said, “Yes, keep doing that.” 
 
    My cock yelled: Hey, what about me? 
 
    I pulled my head back so I could speak.  “This would be a lot easier in a bed.” 
 
    “Who told you to stop?”  She slapped my ass with what felt like her tongue.  This had turned into the freakiest 69 I’d ever been part of.  Her mouth swallowed my cock again, yet I still felt her tongue slithering around my balls.  How long did she grow that sucker?  I had to wonder what other perversions of the Kama Sutra lay ahead.   
 
    Her prehensile tongue caressed my ass, then located my sphincter.  Her tongue tip flicked gently.  I had a dark suspicion that she was about to pop my anal-cherry—while still deep-throating me.   
 
    Talk about setting all-new standards. 
 
    “Uh, Selene, honey, what the hell are you—” 
 
    I’d lost track of our ascent—for some reason—not noticing when gravity took hold from above.  Our conveyor belt leaf chair spun, reorienting.  We settled in a field of thorns with crimson lunar dust showing through the breaks, landing on the red moon. 
 
    Selene stood and disgorged my freshly cleaned cock.  She spun me from the hips so we stared eye-to-eye.  My toes barely touched the leaf we were on.  I watched her hyper-extended tongue slither back into her mouth, returning to normal proportions.  I was going to have to develop that ability myself; it would be all the rage at my next orgy. 
 
    “If it is a bed you want, my love, it is a bed you shall have.  Come, the fortress isn’t far.”  She slung me over her shoulder like a sack of potatoes, prepared to carry me there; probably so I couldn’t run off from the threat of impending fatherhood.  She stepped off of the leaf, onto a vine the size of a country road.  It undulated, a raised hump swept us over the hidden face of the red moon. 
 
    “I can walk,” I suggested, but my heart wasn’t in it; I thoroughly enjoyed the view of her rounded ass.  So soft…such sweetness.  I wanted to take a bite.  I did. 
 
    She swatted my ass with her hand.  “That hurt!” 
 
    “Bite her again!”  It was Chrys’ voice.  “Make the thieving bitch suffer.  No means no!” 
 
    I pushed off of Selene’s lower back so I could raise my head and see behind us.  The shadow-sphere had bloomed open like a black rose.  It even looked like one.  Ridding in the middle, Chrys and Izumi had closed the distance, just a dozen feet behind.   
 
    I made a last stab at peace.  “Can’t we all just sleep together?  There’s enough of me to go around.” 
 
    “Not if you keep that up,” Selene warned.  “Whose side you are you on, anyway?” 
 
    I’d thought that was obvious from the beginning.  “My own.” 
 
    That answer got me another smack on the ass. 
 
    Izumi yelled in cold fury.  “You’re bruising him!  Stop it.” 
 
    “This is getting ridiculous,” Selene said. 
 
    Getting? 
 
    Shooting up from gaps in the groundcover, geysers of crimson dust exploded in a random pattern that never slowed us down.  Izumi and Chrys had a harder time of it as the red moon fought for its mistress.  Their shadow rose was slammed from underneath, rocked, spun on its axis.  Tugging on reins of darkness, Chrys battled to stabilize her ride and keep it on track as red dust thickened the air.  For a moment, the dust cloud around the shadow rose solidified into a dragon’s claw.   
 
    The claw slashed.   
 
    The shadow-rose shredded, pieces falling away.   
 
    Izumi shielded herself with a shell of ice.  She and Chrys fell from sight, too choked on dust to properly scream. 
 
    Selene laughed.  And laughed.  “Let’s see them follow us now.” 
 
    “At least you left them alive,” I said. 
 
    “How can I rub their faces in their failure otherwise?” 
 
    I sighed.  “Your graciousness awes me.” 
 
    The undulating tendril we rode grounded itself. Selene dropped me onto my feet.  We stood in a courtyard with mother-of-pearl flagstones that stretched to a flight of red marble stairs.  There were bleached bones on the steps, trespassers that hadn’t made it inside.  Above the steps was the porch of a soaring, black-iron fortress with crimson stained-glass windows.  They’d used to be rectangular.  Now they were heart-shaped.  The whole structure looked like a love chapel stolen from hell. 
 
    Bestial gargoyles haunted the roof.  They glowered down with vermillion eyes, aiming cocks toward the ground.  I remembered that Selene was fond of automaton sentinels that pissed acid, one of her favorite defenses.   
 
    “You’ve been redecorating,” I said. 
 
    She smiled.  “Wait until you see the master bedroom.  The golden trapeze will absolutely inspire you.”  Taking my hand, she tugged me up the steps toward the Bordello of Doom.  The white bone fragment were human and other.  They crunched and broke under our feet. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    “Give a woman what she wants,  
 
    and you’ll have to do it again.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    The air smelled of singed sheets.  The curtain around the bed had ignited and burned away.  I barely remembered that.  Ages had passed, at least it felt that way.  On the red moon, time didn’t flow at the same rate as on Earth.  That might be a problem by the time I got back.  Or not; Selene could return me to the exact moment I’d left, if I asked nicely.  It wasn’t like she didn’t owe me.  I hurt.  My cock was sore and ready to swear off sex—until the next time.   
 
    Selene cuddled against me, deeply sated, asleep, her hair a wild tangle between us.  Her breathing was slow and deep.  That didn’t mean that some part of her wasn’t taking everything in.  I didn’t know a lot about what she’d put herself through to evolve her original dragon nature into a cosmic force.  She’d spent thousands of years playing a Goddess until it took.  There were secrets on the red moon I could never guess at, and others—genetic experiments like the gargoyles—I wouldn’t want to meet in a dark alley. 
 
    She’d mentioned a reserve somewhere on the red moon where monsters prowled and ate one another during horrific battles.  It was a place, she’d said, where even dragons wouldn’t last long.   
 
    Her version of a petting zoo. 
 
    To put her at ease about me leaving the room, to keep her from making the door go away, I murmured an explanation.  “I’m starving.  I’m going to the kitchen.”  
 
    Still asleep, she murmured back.  “Try to leave the building and I will be very, very miffed.” 
 
    “Yes, dear.”  I rolled away from her, onto my back, and reached up to grab the trapeze.  It was solid gold with chains that stretched up to the high, vaulted ceiling.  If I thought I could get away with stealing it, I’d have taken it with me.  My inner dragon drooled as I pulled myself up, swinging my legs toward the edge of the bed.  I let go of the trapeze, bounced, and landed on my feet.  There should have been applause, but I guess Selene didn’t think of it. 
 
    On tripods, a couple of iron braisers sent up fans of red light on opposing walls.  I walked between them, across a rug that might have come from a sabretooth tiger—if they had lime and yellow striped fur.  The cat’s head was still attached to the rug, giving the universe a silent, eternal snarl.  I didn’t have a robe, and it would likely be cold outside the room, unfortunately, the fur rug was too large to wear and would have dragged the floor. 
 
    Halfway to the door, I left the rug. Fuzzy blue slippers appeared on my feet.  They matched the robe that faded in from nowhere, belting itself around my waist.  I called back, “Thanks love.” 
 
    “No, thank you.  I think that last time did it.” 
 
    She’d know.  I stopped, a hand on the iron latch of one of the bedroom’s double doors. 
 
    Wait a second.  Does that mean I’ve knocked her up?  A kid’s on the way?  If so, Izumi is going to give me hell about this.  Actually, what happened to her and Chrys? Maybe they’re still sneaking around the fortress, looking for a way past the gargoyles.  
 
    The girls could have made it inside.  I’d kept Selene rather occupied; we’d literally burned up the sheet, until exhaustion won out.   
 
    Better keep an eye out for company. 
 
    I opened the right-hand door.  Despite its ten-by-eight-foot mass, the panel moved easily, soundless on massive, oiled hinges.  The air in the hallway was colder, sterile.  I didn’t smell anything but a faint scent of lemon-scented furniture polish.   The hallway floor was black tiled.  A crimson runner streaked the aisle.  I followed the runner left, having a vague memory of the kitchen lying that way, a few levels down. 
 
    I found a staircase: black iron, spiral supports with red-painted wedges.  Two floors down, I entered a foyer.  It brought me to a belled space paneled with almond wood, lined with china cabinets and serving stations.  A marble statue with upraised wings occupied a corner pedestal.  The angel’s face was Selene’s.  The eyes stared at me and followed me as I passed.  I waved.  The statue waved back.  The middle of the dining room held a behemoth of a table made from purply yellow heartwood.  A red runner striped it, pinned down by four golden candelabra designed to look like stag horns.  The table was set for a dozen dinners with plates, wineglasses, and silverware.   
 
    I moved past the table and throne-like chairs to a back wall.  A door led into a professional chef’s kitchen with prep table and stools, stoves, fridges, and racks of pots, pans, kettles, and baking sheets.  The copper-bottom pots seemed to be preferred.  I was surprised Selene didn’t keep Gordon Ramsey handy to make her grilled cheese sandwiches.   
 
    As I approached the closest fridge, I heard steps behind me, clomping shoes, not heels.  No attempt at stealth.  Maybe Gordon Ramsey was here after all.  I opened the fridge and scanned the options.  Without looking back, I asked, “Want something while I’m in here?” 
 
    A young boy answered.  “I got pizza.  Grab the soda in there.” 
 
    I saw two cans, grabbed them, and closed the fridge.  Turning, I saw a kid, about nine years old, wearing a black hoodie with rolled up sleeves.  The chest had a white, stylized skull on it, the Punisher logo.  He wore black denim jeans and wore Sketchers with neon green shoelaces.   
 
    He slid a pizza box onto the prep table and pulled out a stool for himself.  His bristling hair was almost pure black with highlights of midnight-red.  His eyes were red-copper, a not quite human tint.   
 
    I walked over, set down the cans, and pulled out a stool for myself so there was a table corner between us.  He lifted the lid of the pizza box and I saw a double pepperoni pizza with mushrooms and black olives.  He grabbed a slice and pointed it at his mouth.  I caught the falling lid and pushed it back up, getting a slice of my own.  Still warm, it smelled delicious. 
 
    “So, who and what are you?” I asked. 
 
    Chewing, he didn’t answer at first, but he did look at me—carefully, with great interest, like he didn’t get out much.  He swallowed.  “I’m not supposed to tell you.  I promised.” 
 
    “Really?  Who did you promise?” 
 
    “Everybody, so don’t tell anyone I was here.”  He took another bite. 
 
    “Does Selene know you’re here?”  I took a bite out of my own slice, savoring the flavors. 
 
    As he chewed, he snagged a can of cola and popped the tab.  Putting down my nibbled slice, I copied him, taking a sip.  Once he cleared his mouth, he said, “Selene?” 
 
    “This is her place,” I said. 
 
    He nodded to himself, staring off into space.  “Yeah, that’s right.  They call her the Red Lady, too.” 
 
    “You didn’t have any problems with the gargoyles?  They usually keep visitors out.” 
 
    “No.  They like me.  I help them kill the pigeons.” 
 
    I pushed for a little more information.  “You can’t even tell me your name?” 
 
    He frowned at the half-slice of pizza he still held.  “I’d really like to, but I was told not to destabilize the temporal multi-verse.   He lowered his voice, confiding a secret.  “That could really get bad.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Really.”  His expression brightened.  “Hey, you could just give me a name.  A special name, just for us to use.” 
 
    “Okay, what about Mysterious-Kid-Who-Gives-Me-Pizza?” 
 
    “Kinda long.” 
 
    I nodded.  “I see your point.” 
 
    “How about Colt.” 
 
    “You like horses?” 
 
    He tossed me a sly grin.  “Mustangs.  Grandpa says there isn’t anything you love more.” 
 
    I thought of my car collection in Malibu.  “Whoever your grandfather is, he’s probably right.” 
 
    “I want a Mustang, too.  A red one with gold flames down the sides and maybe a rocket launcher built in.” 
 
    Someone was sure raising this kid right. 
 
    “So, what are you doing here?  Looking for something to steal?”  I attacked my pizza slice, leaving him to fill in a few blanks for me. 
 
    “I came looking for you.  I heard all the stories.  I wanted to know if you were really as cool as Auntie Izumi said, back before you conquered the Dragon World.  She says after that, you started acting more responsible.”  His eyes got big.  He slapped a hand over his mouth and spoke through his fingers.  “Fuck!  I wasn’t supposed to tell you anything about your future.” 
 
    “You’re probably too young to be allowed to say fuck.  Izumi’s is your aunt?  Funny, she never mentioned having a sister with a kid.” 
 
    “She’s not really family.  I just call her that.  Along with Auntie Vivian, Auntie Chrys, Auntie Imari, and Auntie Gloria.” 
 
    “You’ve got a lot of honorary aunts,” I said. 
 
    And they’re all people I know.  
 
    His hand dropped.  His eyes rolled back in his head.  “Tell me about it.  Did I mention that the pizza is a dollar a slice?” 
 
    “You’re out of luck.  My wallet, clothes, and Glock are all missing in action.  This robe and my watch are all I’ve got.” 
 
    Colt dug into the front pocket of his hoodie.  His hand came out with my Glock, and then my wallet.  He put them on the counter and slid them over.  “Here you go.  Don’t say I never gave you nothin’.” 
 
    “Thanks.”  I took—and stashed—my stuff in my robe pockets, and looked at his hoodie pocket.  “Do you have a wardrobe in there, too?  I could use an Armani suit.” 
 
    “Sorry.  If I’d known…” 
 
    “Yeah, I knew it was a long shot.”  I drained my can of soda.  “While you were sneaking around, did you see, uh, Auntie Izumi and Auntie Chrys?  They followed me here.  I’d like to make sure they’re okay.” 
 
    He grew still, staring into space.  “They got in, but sprung one of the automatic defenses.  They’re in one of the dungeon’s holding pens.  The dungeon master needs to change his pants.  He’s whimpering, begging for his life.  Oh, too late.  Auntie Chrys blowed him up.  What a mess!  I’m not going to clean that up.”     
 
    What he described lay beyond my range of perceptions.  The kid had some serious chops.  His distracted stare went away.  He looked at me.  “You want me to bring them here?  It will cost you a dollar.  A silver dollar.” 
 
    “Can I owe you?  I’m good for it.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed.  “If you want credit, it will cost you another silver dollar.” 
 
    “Fine.  I can always kill you later and take them off your cold, dead body.”  I smiled so he’d think I was joking. 
 
    “Your eyes aren’t smiling.  Mom says never trust someone with dead eyes.” 
 
    “Your mom is a wise woman.”  A chill went up my spine.  “By any chance, is she someone I might once have slept with?”  The kid was damn familiar, though I knew I’d never met him before. 
 
     “Temporal multi-verse, remember?”  He slid off his stool and hurried toward the dining room.  “I’ll be back in a bit.  Don’t eat all the pizza.”  And then he was gone.   
 
    I stared after him.  Very articulate for a nine-year-old. 
 
    In the back shadows of my mind, golden eyes opened, my inner dragon chiming in.  You’re wondering where he’s from? 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    I think a better question is when is he from? 
 
    “When?  Yeah, Colt keeps mentioning the temporal multi-verse, whatever the hell that is.” 
 
    You know, after Selene has our child… 
 
    “That child might not be bound by linear time, either.  That would mean…” 
 
    You might have just met your first-born son. 
 
    “Even though he’s not born yet.” 
 
    He would have the power of the Red Lady, her dragon-goddess nature, combined with dragon-Villager DNA from you. 
 
    “How much dragon would he be?  Never mind.  I’ve got another question.”  I pulled the pizza box closer and grabbed another slice, having finished off my last one.  “Pizza is such a comfort at a time like this.” 
 
    My dragon asked: What other question?   
 
    “If he’s Selene’s kid, why didn’t he know her name?” 
 
    To a kid, Mom is Mom, and Dad is Dad.  Parents don’t have names.  You notice, he didn’t call you by name. 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right.  Do you think the Selene upstairs knows her nine-year-old son is wandering around in this time zone?” 
 
    She might not unless she’s actively looking for him.   
 
    “Then we just may have a ride out of here she doesn’t know about.” 
 
    You’re in a hurry to go? 
 
    “Think of the danger if I really have knocked her up!” 
 
    What danger? 
 
    “She’ll drag me off to shop for nursery furniture, stuffed bears, and stuff.  She’ll want to buy baby name books, and clothes.  She’ll keep asking my opinion about things.  She’ll want to know if I still find her sexy when she gets fat.” 
 
    My inner dragon settled down, closing his eye. Dangerous, indeed.  Wake me when it’s over.   
 
    I finished two more slices of pizza and went to the fridge for another soda.  I opened the door and found the shelves had vanished.  A shaft lay inside.  I stuck my head in and looked down.  There seemed to be a dumbwaiter coming up, one that moved without pulley and rope, or electric motor.  I pulled back and waited.  Moments later, a platform arrived.  It went up, showing a box underneath.  Inside the box, Chrys and Izumi huddled.  They stared at me. 
 
    I stared back.  “Planning to get out?” 
 
    They pried themselves out and stared past me.   
 
    I turned to see what had their attention.  Colt stood there, waiting.  He had the pizza box under an arm.   
 
    “It’s that boy again,” Chrys said. 
 
    “I noticed.”  Izumi looked at me.  “Caine, who is this, and why does he call me his aunt?” 
 
    “Sorry,” I said.  “I can’t tell you without destabilizing the temporal multi-verse.  Let’s get out of here while we can.”  I faced the boy.  “Colt, do you think you can send us back to Earth?” 
 
    The light of greed shone in his eyes.  “Cost you.  Big time.” 
 
    Definitely my son. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
    “A few times in a man’s life, he’s  
 
      permitted to cry.  This is one of them.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    “She’s waking up,” Colt said.  “We need to go—now!  I can’t hide all of us for long, not from Mom.”   
 
    He whipped a hand through the air.  The gesture left a copper-red disk in the air.  The glowing disk widened, becoming a tunnel with swirling walls.  It slanted into the floor, boring into other realities, a portal that looked like a water slide, but without the water. 
 
    I pushed Izumi into the hole.  Chrys jumped in.  I followed.  Colt came last.  Gravity collapsed.  The walls swept us along, cupping us from behind, taking us to the forward end of the tunnel.  The sensation wasn’t much different from a regular magical portal, except it wasn’t being used.  Instead, it acted like a living thing, upchucking what it couldn’t consume.  The end result was mounting velocity that flung us out of the corridor. We crashed and rolled in a tangle.   
 
    Except for Colt.  He managed to land lightly on his Sketchers, unaffected by the transit, a soft shimmer of copper-red energy surrounding him as he closed the portal down.  “That was close.” 
 
    My bathrobe had opened a little from the crash landing.  Izumi closed flap on me, covering up my manhood.  “A kid is present,” she said. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure he’s got one himself.” 
 
    I picked myself and looked around to see where we’d come out.  A hotel suite.  The place looked like my own suite, but some of the details were a little different.  Instead of white leather seating, I found myself staring at black.  The rug was Atlantic blue, the walls a soft cream.  The bedroom and kitchenette were in the same place, same floor plan.   
 
    “Whose room are we in?” I asked. 
 
    The hallway door opened.  Imari stepped in and came to a jolting stop as she took us in.  The flames on her head danced a little higher.  “Caine, what the hell?  This is my room.  And what the hell are you wearing?  You just decided to break in here and have an orgy?”  Her eyes were red coals.   
 
    Colt took a step toward her.  “Auntie Imari!” 
 
    She blinked at him.  “Do I know you?” 
 
    The joy crumpled off of Colt’s face.  “Oh, no, not yet.  Sorry.” 
 
    I leaned back against a chair.  Chrys and Izumi joined me, one to each side.  Chrys dug her fingers into her pockets, quiet, taking it all in.  Izumi grabbed my arm possessively, staking her claim—not that I’d managed to sleep with Imari yet.   
 
    My ice queen and fire demon minion studied each other careful, both suspecting a threat.  Their tension was palpable, but then fire and ice were opposites. 
 
    Chrys on the other hand sighed and shot me a sidelong glare.  “Just how many women are you sleeping with?” 
 
    “Good question.”  Izumi growled, her breath white, the air around her spiking with cold.  Frost crept up my arm from her touch. 
 
    Imari closed the door behind her.  “Don’t get the wrong idea.  I’m head of clan security.  I don’t sleep with the boss.’ 
 
    “Not yet,” Colt muttered. 
 
    We all looked at him.   
 
    He noticed and shrugged.  “What?” 
 
    Chrys tugged on my sleeve.  “Who’s the kid?  I mean I appreciate the ride out of that hellhole, but…” 
 
    I sighed.  “He hasn’t said, but I have the feeling he might be my kid—from the future.” 
 
    Imari staggered toward us, laughing so hard she snorted fire.  She straightened, grinning at me.  “You finally got someone knocked up—you’re a family man now!  Oh, I pity the kid.” 
 
    Colt sniffed dramatically, wiping a crocodile tear from an eye.  “It’s been hell!  Can I have some ice cream?” 
 
    Chrys went over and circled Colt, staring him up and down.  “Hmmm.  Caine, he does look like you, the shape of the face, and the texture of the hair.  Who’s the mother?” 
 
    Where Izumi gripped my arm, the frost thickened to ice.  The air grew even colder.  She said, “Tell me it’s not that red-headed bitch.” 
 
    Colt came over and tapped the ice on my arm.  The ice shattered and fell to my feet.  “I’m pretty sure he’s going to need that arm to play catch with me.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. 
 
    Staring up earnestly, Colt leaned into Izumi, forcing her catch his hands.  The intimate gesture widened her eyes.  He said, “It’s alright, Auntie.  Colin will be along soon after I’m born.” 
 
    “Colin?  Who is Colin,” she asked. 
 
    “My brother.  Half-brother, really.”  He whispered.  “Don’t tell anyone I tipped you off.” 
 
    I felt myself growing lightheaded.  “Two kids?  It’s too soon.  I’m just not ready.” 
 
    Colt pulled back and fished a kid’s wallet out of his back pocket.  “Hey, I got a picture of him and me.  Wanna see?” 
 
    “Yes!” Izumi yelled. 
 
    “No!” I yelled. 
 
    She gave me a dirty look. 
 
    I glared at Colt.  “What happened to destabilizing the temporal multi-verse?” 
 
    He shrugged.  “As long as I don’t get caught, it’s fine.  Probably.” 
 
    Damn!  This really is my kid. 
 
    “Come along.”  I grabbed Colt and turned him.   
 
    “Where,” he asked. 
 
    I guided him past Chrys and Imari, to the door.  “My place.  I need fresh clothes.  Something less blue and fuzzy.” 
 
    “God, yes,” Imari said.  “Then give me the robe and slippers so I can burn them.” 
 
    We went out the door and down the hall.  Orienting myself on the door numbers, I soon found my suite.  The problem was, I had no keycard to get in.  It had been destroyed along with my suit.  I gestured toward the card reader.  “Do you mind?” 
 
    “Huh?  Oh.  Sure.”  Colt tapped the reader.  It exploded.  The door opened. 
 
    “Not quite what I had in mind, but it works.”  I wrangled Colt inside and closed the door behind us.  The Old Man sat on my white coach, reading an issue of Guns & Knives.  The cover had a picture of a hot babe with a machinegun, a Bowie knife strapped to her thigh.  He lowered the magazine, looking up. 
 
    Colt flung himself across the room.  “Grandpa!” 
 
    The Old Man stood just in time.  Colt launched himself into a flying hug.  The Old Man revolved, swinging the boy in a complete circle, tossing him up next to the ceiling, catching him on the way down.  A goofy smile on his face, the Old Man set his grandson on the coffee table and patted him on the head like a dog.  “Stay.  Good boy.”  He shot me a glance.  “Grandpa?  Is there something you need to tell me?” 
 
    I passed the island of white leather furniture and paused in the doorway to my bedroom.  “Sure.  Who cares about the stability of the temporal multi-verse anyway?”  I pointed at Colt.  “That’s Colt, your grandson.  I just knocked up Selene, and he will be born in nine months.  Nine years after that, he will push himself out of linear time to come pay us this visit.” 
 
    The Old Man looked from me, back to Colt, and smiled at him in an even goofier way.  “I have a grandson!” 
 
    Colt stared back at him.  “Can I get off the table now?” 
 
    The Old Man picked Colt up, sat back down on the loveseat, and set the boy on his knee.  “So, Colt, got any stock tips for me?” 
 
    “You always ask me that.”  Colt pulled out a folded piece of paper from his hoodie pocket.  He handed it over.  “Five percent goes into my college fund.” 
 
    The Old Man nodded.  “Deal.” 
 
    “I’m going to take a shower and get dressed,” I said.  “You guys can bond.” 
 
    “Love the robe,” the Old Man said. 
 
    “You would.  It goes with your skin color.”  I left them, closing my bedroom door for privacy.  I got three steps before a starburst of bloody red light blocked me.  The dazzle went away, leaving Selene in its place.  She wore a filmy red bodysuit that hid pretty much nothing.  The downward point of the vee-neck collar almost reached her navel—which cupped a large ruby.  Her hair coiled in braids on top of her head, leaving her neck bare, begging for the caress of lips. 
 
    She draped her arms around my neck and kissed me soundly.  I squeezed her ass in self-defense as her tongue flicked against my lips.  I parted them and she slipped her tongue in to wrestle with mine.  A long time later, she broke the kiss. 
 
    “I thought you were going to be miffed with me,” I said. 
 
    “The other ‘me’ will be.  This version has had nine years to get over you running off with your whores.” 
 
    “Your honorary sisters,” I said.  “At least that’s what Colt says.  You do know he’s here?” 
 
    “Certainly.  He’s not nearly as elusive as he likes to think.  Have you had a nice visit with our son?” 
 
    “He really is then?”  I was ninety-eight percent sure, but wanted the confirmation. 
 
    She gave me a wicked smile.  “Would I lie to you?” 
 
    “That aside, I’m taking a shower.  Want to scrub my back…or something?” 
 
    “The something is why I’m here.” 
 
    “And Colt?” 
 
    “His grandfather can keep him occupied while we play.”  She unbelted my fuzzy blue robe and slipped it off me.  It pooled on the floor as I kicked off my slippers.   
 
    I dragged her to the en suite.  It didn’t matter I had no protection.  The damage was done; fatherhood had arrived whether I liked it or not.  Colt was a cool kid.  Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad.  I could take him to the landfill to shoot rats with me and my adopted daughter, Julia. 
 
    Under Selene’s stare, the shower turned itself on.  Warm water steamed the air.  She pushed me, separating us.  Wiggling seductively, she slowly eased the red body-stocking down her shoulders.  Her breasts bounced free.  The material slid down to her hips.  She turned her back and spoke over her shoulder.  “Like what you see?” 
 
    My cock stood at full mast, swelling with excitement.  He said: Hell, yes! 
 
    I echoed him.  “Hell, yes.” 
 
    She shimmied, sliding the body-stocking lower.  Bending away from me, she worked the stocking down her legs, to her ankles.  Straightening, she stepped out of the feet.  Selene turned and came into the shower in all her naked glory. 
 
    Knocking sounded from my bedroom door.  The Old Man hollered in.  “Hey, the kid and I are going to catch a movie.  See you in a couple hours.” 
 
    I yelled back.  “Fine!  Don’t hurry.” 
 
    Selene leaned in and nibbled my neck. 
 
    “The Old Man just happened to think of that?” I asked her. 
 
    Selene plucked my body wash off of a shelf and poured a handful into a palm.  I took the bottle and put it aside.  She grabbed her breasts, getting them thickly lathered.  “Turn around.  I’ll scrub your back.”    
 
    “You don’t have to tell me twice.”  I turned. 
 
    She pressed up to me, rubbing, reaching around me to soap my chest as I leaned against the shower wall, the spray dampening my hair. 
 
    A new voice came from the bedroom.  “Caine, what’s keeping you?” 
 
    Izumi?   
 
    I turned and wrapped my arms around Selene, but I knew there was no way I’d be able to restrain her if she went homicidal. 
 
    Izumi’s steps grew closer.  “Caine?  You’re in the shower?  Why don’t I join you?” 
 
    Really, everyone should just take a number.  Or do me all at once.  Now there’s a thought. 
 
    “Caine, I…”  Izumi came into the en suite and stopped dead, staring at Selene.  “You again!” 
 
    Selene shrugged me off and held out her arms in invitation.  “Izumi, love, come give us a kiss!” 
 
    Izumi stood there, stunned.  “W-what?”   
 
    Took the words out of my mouth.  What’s going on here? 
 
    “Oh.”  Selene pulled her hands back into the shower.  “That’s right, this is the early you.  For a moment, I forgot about the time shift.  We’re not friends yet.” 
 
    “Not even close.”  Izumi shifted her stare to me.  “Caine?” 
 
    I explained.  “This is the Selene from nine years into the future. Apparently, eventually, we’ll all be one big happy family.” 
 
    “Our kids play together,” Selene said. 
 
    Izumi said, “Our kids?  Colt and Colin.”  I could see she was still struggling with the reality of her kid already existing in another temporal locus. 
 
    Selene turned to me, sticking a finger under my nose.   “It’s all your fault he calls himself that.  I gave him a proper dragon name, but does he use it?  No!   You and your stupid Mustangs.  Other kids want a pony.  Or a unicorn.  He wants his own muscle car.” 
 
    I snapped at her finger, making like I was going to take a bite.   
 
    “Hey, behave.”  She jerked her finger back and turned toward Izumi again.  “Are you sure you don’t want to squeeze in?” 
 
    My cock said: Please do! 
 
    His voice was muffled because he was happily wedged in the crack of Selene’s perfect ass.  My hands crept around her, one around her waist, one groping a soapy tit.  Sure, Izumi was right there, all icy indignation, but a naked woman should never be wasted.  Fatherhood be damned.  I was done fighting it.   
 
    I said, “Izumi, get naked and in my bed.  We’ll be there in a few minutes.” 
 
    Izumi backed up.  “Not both of you.  I’m particular about who I sleep with.” 
 
    Selene cooed, “Oh honey, you’ll love it.  You always do.” 
 
    “In your dreams!”  Izumi stormed out in full retreat. 
 
    “No, don’t go!” Selene stepped out of the shower, dragging me along.  “I’ll be gentle.  Just this once.” 
 
    My dragon-born hearing picked up, Izumi’s flight through the bedroom and into the living room.  The hallway door slammed soon after. 
 
    My cock wailed.  My precious dream of two bitches at once.   It’s slipping away!    
 
    He wept. 
 
    No, that’s just precum.  My mistake.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    NINETEEN 
 
      
 
    “I’ve found if I wait long enough, answers 
 
    seek me out.  Not always good answers.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    It was early morning of the next day by the time Selene took a break from ravishing me.  We’d done without Izumi’s icy participation, but I had other company.   
 
    Darkness gathered, a hovering disk of shadow magic.  Chrys popped out and approached the bed.  “You still owe me.”  She held a handful of plastic sample containers.  “I’ve come to collect.” 
 
    I mock sighed.  “If you must.” 
 
    She crawled onto the bed, not at all dissuaded by Selene’s keen interest in the proceedings.  I leaned back, enjoying the warm sensation of Chrys’ mouth. 
 
    Selene said.  “Have you tried sticking a finger up his ass while doing that?” 
 
    Chrys pulled off of me, her voice bright and chipper.  “Fuck off, bitch.  I still haven’t forgiven you for dumping me in that dungeon.  And pissing gargoyles?  If it wasn’t for Izumi’s ice shield, they could have ruined my complexion.” 
 
    Selene smiled, dredging up a pretense of sympathy.  “I’m so sorry.  I don’t know what I was thinking.” 
 
    They seemed to be bonding.  At least no one died.  Chrys got what she wanted, licked me clean, and left the way she came, by shadow-portal.  She must have snitched on me because—hearing I was entertaining an insane goddess—Imari showed up, actually using the door to my suite.  She barged into the bedroom.  Her obsidian skin flickered with pale orange wisps of flame.  She wore a Kevlar vest, an armored thong, and carried a machine pistol.  A cursed demon sword was strapped to her back.  Somehow, the combat boots weren’t out of place. 
 
    My fire demon looked Selene over carefully.  “Caine, are you all right?  Do you need rescuing?” 
 
    My head was pillowed in Selene’s lap.  She fed me concord grapes pulled out thin air.  I grinned at Imari, my dedicated First Sword.  “I don’t expect to die from an excess of sex, though I can’t rule it out.”   
 
    Selene looked up at Imari.  “You can stay and watch, maybe learn a thing or two.  You can make sure I’m not too rough.” 
 
    Imari grunted at the suggestion.  “Thanks, but I’ll pass.” 
 
    I said, “Before you go, how about an update?” 
 
    She pointed the gun away from us and sat on the edge of the bed, taking care not to stare at my engorged manhood.  She said, “Extra troops are in the hotel, stationed outside your door.  You do know someone blew the card reader to bits, right?”   
 
    “Really?  Good thing you’re on the job.” 
 
    She nodded.  “I’m having it fixed.  Also, the Old Man is registered now.  He has your son from the future sleeping over with him.” 
 
    “He’s been such a help,” Selene said.  “I couldn’t ask for a better babysitter.” 
 
    “Really?”  I felt deep surprise.  “You mean he hasn’t dangled Colt over a balcony yet, or thrown him off a cliff under the pretense of training him?” 
 
    Selene smiled benignly.  “Not after I threatened to cut off his balls and throw them into a volcano.” 
 
    My cock winced in sympathy at the thought of surgical neutering. 
 
    Imari cleared her throat.  “Anyway, we’ve been contacted by a Mr. King who says you can have your bachelor party tonight.  He’s not closing the club, but he is offering the use of the balcony.  He doesn’t want more than fifty demons on the premise; something about his insurance liability.  And the blushing bride will be flying in tomorrow.  Apparently, the dragon emperor is still insisting on the political alliance.  Kinsey couldn’t talk him out of it.” 
 
    I’d expected all that, but it was good things were taking their proper course.  “What about that warehouse I sent you to check out?” 
 
    Imari played with the safety on her machine pistol, flicking it on and off.  “I took a couple local witches with me.  I’ve a coven on retainer now.  They say they have the magical scent of the Villager and the silver dragon, and are working on a charm that should let you home in on your enemies.” 
 
    I smiled at the thought of bloody carnage and dismemberment.  “Good.  A little payback is in order.” 
 
    Imari frowned at me, glaring.  “You are not going after them alone.  You will take a strong force of demon soldiers.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows.  “Or?” 
 
    Imari pointed at Selene.  “Or I’ll tell her, and she’ll beat your ass.” 
 
    Selene smiled at me.  “It would be for your own good, even if I enjoy it.  I can’t have my son’s father running off and getting killed.  I’m too young and beautiful to be a widow.  Red is my color, not black.” 
 
    I glared at her.  “Young?  We both know you date from ancient Atlantis, just like the Old Man.” 
 
    She glared back, literally, red light blazing from her eyes.  “Some secrets need to be kept, my love.” 
 
    “One last thing.”  Imari stood, facing me fully.  “The Old Man says you are to refrain from causing any more damage to the hotel.  He’s purchased it as an investment.  It’s easier to commander the rooms we need that way than to rent them.  Some prospective guests have been informed they no longer have reservations.” 
 
     “The Old Man has always had his own unique approach to Management.”  I ate another grape.   
 
    “Well,” Imari said, “that’s about it.  I take it you’re going to actually get some sleep soon?” 
 
    “Yeah, if Selene lets me.” 
 
    Imari backed toward the bedroom door.  “I’ll see you’re not disturbed,” her dark face split in a sudden smile, “more than you are.” 
 
    “A joke?  From you?”  I stared at my fire demon minion.  “You’re getting more and more human as you mellow.” 
 
    Her smile turned into a snarl, but I could tell her heart wasn’t in it.  “Human?  Don’t be insulting.”  She turned her back.  I watched ass strut away. 
 
    Selene said, “She doesn’t know it yet, but she’s going to turn into a real pussycat, once Izumi and I take her on a carpet-licking ride.” 
 
    “Can’t wait.” 
 
    “You’ll have to.  Working the kinks out of your harem is going to take years.  You tend to sleep with strong women.”   
 
    Strong slutty women. 
 
    She said, “Now, where were we?”  
 
    “About to get some sleep.  You’ve worn me out again, my sweet dragon fruit.” 
 
    “If that endearment is the best you can do, you are tired.  Go to sleep.  I’m going to check on our son.”   
 
    “Just a sec, about Colt; how long are you going to let him mess with the time stream?  He keeps mentioning the stability of the temporal multi-verse.” 
 
    She laughed.  “You used to scare him with that when he was six.  You’d tell him not to use his multi-verse powers or he’d blow up the universe and kill mommy and daddy.  It worked for a while, until he researched old sci-fi novels and found out that changes to time were already part of time and that time could only be altered if you didn’t go back and make the changes you were supposed to.  I think scaring you with the fragility of the multi-verse is his way of getting revenge for what you’re going to do.  I don’t blame him.  Because of your fathering, he went through a period where he wet the bed.  And he still sleeps with a nightlight.  He thinks I don’t know.  He thinks I don’t know a lot of things.  It keeps motherhood interesting.” 
 
    “Speaking of the imminent future, is there anything I need to know about this Villager situation?” 
 
     Crimson light flashed.  My head fell onto the bed as her lap vanished, along with the rest of her.  I rolled over and plumped a pillow under my head.  “I guess not.” 
 
    I dropped off to sleep and dreamed of universes imploding into endless darkness.   
 
    Sweet. 
 
      
 
    Daylight flashed in and out of the room.  When my sleep blurred eyes cracked open, I happened to be on my side, facing the swaying curtains to the balcony.  I saw a shadow breaking into my room.   
 
    Chrys?  No, she’d portal in, not climb the side of the building. 
 
    More of my brain woke up.  I closed my eyes and mentally processed the silhouette as I pulled a gun from my Malibu armory.  Only no gun came.   
 
    Yeah, that’s right.  No magical tat for that anymore.  Highly irritating. 
 
      I opened my eyes again.  A sleek, muscular woman in a skin-tight catsuit stood at the edge of my bed.  She held a slim dagger in one hand.  Her stance was relaxed.  Her eyes glowed pink; that reassured me. 
 
    “Hi, Vivian.” 
 
    “I need to have words with you.”  Vivian crawled onto the bed, pushed me on my back, and straddled me.   
 
    My cock wailed.  No, even I have limits. 
 
    “Caine, why were you at the nightclub?  Are you checking up on me for my grandfather?” 
 
    “My own business took me there,” I said. 
 
    My cock yelled.  No means no! 
 
    I ignored him. 
 
    Golden eyes opened in the back shadows of my mind.  My inner dragon lifted his head and absorbed the situation.  But we haven’t done her in a while.  We need to renew our claim. 
 
    My cock said.  But I hurt.  I’m worn out.  There have been too many women.  We need our rest. 
 
    My inner dragon said.  There can never be “too much” to own.  Suck it up. 
 
    They were leaving me out of the conversation.  That really felt weird.  I sent them a mental blast to settle them down.  Guys, in case you haven’t noticed, she’s not getting naked.  She isn’t offering herself up.  This is business! 
 
    I said, “Tell me what the hell you’re doing with Thaddeus King.” 
 
    Before she could answer, the bedroom door exploded inward.  Turning my head, I saw four of my demon soldiers, all heavily armed.  One of them dropped a raised leg to the floor, the guy who’d just kicked in the defenseless door; everybody loves playing Rambo.  They advanced on the bed, guns and swords pointed at Vivian.   
 
    She didn’t normally come around the Clan House, so I knew they didn’t know her.  She didn’t help things by baring her fangs and hissing like a Hollywood vampire.  As an ex-Slayer dhampyr, she could hold her own with them, but it wasn’t necessary. 
 
    I yelled, “Stand down, guys.  This is Vivian, one of my covert agents.” 
 
    The weapons lowered.  Their eyes did, too, checking out her ass and tits.  Who could blame them?  Her body stocking wasn’t much more than a second skin.  Sheer can be even hotter than naked sometimes.  I think they wished they were the ones being pinned down on the bed.  They gave me thumb-ups and tramped out of the room, pulling the door shut behind them. 
 
    I said, “Now, where were we?” 
 
    “Just tell me you’re not going to blow my cover, and I’m gone.” 
 
    Thank god! My cock said. 
 
    I said, “Your secrets are my secrets.” 
 
    She said, “I answered an ad.  Needed the money.” 
 
    “And you vetted your new client before taking the job, right?” 
 
    “Duh!”  She leaned back and flipped the dagger in her hand, absently catching it.  “Always got to make sure the client won’t burn you after a job.” 
 
    “And your client wants dirt on King?” I said. 
 
    “Yeah.  And King’s a vamp so I don’t mind setting him up.  I just wish I could still stake vamp-scum like when I was still a Slayer.” 
 
    I thought of Gloria.  “Not all vampires are evil.”   
 
    “Wouldn’t know it by me.  The one that knocked up my mom was an utter bastard.” 
 
    “Give me a few minutes.  Don’t go anywhere.”  I rolled her off me and went to the bathroom area.  I took another shower, this one quick, and put myself together with immaculate grooming, Axe deodorant, and a fresh Italian suit.  I found a pair of shoulder holsters that someone had left for me.  They went on under my coat.  I loaded my wallet into an inner pocket, put on my watch, and noticed my missing palladium card on the dresser.  I pocketed the card.   
 
    Thoughtful of Selene to restore it.  I don’t have to report it lost now.  I guess the holsters are from her, too.  They look like they’ll hold the Berettas.  
 
    Sitting on the edge of the bed, I slipped my shoes on.   
 
    Vivian sat up on the bed, her legs folded under her.  “You late for a date?”   
 
    “I’ve got to go kill a silver dragon soon.  You didn’t tell me who you’re working for.” 
 
    “Silver dragon?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Oh, damn!”   
 
    “What’s the problem?” 
 
    “I was hired by a silver dragon.  You don’t think…” 
 
    “Silver dragons are political entities, deeply emmeshed in Dragon Court affairs.  They don’t often come to the human world.  Slumming is beneath them.”  I turned on the bed and stared, giving her an innocuous smile.  “Does this silver dragon of yours have a name?” 
 
    She narrowed glowing pink eyes, as if that would help her see the truth at the bottom of the dark abyss I call my soul.  She said, “I forbid you to kill him…until I get paid for this job.” 
 
    I counter-offered.  “I’ll give you five thousand dollars and the opportunity to rob his corpse.” 
 
    She countered my counter-offer.  “If I help you kill him, I’ll want another ten thousand.” 
 
    “Get dressed,” I said.  “We have a dragon to kill.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY 
 
      
 
    “I am the abyss, and I’m staring back.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Outside the bedroom door, I picked up an escort; my four security guards invited themselves along.  The previous shift had changed, but these guys had been told about Vivian so they didn’t freak out seeing her.  Two of the demon guards were earth-magic users: one of them, Thorn, was covered with violet thorns and leaves.  The other, Quartz, had petrified skin that made him look like a quartz countertop in human form.  The other two demons were water and fire.  Misty had blue scales and trailed mist.  The other demon had black skin like Imari, but his flames were sulfur yellow.  He smelled a little sulfurous too.  Him I called Stinky. 
 
    I picked up the backpacks that had the ammo and weapons from the pawnshop.   I reloaded the Glock I’d purchased and stuck it in the back of my waistband, under my jacket.  I loaded the Beretta Storms and slid them into my shoulder holsters.  The Smith & Wesson .460 Magnum revolver—guaranteed to stop a charging rhino—I handed to Vivian.   
 
    “For me?” She took the massive handgun with both of her hands, reverent awe on her face.  She looked at me with red light deepening her usually pink eyes.  “I think I’m in love.”    
 
    Reaching slowly, I made like I was going to take it back.  “If you don’t want it…” 
 
    She swung away, out of my reach.    “No, no, mine!” 
 
    “Okay.  Here.”  I gave her ammo for it.  “Also, carry this for me.”  I pulled out the Kriss Vector Gen 2 machine pistol.  All the guards drooled over that, but they had their magic; Vivian didn’t even have a stake to stab with.  I nodded toward the backpacks with the extra ammo.  “Better fill the magazine.” 
 
    While we were getting ready, Imari came in, warming the room a little more with her demon body heat.  She looked curiously at Vivian—in her skin-tight body stocking—but asked no questions.  Imari was shadowed by a human girl barely out of her teens.  She had straight-cut bangs and brown hair draped down her back.  Her eyes were also brown, her lip-gloss bubblegum pink.  She’d tinted her eyelids a pale green that didn’t quite match the jade pendant she wore over a floral top.  She wore a blue-jean mini-skirt, and sandals hand-woven from hemp rope.   
 
    Imari said, “This is Solstice Truth, one of our witches on retainer.  Try not to get her killed.  We have to pay extra for that.” 
 
    Solstice gave her a scared stare. 
 
    Imari said, “I’m kidding.” 
 
    But she wasn’t.  The lie seemed to settle Solstice a little.  Witch or not, being human among demons had to be unnerving.  She probably had her coven on speed-dial in case of emergency. 
 
    I said, “Glad to have you with us.  Do you have the charm I need to find my silver dragon?” 
 
    “Mordechai DeSilver,” Vivian said.  “At least that’s the name he gave me.  It’s probably fake.” 
 
    I said, “DeSilver because he’s a silver dragon, but Mordechai might be real.  Dragon names are weird and winding like dragons themselves.” 
 
    “You ought to know,” Imari muttered.  She raised her voice to speak to everyone.  “I’ve got a couple vans waiting downstairs to take us all.” 
 
    The Old Man came in from the hallway, Colt a step behind.  Brushing past his Grandfather, Colt ran up.  “What’s going on?” 
 
    “We’re off to kill a dragon,” I said. 
 
    “I want to come, too!” Colt yelled.  “I’ve never killed, a dragon I mean.  Our dungeon isn’t big enough for that.” 
 
    “Hopefully, we’ll catch him in human form.  Easier to take him down that way,” I said. 
 
    Imari stared at Colt, then at me.  “A battlefield is dangerous.  Maybe the kid should wait here.” 
 
    Colt glared at her. 
 
    I said, “Hey, Old Man, why don’t you come along to keep an eye on Colt and Solstice, keep them safe while the rest of us do the heavy lifting.” 
 
    “Sure, sounds fun,” he boomed. 
 
    “But Caine, even so…”  Imari didn’t want to let it go. 
 
    “Look,” I said, “Colt’s back-up.  I know you see a nine-year old when you look at him, but he is my son.  And from his mom, he’s probably inherited enough power to take out everyone in this room.  If the mission goes to hell, I wouldn’t mind having someone around to save my ass.” 
 
    “Language,” the Old Man said.  “There’s a minor present.” 
 
    I lied, “I’ll try to work on that.” 
 
    We left the building, drawing puzzled stares along the way.  We didn’t bother hiding our weapons.  The demons looked like what they were, not bothering with disguises.  The Old Man threw out an explanation a couple times, “Filming a movie.” 
 
    A few people nodded in understanding.  One old woman said, “Great costumes.” 
 
    The vans were at the curb that serviced the hotel’s main entrance.  They were black as my heart, panel vans having only windows up front.  The Old Man got in behind the wheel to drive the first vehicle.  Colt took the passenger seat next to him.  Solstice and Imari got in with them, as well as the water-magic using demon.  The rest of the demon guards got into the second van with me.  Vivian had the driver’s seat.  I sat next to her as we headed off, following the lead van onto the Strip.  The mid-day sun was bright, the lunch hour traffic heavy.  I preferred night operations, but I didn’t want to wait.  These merc attacks had been pissing me off for a long time; payback had waited long enough.  I needed to maim, kill, overkill, and send a message with this hit: DON’T FUCK WITH ME.  Otherwise, more of my enemies would try their luck.   
 
    Nothing is so attractive and lethal as weakness. 
 
    We left the Strip, tearing southwest across the city, winding up at Diablo and Decatur where a long line of gray brick, industrial warehouses sat, surrounded by a massive apron of concrete, within view of a sound wall and a residential area.  This was good; few innocents to accidentally get incinerated, shot, or bludgeoned to death.  Since I had the Preternatural Unit keeping an eye on me, I had to care about that. 
 
     No cars were close.  No one loitered outside the warehouses.   We parked and bailed out, gathering in a knot around Solstice to watch her do her thing.  She’d guided the Old Man this far, and I was curious as to her technique.  She pulled out a miniature dreamcatcher that dangled on a leather thong.  A small compass had been tied to the center of the webbing, and a divination crystal on a copper strand of wire swung from the bottom rim, in between two pink-painted chicken feathers. 
 
    As far as magic went, I wasn’t impressed.  I looked at the Old Man.  He stared back.  We shrugged and looked back at the hippy witch-girl as she waved one hand at the charm, rolled her eyes to the back of her head, and muttered something that might have been Elvish from a Lord of the Rings movie.   
 
    Imari stood to my right.  I leaned over and whispered.  “How much are we paying for this?” 
 
    She whispered, “Shut up.  It will work.  We got this far, didn’t we?”   
 
   
  
 

 I stayed leaning into her, staring. 
 
    She pushed me away, setting fire to my coat sleeve.  I patted out the flames.  There was no damage, of course; all my suits were spell warded against fire, bullets, and other inconveniences. 
 
    I resumed watching Solstice.  Maybe she’d heard us; her face was red, her chanting louder.  A cool wind gusted up, fanning her hair.  The crystal swung toward a section of warehouse that had a loading bay with a rolling steel door drawn down and padlocked.  She pointed.  “There!” 
 
    “I hope so.”  I drew a Beretta Storm, holding it at my sides.  I wanted my other hand free in case I needed to summon my demon sword.  “If this turns out to be just a sweatshop full of illegals, I will feel a teeny bit embarrassed.  And then I’ll have to kill everyone inside so I don’t wind up in a video on YouTube.” 
 
    “I’m not wrong,” Solstice declared.  “The spirits say this is the place.” 
 
    “Let’s go see.”  Briskly, Imari strolled away, her body igniting to match her orange hair.   
 
    Vivian hurried to catch up.  She wore the machine pistol on a shoulder strap, the Magnum rhino-killer handgun clutched in both hands.  
 
    I glared at Colt.  “Stay with your grandfather unless it looks like I’ve miscalculated and I’m about to die.”    
 
    He smiled like a little angel.  “Sure.  Whatever you say.” 
 
    “I’ve got this,” the Old Man said.  “Go.” 
 
    Surrounded by my four demon guards, I went chasing after the girls, dragging Solstice along by one arm. 
 
    She stumbled along, squawking.  “Hey, I thought I was supposed to stay behind, too.  What’s the deal?” 
 
      I explained as we crossed the concrete apron.  “You can stay outside when we go in, but I need you to tell me if there are magical wards or a magical alarm system of some kind.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I can do that,” she said. 
 
    “What?  Your coven palmed off a second-rate witch on us?” 
 
    “I’m a witch apprentice.  And I’ve done all right so far.” 
 
    “Keep doing all right,” I suggested, “and you’ll avoid a shallow grave.” 
 
    Her eyes grew huge.  “You’re threatening me?” 
 
    “At least you’re not stupid.  I make stupid people suffer longer.” 
 
    That shut her up. 
 
    Our forces gathered, divided by the closed loading dock door.  Solstice, my demons guard, and I were on the side leading to a second, normal door with no windows in it.  I gave our hippie-witch a meaningful stare.  Shed swallowed and turned to face the gray brick wall.  She took the crystal off the dreamcatcher and pointed it at the wall.  The clear crystal didn’t glow, or wiggle, or anything.  I was disappointed.  She turned to me.  “It’s clear.  You can go in.” 
 
    It had better be, or I will hunt you down and kill you later. 
 
    I smiled and patted her shoulder in a friendly fashion.  “Okay, you’ve done your job.  We’ll take it from here.” 
 
    She scurried off with a falsetto shriek.  Surprisingly, my smile hadn’t calmed her at all. 
 
    I nudged Stinky.  “You and Imari, burn a hole in the steel door.” 
 
    Quartz, Thorn, and Misty skulked along with me to the normal door.  I tested the knob.  Locked.  I twisted harder.  It broke off in my hand.  Quartz kicked the door.  It exploded inward, flying off the hinges, a huge dent in the middle.   
 
    We ran in.  No sweatshop.  No illegals.  Just a damn big space made to seem small by a silver dragon no longer in human form.  His wings were folded.  His tail languidly waved as he popped a couple of dead steers into his toothy maw.  Dinner time.  His silver scales were glossed with yellow-orange light from the fire demon flames that had burned through the loading dock door.    
 
    DeSilver’s massive head swung our way.  He stared, swallowed his raw cows, and turned our way, an awful smile on his face. 
 
    He thinks we’re desert. 
 
    Channeling Xena, The Warrior Princess, Vivian let out a yodeling battle cry, leaping toward the dragon at vampire speed, the Smith and Wesson hand-cannon at full extension.  The revolver boomed five times, running empty.   
 
    The dragon’s head jerked back, riding the impacts, deflecting the rounds.  He let out a roar of rage. 
 
    We moved in, the fire demons throwing lances of fire ahead of them.  Misty kept pace, hiding in a mass of cloud.  Quartz was slower, strong, but not fast on his stone feet.  Thorn pointed an arm and projectile thorns shot off his hand, rattling off the dragon’s tough eyes.  Demon fire curled over his scales, but silvers were tough on defense; it would take prolonged exposure from demon fire to burn through. 
 
    Vivian dropped the empty revolver and sprayed 9mm slugs at the dragon with the machine pistol.  They didn’t do a lot either. 
 
    I holstered my Beretta and called my demon sword to me.  He popped into my hands, a black metal blade wreathed in a demonic red aura.  His hunger stabbed, a sensation I felt through our soul-link. 
 
    “Got a dragon soul for you,” I said. 
 
    Gimmee-gimmee-gimmee! 
 
     The dragon roared again, opening his mouth surprisingly wide.   
 
    I had a bad feeling.   
 
    Golden eyes opened in the back shadows of my mind, my inner dragon taking an interest.  He said: I know you don’t have much experience with silvers, but you should remember that they breathe— 
 
    I shielded my eyes with a forearm.  “Light!” 
 
    Solar wind, my inner dragon said.  
 
    A roiling silver jet of incandescent plasma spewed out of DeSilver’s mouth along with a beam of light that superheated the air.  From under my raised arm, I watched the light shaft cut into the concrete floor, melting a channel that swept our way, cracking the edges of the trench.  The dragon must have wagged his head, trying to get us all, because his vomit of light whipped side to side.   
 
    I leaped with my dragon-half strength, hoping to get above the dragon’s mouth.  I could only hope everyone else got themselves clear.  Flying high above the glare, I saw Vivian next to me.  She’d taken the high road as well, a crazy smile on her face.   
 
    She yelled.  “Fun, huh?” 
 
    I didn’t answer, trying to figure out where I was coming down.  We passed over the dragon’s head, arcing toward the extended neck.  We hit silver scales, bounced, and hit the neck again.  I skidded right.  Vivian skidded left, dropping from sight.  I hit the dragon’s left shoulder and stabbed at the same time.    
 
    The dragon squealed.  The light-stream cut off.  The beast whirled in place like a dog chasing its tail.  I didn’t let go of the sword, but the blade tore free of the shoulder. 
 
    My sword cursed.  Damn, I barely got a taste! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    “Okay, not the effect I was going 
 
    for, but at least someone’s dead.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
     Falling to the concrete, I rolled and came back to my feet, my demon sword dripping dragon blood at my feet.  The dragon’s tail caught Vivian and slammed her away.  She hit a far wall, bounced, and fell on her face, lying there with no attempt to get up. 
 
    I hoped she’d be all right.   
 
    That feeble flicker of compassion cost me; the tail continued at full speed.  A broadside sent me tumbling away as well.  It only hurt as much as being run over by a bus.  My sword fell from my hand, clattering as I skidded across the concrete, rolling to a stop. 
 
    Really getting old. 
 
    On my knees, I reached toward my sword. 
 
    Come. 
 
    It scraped a few inches, flying into the air, coming to my call—point first.  I rotated shoulders and hips so it missed my heart.  I grabbed the hilt in passing.   
 
    Nice try. 
 
    Can’t blame a starved sword for trying. 
 
    Yes, I can.  I’ll take care of you later.  I sent the sword into the ether, to return to my armory in Malibu.   
 
    Jumping to my feet, I returned my attention to the fight.  The fire demons and Misty held a defensive barrier, curved walls of magical flame and cloud that took damage while deflecting a fresh blast of solar-storm breath.   
 
    Slinking low, Thorn crept behind DeSilver.  Nature magic forced the concrete under the dragon’s stomach to buckle.  In an orgy of growth, demon vines burst up, winding around the dragon.  Selene could have done better, but she wasn’t here.  Her vines wouldn’t have snapped, but these did.  As the dragon struggled free, new growths grew in. 
 
    Quartz leaped in and grabbed the vines, climbing hand over hand.  I wasn’t sure what he thought he could do, but it was an added distraction to the dragon if nothing else. 
 
    I thought about the time I’d need to turn into my own dragon form and decided I’d be too vulnerable, too big a target, before the change finished.  And the delay might cost me some of my people.  What I needed was a new sword, one that wouldn’t try to kill me.   
 
    Inspiration hit.  I held out my hand, closing it around a bar of shadow.  The bar lengthened, acquiring a razor edge above my grip.  Adding to the shadow magic, I pulled raw golden magic out of me, pushing it around the shadow sword so that it had its own aura, just like my demon sword. Two magics, normally incompatible, were forced into alliance.  I didn’t believe anyone else could shape such a thing.   
 
    Now I only had to use it. 
 
    I ran toward the beast as it reared, beating massive wings.   
 
    Misty caught the wind with his magically stiffened clouds, slacking it enough so I kept my feet.   
 
    Imari picked up molten globs of concrete and flung them at the dragon’s eyes. 
 
    Somehow, Quartz made his climb to the dragon’s snout.  Positioning himself, he slammed a punch between the eyes, trying for a nerve center.  Merely startled, the dragon crossed his eyes to see the stone demon.  Beams blazed from those eyes, catching quartz, thrusting him away like a stone from a sling. 
 
    The dragon dropped to all fours.  His tail lashed in fury. 
 
    By then, I was underneath DeSilver’s body.  I stabbed upward, not for the heart, but just below where a navel would have been if he’d had one.  One thing I knew dragons and humans shared: chi, life force running through chakra channels.  This was the center nexus, the core of that force.  With my sword searing its way deep inside, one task remained.  I expanded my blade by a dozen feet, widening the wound, flushing shadow magic and raw golden-dragon magic into the nexus, consuming the energy there. 
 
    The dragon gave a horrific scream of pain, not rage.  It staggered away and collapsed on its side.  It took a few minutes of twitching for the beast to grow still, for the chest to relax, for lungs to give up on breathing, for death to still the creature’s mighty heart.   
 
    We gathered near the head to stare into his dead eyes.  They glowed.  The pale, washed out light dimmed and went out, the last part of the dragon to go. 
 
    No one said anything.  More than a few of us were trying to get our breathing back to normal.  Vivian limped over to join us, holding her arm across her chest as if it hurt.  It probably did.  If it were broken, she’d need to feed to heal.  I wasn’t going to volunteer my neck.   
 
    It’s not like there aren’t a lot of hookers in Las Vegas for her take advantage of. 
 
    That’s when I noticed the Old Man and Colt right beside me, just suddenly there.  Colt’s eyes were wide.  He stared at the dead dragon.  “Wow.  That was so awesome!” 
 
    I looked at the Old Man.  “Cloaking spell?” 
 
    He shrugged.  “Colt wanted to watch you fight.  I made sure he stayed far enough away not to be in danger.   
 
    “If he’d gotten even a light burn from the silver dragon’s light-storm, you would be answering to Selene for it.  Ever seen her dungeon where she does experimental magical reconstruction on unwilling test subjects?” 
 
    The Old Man frowned.  “Hmmm.  Perhaps I was incautious after all.” 
 
    Colt looked at me.  “What are you going to do to her body?” 
 
    “Her?” I asked. 
 
    The pronoun went around the group, spilling from lips.   
 
    “What do you mean, her?” I asked. 
 
    He pointed at the huge corpse.  “That’s a female dragon.  Mom home schools me.  I get top grades in bestiary.  Last week, in biology, mom even let me help her dissected a boojum.  You gotta be careful with those because they can come back to life just to annoy you.” 
 
    I looked back at the dragon I’d just killed.  “If that’s not DeSilver, who is it?  There aren’t many silvers running around Earth, eating cows.” 
 
    The Old Man shrugged.  “Not that it matters now, but she could have been a wife or mistress.” 
 
    Vivian caught my gaze.  Her eyes were hazed red from pain, not their usual pink.  “I still get my money, right?” 
 
    I started walking toward the loading dock.  And smiled in cold satisfaction.  This was still sending a message.  Not the one I’d intended, but it would do.   
 
    Vivian called after me, repeating her question.  “Caine, I get paid, right?” 
 
    “Sure, check’s in the mail.”  I imagined DeSilver’s face when he found his loved one dead, her soul burned out from the inside.  My smile widened.  If only there were some way to increase the impact from all this.  I stopped and turned, gesturing Colt to come closer. 
 
    He stared up into my face.  “What’s up?” 
 
    I placed a hand on his shoulder.  “I’m wondering if you can do me a couple favors.” 
 
    “It will—” 
 
    “Cost me, I know.  You said you wanted a red Mustang with yellow flames painted on it.” 
 
    Imari butted in.  “He’s not old enough to drive.  And his mom will have a cow.” 
 
    Colt shot her an angry glare that all but screamed: Shut the fuck up, this is man talk.  The kid’s glare softened as it came back to me.  His excitement returned.  “Who do I get to kill?” 
 
    I pulled him away from my nosey minions.  “First, all stray weapons go back to the vans, and I need all the forensic evidence of our presence here to vanish—a cleaning job.  I don’t want to trust this to Solstice True.” 
 
    He didn’t do anything I could see, but said, “Done.  What’s next?” 
 
    “Just a little delivery job.” 
 
    “Not interested.” 
 
    “It will piss off a lot of powerful people.” 
 
    “That sounds fun.” 
 
    “That hyper-temporal portal of yours, how big an object can it transport?” 
 
    “Well, there was that time at the family reunion when we ran out of hamburgers and hot dogs, and I pulled in that t-rex.  Mom gave me heck for that, but everyone said it was damn tasty.”  There wasn’t an ounce of repentance in his expression. 
 
    “Okay, do you think you can find the dragon world?” 
 
    “Piece of cake.  You took me there once.” 
 
    “I will?  Never mind.  We’ll take about my future self some other time.  Next question; do you think you can drop the body in the middle of the throne room, sort of a gift for your great-grandfather?”  
 
    “Well, yeah, as long as it’s in this temporal dimension.  Great-grandfather’s retired in my time.” 
 
    “Who’s on the dragon throne then?  Me?” 
 
    He leaned in and whispered.  “Sorry, I can’t endanger the temporal multi-verse.” 
 
    He doesn’t know I’m onto him about that.   
 
    I nodded sagely.  “Probably wise.” 
 
    He said, “I do this, I get the car, right?” 
 
    “You have my word of honor.” 
 
    He gave me a cold stare.  “I’m not falling for that again.  Swear to Mother.  A promise made to a goddess is binding; Mom says so.” 
 
    The kid’s known me a lot longer than I’ve known him.  It gives him an advantage.   
 
    I crossed my heart.  “Fine.  I swear...”  
 
    Something or other.   
 
    I didn’t mention what it was I swore to.  The kid needed to learn to deal with the ever twisty fey, among others.  This was good training for a son of mine. 
 
    A copper-red flare of light engulfed him and he was gone.  I looked over at the dragon.  Colt had gotten it too, except for about six feet of tail.   
 
    Oh, well, good enough. 
 
    We went out to the vans and stared into the distance.  The air was shredded by the approaching screams of fire trucks and police cars.  With all the pyrotechnics, some dumb-fuck had called in the disturbance.   
 
    People just don’t mind their own business anymore. 
 
    I yelled, “Load up.  We’re moving out!”   
 
    The demons moved swiftly with no fuss.  Limping swiftly, Vivian still held her arm against her chest.  The Old Man ran around to squeeze into his vehicle’s driver’s seat.  
 
    I yelled at him, “Take Viv to the hospital.  Tell them she fell down the stairs.”  
 
    “No,” she said.  “Take me to Noctem.  I’ll find a blood donor at King’s nightclub.” 
 
    “Fine.”  I grabbed Solstice Truth’s arm.  “You ride with me.”  
 
    “Why?” she asked.   
 
    “You’re still on the clock.  I’ve got another small job for you to do before you go home.” 
 
    I slid into the second van, slamming my door.  I started the engine, as Solstice took the seat next to me.  Once the van filled, we drove to the street and kept going, clearing the area fast enough to avoid entanglements, but not at a speed that looked suspicious.      
 
      Blocks away, heading back toward the Strip, Solstice looked at me.  “What else do you need?” 
 
    “First, we just killed the wrong silver dragon.  Your spirits of darkness were slightly off, Mum-Ra.” 
 
    “What!” 
 
    “Thundercats reference.  Classic literature.  I sighed.  “They don’t make them like that anymore.  You’d have done better if you’d had a Sword of Omens.” 
 
    She stared blankly at me as I drove. 
 
    I said, “Never mind.  The point is, there’s still a bad guy to find.” 
 
    “Both dragons had to have been using that place,” she said.  “The spirits weren’t wrong.  Our timing was just off to catch them both.”   
 
    “Both didn’t need to die, but I’m good with that.  Mistakes happen.” 
 
    She slumped in her seat.  “So, I’m not in trouble?” 
 
    “No.  We’re good.”  I braked at a red light.  “Just break out that charm again and find DeSilver for me.” 
 
    Quartz’s gravelly voice came from behind me.  “We going to kill another dragon?” 
 
    “Nah.”  I smiled to myself, a better idea fluttering around in my head.  “We’re going to let him think we killed his woman on purpose, punishment for his sins.” 
 
    Thorny spoke up from the back.  “He’ll be majorly pissed.  He’ll want blood.” 
 
    I nodded.  “And he’ll come after me for it.  But he’ll be unhinged, off balance.  And after I kill his ass, the disturbance will give me leverage with the hub administration.  I’m going to push for a ban of all silver dragons into our world.” 
 
    Not that many of them want to come here anyway.  The point’s to give the emperor another slap in the face in front of his people.  He’s got it coming after forcing this marriage on Cousin Kinsey and the Old Man.  Ban me from my mother’s world while you steal my throne?  Fuck you. 
 
    Time was, I’d simply rampage and kill—and kill some more—to settle my problems, but I had a clan, a kid, and a harem to protect.  And long-term goals to achieve.  It was past time to take a long view and start to shape the world I’d one day own.   
 
    Solstice retied the crystal to her dreamcatcher’s frame and dangled the charm in front of her face as she muttered incantations.  The crystal swung, the traffic light went green, and I sent the van rolling toward my magnificent destiny. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    “The best treasure is a secret 
 
    people don’t know you have.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    The scene outside Noctem was much the same as on my last visit: sandy brown brick, six-stories, double-window sets regularly spaced.  The same electric sign stuck out above the door.  And since it was not yet night, a CLOSED sign hung on the blood red, double doors.   
 
    One difference was the panel van in front, the one the Old Man had been driving.  The van was empty.  He’d beaten me back here.  He, Vivian, and Misty were likely inside.  I parked behind the van and got out.  Thorn, Quartz, and Stinky were with me.  Solstice joined us on the sidewalk.   
 
    I asked her, “DeSilver’s inside?  You’re sure?”  
 
    “He’s here.  I’m not wrong this time.” 
 
    Stinky said, “Maybe he’s here to make a move on King while he’s still in his coffin.” 
 
    I looked at the blood red doors.  They might be an ill omen.  “You might be right.  Solstice, you’ve done your job.  I’m not going to ask you to go in with us.” 
 
    “I’m not being paid enough to risk my neck,” she said.  “My coven doesn’t expect it.” 
 
    “You’d better make yourself scarce,” I advised.  “You’ve seen my work.” 
 
    She looked at the club and sighed.  “And I liked this place.”  She wandered off, pulling out a cell phone, probably calling for a ride. 
 
    Thorn watched her go.  His violet leaves rustled, movement not caused by the wind; there wasn’t any.  He said, “Witches are into nature.  Think she’d go out with me?” 
 
    “If you do something about the thorns,” I said.  They make holding hands difficult, to say nothing of doing the nasty.” 
 
    Thorn said, “You’ve got a point.”   
 
    Quartz started toward the club.  The rest of us followed, happy to let him take the lead.  Walking statues make good shields; bullets intended for me wouldn’t bother him.   
 
    He asked, “Should I just kick in the door?” 
 
    Thorn said, “My vine tips can pick the lock.” 
 
    Who says plants are stupid. 
 
    Thorn moved around Quartz at the door.  Tendrils of vine wiggled into the lock, then withdrew.  The boys went in.  I followed, lagging back, looking to see if DeSilver was in dragon form.  I wasn’t going to get caught by surprise this time.  If he were dragon, I’d let the others play for time and get my own change going right away. 
 
    Coming into the main space, I saw no silver dragon.  The stage was empty as well, no dancers practicing their moves.  Under the balcony, laughter echoed from the bar area.  A crowd was there.  The Old Man towered several feet above the others, his well-muscled blueness drawing the eyes.  Imari stood out, as well, her black skin a nice contrast to the orange flames of her hair, and those flickering along her arms.  She saw me, but didn’t wave, sending me a discrete nod instead. 
 
    And there was DeSilver, in human form, relaxed, as if he were holding court.  Vivian stood by him.  She was healed, not favoring her arm at all.  She’d fed.  I saw a bottle of blood on the bar, King’s private stock.   
 
    My demon guards and I headed that way.   DeSilver turned as we came up on him, the stare he fixed on me cold and calculating.  I knew from the lack of berserker fury that he didn’t know his significant other was no longer significant.  Or alive.   
 
    I stopped just out of arm’s reach, my demon security to either side.   
 
    He asked, “Got enough protection, half-breed?” 
 
    I killed your woman, you fuck, and you don’t even know she’s dead.  Maybe I’ll let you find out on your own. 
 
    I smiled in mockery.  “The last time we met, you ran for your life like a chicken-shit coward.  Or am I mistaken?” 
 
    Vivian came at me, not quite at full speed.  DeSilver held her back, like he was doing me a favor.   He told her.  “No.  I promised his brother to leave vengeance to him.” 
 
    I widened my taunting smile.  “Not dragon enough to do your own dirty work.  I understand.  A silver is still a silver, and a half-breed gold is still a gold.  Does the emperor usurping my throne know you’ve been sending mercenaries to kill a member of the royal family?” 
 
    DeSilver crossed his arms.  “Like he’d care.” 
 
    The Old Man held a half-full, twenty-two-ounce beer stein.  He used it to point at DeSilver.  “He will care.  You set a precedent.  If a silver dragon can kill one scion of royalty, they might choose to kill another.  Anyone can rationalize such a deed.  It’s why you’ve acted in secret, right?” 
 
    I nodded energetically, pointing at the Old Man.  “Good point.  How’s the beer?” 
 
    “Not bad.  German lager.  Imported.  I might buy the company.” 
 
    I looked back at DeSilver.  “So, what are you doing here?” 
 
    “Withdrawing an offer on this place.”  He looked at Vivian.  “And picking up something I left here.  After I speak to King’s business manager, I’m leaving this world with my pet.”  
 
    Vivian’s control is good.  If she weren’t undercover, she’d rip his tongue out for calling her that.  Girl’s got a temper. 
 
    “I’m right here, DeSilver.”  The newcomer wore a suit without a coat, showing a fancy vest and rolled up shirt sleeves.  He was a thin, small man, barely five-foot, with a baldhead and round glasses.  He and a large group of human thugs pushed into the midst of everybody.  “What’s going on here?” 
 
    I said, “DeSilver found out King’s on friendly terms with me, so he’s withdrawing his offer to your boss.” 
 
    “Mr. King extended courtesy in listening, but he wouldn’t sell the club.  He loves this place.”  The manager’s gaze took in Vivian next to DeSilver.  The manager said, “He’s going to want to have words with you when he arises for the night. You’re supposed to be on our side.” 
 
    She laughed.  “Don’t expect me to hang around.” 
 
    The manager smiled.  “Oh, but I do.”  He looked at one of the thugs with him.  “Take her.” 
 
    The whole group moved en mass toward her.  Being human thralls, and not vamps like King, they posed no serious threat to Vivian.  
 
    DeSilver grabbed her arm and pulled her away.  The two moved around me, generally toward the front door.  DeSilver’s dragon eyes were lightning bright, a solar glare that hid his face, a clear threat. 
 
    I moved to intercept the human muscle, my demons with me.  As long as Vivian was with him, I wanted DeSilver free—he might still lead me to his Villager accomplice.   
 
    I lifted a hand for attention and addressed King’s thugs.  “He’s a dragon.  Provoke him and he’ll change, and bring this whole place down.  I imagine that would make King very angry.” 
 
    They stopped. 
 
    The manager said, “You have a point.  We’ll deal with the girl when she’s in other company.” 
 
    I was happy none of my guys had asked stupid questions, breaking Vivian’s cover.  That would have stolen an advantage I could now exploit.  
 
    After watching DeSilver and Vivian leave together, I looked at the Old Man.  “Did you hear what DeSilver called his partner?” 
 
    The Old Man nodded, drained his mug, and looked at me again.  “He called the Villager your brother.” 
 
    I said, “What are the chances?  Maybe that was just a head game.” 
 
    The Old Man went to the bar and set the mug down.  “If your father could sire you, he could sire others, but I doubt it.  He has few virtues, but he was always faithful to your mother as far as I know.” 
 
    I joined him at the bar, leaning against it, between two of the high stools.  One of King’s security people stood behind the bar, playing bartender.  The regular staff didn’t seem to be here.  I told him, “Give me a bottle.  I don’t care what.  Surprise me.” 
 
    The manager came over and climbed up onto a stool.  I think he didn’t like staring up, having the Old Man looming so high over him.  He wiggled a finger, requesting a drink of his own, then looked at me.  “I take it you’d prefer we stayed out of your way on this one?” 
 
    “I would really appreciate it.  This is looking like family business now.” 
 
    He nodded.  “You’ll owe Mr. King a favor.” 
 
    “Within reason,” I said. 
 
    He nodded.  “Within reason.” 
 
    Drinks were poured.  Bourbon.  Good choice.  I picked up my shot glass and drained it.  “Hit me again.”  I looked past the manager to where the Old Man had seated himself.  “The Villagers wouldn’t need my father to clone his son.”  I remembered the samples of my sperm that Chrys had been so anxious to acquire.  They played with genetics as much as Selene did, though with different results.   
 
    The Old Man said, “You told me this Villager you’re hunting fought you almost to a stand-still, before you pulled out the win.” 
 
    My glass was refilled.  I picked it up.  “He’s stronger in shadow magic, though less inventive.  He knew enough to strip off my dragon tats—with DeSilver’s help—but he didn’t know enough about me.  Villager arrogance made him underestimate me.”  Another thought occurred.  “He kept his face and voice hidden through the whole fight.  Maybe, under that stupid mask of his, he wears a face that looks a lot like mine and he didn’t want me to know.” 
 
    “Could be,” the Old Man mused. 
 
    The manager finally finished his glass, having approached his drinking in multiple, cautious sips.   “You will keep Mr. King appraised as events unfold?” 
 
    There was a stir from those closest to the door.  I heard approaching footsteps echoing.  I smelled a werewolf in human form; the wolf is more diluted.  A commanding voice said, “Police.  Make a hole.”   
 
    I spun on my stool and watched the crowd part, revealing Det. Eberhard Winter of the Las Vegas Preternatural Unit.  Holding up his badge, he pushed past my demons and King’s thugs, coming up to the bar.  His dark blond hair looked burnished and his amber wolf eyes had a hint of glow. 
 
    “Need a drink?” I asked. 
 
    “With you in town, absolutely, but I’m on duty.” 
 
    The manger slipped off his stool to confront the cop.  “And you would be?” 
 
    “Woo-woo Squad,” I said.   
 
    The manager said, “All our permits are in order.” 
 
    “Nice to hear it.”  Winter put his badge away.  “My business is with Deathwalker here.” 
 
    I looked around, catching gazes.  If you guys could give us a little privacy…” 
 
    Everyone drifted off, my demons to one side, King’s manager and security the other way.  The Old Man stayed where he was, loudly slurping down another beer.   
 
    Winter noticed the Old Man.  “What’s that?” 
 
    “That is Lord Lauphram, former master of the L.A. demon clan, and the last Atlantean demon.”   
 
    Except for his renegade son whom I will one day track down and kill—when the Old Man isn’t looking. 
 
    Winter studied the Old Man, craning his neck to do so.  “Big.” 
 
    “And loveable.”  The Old Man flexed a twenty-two-inch bicep.  “I should have my own action figure.” 
 
    “Still working on that,” I lied. 
 
    Winter looked at me.  “Your Dad.” 
 
    “Yeah.”  The one who raised me anyway.  “What can I do for you?”  I turned my stool toward the bar where another drink waited.  I picked it up and threw it back, enjoying the smooth burn all the way down. 
 
    “I did tell you I was having you watched.”  Winter took the open stool the manger had abandoned, sitting between the Old Man and me.   
 
    I slanted him a stare.  “I’d have known without that; you did find me here after all.” 
 
    His hands were folded on the bar.  “My people followed you over to that warehouse.  You know, the one gutted by solar flares, with the giant, headless snake in it.” 
 
    “Dragon’s tail,” the Old Man said, “not a snake.” 
 
    Winter leaned into the bar and looked past me to the Old Man.  “Really?”  He shifted back and stared at me, lifting eyebrows. 
 
    “No,” I said.  “It’s not my tail.  I’m not a silver dragon.” 
 
    He nodded.  “You fought a silver dragon there.  Did you kill it?” 
 
    “Her.”  I spun the empty shot glass on the bar, watching it wobble.  “Are you wearing a wire?  I wouldn’t want to incriminate myself.”   
 
    “Las Vegas D.A.s don’t prosecute dragon slayers.  You have more to fear from PETSA.” 
 
      People for the Ethical Treatment of Supernatural Animals.  Yeah, they are a scary lot. 
 
    Winter’s said, “Take care of the damage, and we’ll call it good.” 
 
    The Old Man said, “No problem.” 
 
    “Is that it?” I asked. 
 
    “For now.”  Winter slid off his stool.  “By the way, the man and woman who left as I came in.  Are they someone I need to know about?” 
 
    I said, “The man is a silver dragon, someone I’ll have to kill, especially when he finds out I offed his girlfriend in that warehouse.  The lady with him is just some stray dhampyr, a gun for hire.” 
 
    Winter sighed from the depths of his soul.  “You are such high maintenance.  Is this how you do things back in L.A.?” 
 
    The Old Man rocked with laughter.  “Oh, yes.  You get used to it, after a while.  Boys will be boys.” 
 
    I glared at him.  “You’re not helping.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-THREE 
 
      
 
    “In order to own the world, you 
 
    have to act like you already do.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    A thoughtful look on his face, King’s business manager returned as Winter strolled away.  The manager said, “You have a contact in the Preternatural Unit.  You work fast.” 
 
    I decided to let him think what he wanted.  “I have pull everywhere.  In case you haven’t been told, besides being a hub lord, and demon lord, I am a lord among the fey, the true king of the dragon world—though in exile—and I’ve got an insane goddess who’s hormonal because she’s carrying my child.  Imagine the destruction I could heap on my enemies with her alone.”  I gave him a hard, dead stare.  “Tell King to leave Vivian alone.  She’s a double agent working for me.” 
 
    The Old Man spoke up.  “And I’m the one who sunk Atlantis.  Anyone messes with Caine, messes with me.” 
 
    Yeah, cause only you’re allowed to make my life hell. 
 
    I said, “Thanks for the support, Old Man.” 
 
    “No problem.” 
 
    The manager said, “Vivian?” 
 
    “Lois’ real name,” I said. 
 
    The manager inclined his head in assent.  “I will pass your message along.” 
 
    I cocked my head sideways, softening my stare to one of casual inquiry.  “I don’t believe I caught your name.” 
 
    “Emmett Gaines, at your service.” 
 
    “How are things coming on the party?” I shot the Old Man a look to clue him in that this was about him, and saw him sliding bodily over the bar.  He’d gotten tired of waiting for a bartender to come along and refill his beer mug.   
 
    Service is never good at a bar that’s technically closed. 
 
    Gaines said, “The arrangements have been made for tomorrow night.  Your people can start arriving after eight.  Just have them tell the doorman they’re with the Deathwalker party.” 
 
    Gaines turned and watched the Old Man drain his mug and pour another.  “Perhaps I should double the alcohol order.” 
 
    “At least,” I said.  “I’ll be there, too.  One more thing, while Vivian’s undercover, neither you nor King should say anything to make your people think Lois isn’t working for DeSilver.  A slip could endanger a well-placed asset.” 
 
    “Assets are important.  I will be cautious.  Mr. King will do as he pleases.  He always does.” 
 
    “Just tell him who sunk Atlantis,” the Old Man boomed.  “My people…my people…  Damn bastards had it coming.” 
 
    Really, I can’t take you anywhere.  How much beer have you had? 
 
    I formed a hand of shadow behind him and smacked the back of his ginormous blue head.   
 
    He froze, then turned to look at me.  “Wh’z that for?” 
 
    I smiled with delight.  “No cussing, remember?” 
 
    Gaines shook his head sadly.  “You people are demons?” 
 
    “They are,” I said.  “I’m an honorary demon.  But I get to boss them around.  Life is sweet.” 
 
    “For some of us.  I have to get back to work.”  Gaines walked away.  Passing his security men, he said, “Show them to the door before they drink us dry.” 
 
    There were a bunch of “Yes, sirs” and the thugs came our way.  I called to the Old Man.  “Time to go.” 
 
    “But I’m sobering up already.” 
 
    The head thug was one I’d met before.  He jerked a thumb toward the Old Man.  “Is he going to be able to find the front door?  He’s too big to carry.” 
 
    “We really gotta go?” I asked. 
 
    The thug shrugged.  “I just do what I’m told.” 
 
    “He sunk Atlantis, you know?  Storm magic.  Very powerful.” 
 
    The thug showed me desperate eyes.  “Please.” 
 
    I yelled at the Old Man.  “If you drink all the beer, there won’t be any for your party tomorrow night.” 
 
    He sighed.  “Fine.  We’ll hit a liquor store on the way back to the hotel.  I’m suddenly in the mood for cognac.”  Coordination intact, he moved with sureness and purpose, coming out from behind the bar.   
 
    The rest of us followed.  Outside the front door, the head thug stopped me.  “Deathwalker?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Did he really sink Atlantis?” 
 
    I nodded gravely.  “Yeah.  They asked him to pay his bar bill.”  Laughing on the inside, I strolled to my parked van.  I opened the door to the front passenger seat.  My demon guards were bunched around me.  I said, “One of you guys can drive.  I want to do some thinking.” 
 
    Still slightly drunk, the Old Man called to us from the other van, about to climb in.  “It will be hard for him.  He’s not used to it.” 
 
    Everyone’s a comedian. 
 
    I was tempted to draw one of my Berettas and wing him, but resisted the impulse.  I yelled, “Imari, don’t let him drive.  You’ll get pulled over.” 
 
    “On it.”  Her flaming hair died down to a mere shimmer of flame here and there, giving her a bald look.  The flames on the rest of her body went away.  I guess she didn’t want to burn up the van she’d be driving.  Stinky dampened himself as well.  They went off together.  Quartz, Thorn, and Misty got into my van with me.  Thorn took the wheel.  He sent the van rolling into the street, into traffic, and cast me a side look.  “Back to the hotel?”   
 
    “Yeah.”  My phone vibrated in my pocket.  I pulled it out and checked caller ID.  Cousin Kinsey.  I answered.  “Caine here.” 
 
    “I’m at the hotel, got in early.  Is Lauphram with you?  He’s not answering his phone.” 
 
    He might have accidently squeezed it too tight.  We lose a lot of phones that way.   
 
    “No, he’s not with me anymore, but he should be getting back to his suite in the next half hour or so.” 
 
    “Good.  We need to go shopping for the wedding rings.  If I have to do this, I’m going to do it with serious bling.” 
 
    “Fine, but I’ve got the Old Man tomorrow night for his bachelor party.   You should get ahold of Izumi, Imari, and any of the lady demons around the hotel, and have a night on the town for yourselves, fair being fair.” 
 
    “Not a bad idea.  A little drunken debauchery might be distracting.” 
 
    I grinned an evil grin.  “Talk to you later, Mom.” 
 
    Her voice emerged, hard and frosty.  “Don’t call me that.”  She killed the connection.  I put my phone away.  “If Kinsey is in, more of our people should be here as well.  Maybe my uncle as well.” 
 
    Quartz spoke from the back.  “Good.  We need more people to beef up security.  We’re covering too many suites right now, spreading ourselves thin.” 
 
    “You have a point.  Especially since I expect to hear from my dragon grandfather soon about the gift Colt left him.  I’ll probably get an earful from Kinsey about it too.”  I raised my voice, speaking to everyone in the van.  “Let’s try not to mention dead dragons when she’s around.” 
 
    Misty said, “We got your back.” 
 
    I nodded.  “Good to know.” 
 
    The drive back to the hotel went smoothly.  I spent the time thinking about my missing tats and how to compensate for that when I went to the Village to deal with my father’s people, and my brand-new brother.  It occurred to me that before I started running amok, I should find out more about them.  From comments Selene had made, it seemed the Villager’s shadow dimension might be the place that had spawned shadow magic, letting it bleed into other realities.  How my shadow magic worked here, and there, might be two different things.  I needed to sneak in and perform a few experiments. 
 
    Instead of the outside lot, Thorn drove us to the side of the hotel, down into the underground area.  We found a parking spot, got out, and walked to the elevators.  We piled in, and I pressed the button for our floor.  The car started with a small jolt.  I watched the lit numbers change.  We’d fallen into one of those comfortable silences where no one feels the need to talk, just to be talking. 
 
    I heard a muffled whump!  The elevator lurched to a stop between floors.  I pulled out a Beretta Storm, slid into a back corner, and stared up at the false ceiling, knowing there was a concealed service hatch up there for maintenance.  “Thorn, grow a wall to keep out anyone trying to drop in.  Quartz, pry the doors open.  Misty, call for backup.  Let our people know there’s trouble.” 
 
    The roof lights acquired a violet tint from Thorn’s leafy growths.  Quartz dug his fingers into the doors.  They screeched as he applied demonic super-strength.   
 
    Misty stared at me.  “Out of service.  Doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “Magic interference,” I said.  “This is another hit.” 
 
    Quartz spoke over his shoulder to me.  “Boss, I don’t think we’re in Vegas anymore.” 
 
    I growled.  “I swear, if I see munchkins or flying monkeys, I’m going to cap their asses.”   
 
    But it wasn’t Oz outside the widening doors.  I stared out past Quartz at an elaborate garden where fenced-off sections were further separated by white-gravel walkways.  Instead of mercs, there were three women in blue-topaz robes, with golden sashes and slippers.  Their hair, lips, and eye-shadow were metallic gold.  As were their eyes.  Their nails were an inch long, painted gold, more like talons really.   There was a dusting of gold powder on their cheeks.  They smelled of dragon.  They were dragons.  And they didn’t look happy. 
 
    The one in the middle had her arms crossed under ample cleavage.   The other two held staffs crowned with forked prongs.  The hollow base of the prongs held yellow topaz jewels that smelled of lightning.   
 
    Magical weapons.  The Imperial guard.  They’ve either been dispatched to kill me, or members of the royal family are nearby.  Maybe both. 
 
    I pulled Quartz back, taking his place in the elevator doorway.   
 
    The woman in the middle said, “Caine Deathwalker, your presence is required.  Come.” 
 
    I didn’t move.  “How ill-mannered.  You have forgotten to kneel in the presence of your true king.” 
 
    The girls on the ends lowered the tips of their staffs.  Forward of the jewels, golden jags danced between prongs, a crackling threat.  The one in the middle repeated her command.  “Come.” 
 
    “You’ve been ordered to kill one of royal blood?” I asked.  “I don’t see an order of execution in anyone’s hands.” 
 
    The girls on the ends looked at the one in the middle for permission to kill.   
 
    She shook her head, no.   
 
    The weapons were raised.   
 
    The team leader said, “The emperor commands that you attend him.” 
 
    I frowned.  “That’s odd.  I don’t remember giving myself such an order.” 
 
    The girls were all turning red in the face.  They’d be stamping their feet in rage next.  The middle girl said, “You have been transported to the dragon world.   If you intend to leave again, you will eventually have to come out of that box.” 
 
    I said, “If the Usurper wants to talk to me, he knows where to find me.” 
 
    Their leader offered me a rather attractive smile with a hint of cruelty to it.  “You are required, alive and in one piece, for now.  Nothing was said about your companions.  If you wish them to live, stop playing these stupid games, now.” 
 
    The prongs were lowered again and set to crackling with current. 
 
    “Misty, white out.” 
 
    He grunted.  And the air inside the elevator got very wet and silver.  Compressed clouds exploded out the doors, obscuring the Imperial guards and their weapons.  In that moment, I ducked low, went out, and cut hard to the side, running for it.  Lightning flashed in the clouds.  The middle girl yelled for her subordinates to hold their fire.  From the sound of footfalls behind me, I knew my demon guards were close behind. 
 
    We broke out of the cloud-cover and I saw a low fence, hopping it in time so I didn’t trip.   This put me off a white-gravel path, onto a bed of red grass and teal-hued fronds that had a prehistoric look to them.  I crashed through the fronds, splashed through a pond with sage-colored lilies, and leaped over another low fence.  This put me back on a white-gravel path.  
 
    We ran along the path, changed direction at the next intersection, and continued to haul ass.  The constantly changing environs made me think this was some kind of botanical exhibit.  The sky was blocked-off by a grid-work dome of iron hexagons, each one filled in with white crystal flakes.  My dragon speed let me easily pull ahead.  I paused, letting my demon guards catch up. 
 
    “This place is cool,” Thorn huffed. 
 
    “Planning to stay?” I asked. 
 
    “No.  Which way?”  Thorn asked. 
 
    Misty and Quartz looked at me, awaiting a command decision.  Since we didn’t know where on the dragon world we were, it didn’t really matter.  I pointed at random.  “That way.”  I saw tall trees in the near distance.  We could climb them and drop down on pursuers.  This was serious, but there was no reason we couldn’t have fun while evading capture. 
 
    We reached a larger section bristling with mauve spruce, and stands of aspen that could have come from Colorado.  We slunk deeper into the stand, coming to an oval pond with a gilded moon-bridge stretching cross its narrower sides.  At the highpoint of the bridge, a man stood alone in a golden cloak, the hood thrown back.  It was like looking at a middle-aged version of myself, one not so ruggedly handsome, but a little taller.  My grandfather. 
 
    Kur.  Fitting name for the dog that’s stolen my throne. 
 
    One of his hands rested on a bridge railing.  He wore the imperial ring: a gold band with a dragonhead on it.  The eyes were rubies.  A sword was clenched in its teeth; to wield power, or to break it.  He was as old as the ring, around a hundred thousand years old.  Only the most ruthless dragons live so long.  It was a record I intended to shatter.  Which meant he really needed to die so the clock would stop on my goal.  You can’t live longer than someone older who won’t die. 
 
    Kur said, “It’s about time you got here.  You’ve kept me waiting long enough.” 
 
    I grinned at my grandfather.  “Aren’t you dead yet?  Just how long do you intend to live?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
    “When speaking to old people, it’s  
 
    best to yell slowly and to lie often.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    I shot my guys a fast stare.  “Stay here.  This is family business.  Keep an eye out for the guards.” 
 
    Quartz nodded toward my grandfather.  “Isn’t he dangerous?” 
 
    “Sure, but he won’t kill even a half-breed if there’s royal blood involved.  It would set a precedent he doesn’t want his people thinking about.”  I stepped onto the bridge, moving forward in a relaxed manner.   
 
    The mind-games were already starting; Kur occupied the highest point around so I’d have to look up at him.  He thought it gave him a psychological advantage.  It didn’t.  I’ve had to look up at most people all my life, being height challenged.  A sense of inferiority was a weakness I’d never allowed myself.  I’d been raised by the Old Man, for damnation’s sake—an eight-foot friggin’ giant. 
 
    As I neared the top of the bridge, I put my Beretta away, set a hand on the opposite railing, and vaulted up, sitting so I could look down on him.  My head, higher than his, breached protocol.  I felt very good about that.   
 
    He said, “Still disrespectful, I see.” 
 
    There’s no way I’m acknowledging you as Emperor.  That’s my job.   
 
    I said, “My mom ruled until running off with my dad.  That right is now mine, no matter what your precious Dragon Counsel decided.  You’re only a regent putting on airs.”   
 
    “So, what?  You’re going to start calling yourself the ‘Dragon King in Exile?’” 
 
    “It’s the truth.” 
 
    He sighed.  “I’ll not argue your grievances, not here.” 
 
    “What’s so special about this place?” 
 
    “I commissioned building this place the day my daughter, your mother, was born.  As a young child, we often walked these paths.  This place holds good memories for me.” 
 
    I looked around, trying to envision a little girl laughing, running across the bridge.  “No one uses it now?”  The place was empty, but could accommodate hundreds at a time. 
 
    “When your mother left the dragon world, I closed this place.  Running the whole world, I no longer had room for sentiment.  Or so I thought.” 
 
    “Getting soft in the head in your old age?” Or perhaps that’s just what you want me to believe. 
 
    “Softer hearted perhaps.”  He hopped up on the other railing, a seat that let him look down on me again. 
 
    Always games to play. 
 
    I stood, balancing on the railing, staring down at him.  I grinned a challenge. 
 
    He said, “So, if I stand up too, are you going to climb a tree next?” 
 
    I pulled on my shadow magic, willing a footstool of darkness to appear on the railing, under my feet.  It materialized top down, lifting me higher.  The stool balanced on cross rungs between the legs.   
 
    I said, “Oh, I don’t think that will be necessary.” 
 
    He studied the stool.  “You’ve been learning new tricks.  Getting ready to take on the Villagers?” 
 
    “It’s necessary.  They’re showing an unhealthy interest in me, and might get in my way when I conquer this world since they’ve formed alliances with dragons in the Imperial Court.” 
 
    He stopped breathing a moment.  His eyes flared slightly before he controlled his surprise. 
 
    I said, “What?  You didn’t think I had a reason to dump that silver in the Throne Room and bloody up the floor?” 
 
    “I’d have to be insane to understand you.  You’re a sociopath.”    
 
    “That’s just an unfounded rumor started by people I haven’t managed to kill yet.” 
 
    “You’re saying the Silver Clan is working with the Villagers to assassinate you?” 
 
    “Yep.  Both groups want my genetic code obliterated.  The Silver Clan can’t come at me directly because I do have some royal blood, and you have forbidden any dragon to take my life.” 
 
    “Even though you are half-breed scum, you are my daughter’s child.” 
 
    “She’d be so touched to hear you say that.” 
 
    His gaze sharpened, striking like a sword.  “Do you happen to know where she is?  My agents have scoured Earth, Fairy, and hundreds of hell-dimensions, and still—she eludes me.” 
 
    “You’re not the only one she’s hiding from.  I haven’t seen squat since she dumped me off on Lauphram.” 
 
    Kur nodded.  “She should have just killed you and kept the throne.  That would have made the Villagers happy, too.”  
 
    “Whatever.  All I know is; if I see my parents again, he’s getting a fist to the face and she’s going to get bitch-slapped a little.  It’s the least justice demands.” 
 
    “You mean vengeance.” 
 
    “Sometimes, it’s the same thing.” I dissolved the stool under me.  My feet returned to the railing.  I jumped down onto the bridge.  “Are we done here?  I have plots to weave and people to stomp.” 
 
    He reached into his cloak. 
 
    Carefully, I watched his hand emerge with a scroll of parchment tied with gold ribbon, sealed with a blob of red wax.  The wax bore the imprint of the Imperial Seal.  He held the scroll out to me.  “Take it.” 
 
    I did.  “Your letter of resignation?” 
 
    “A commission as a royal executioner.  It gives you permission to kill anyone acting against my decrees.  It also lifts the ban on you being on the dragon homeworld.” 
 
     “So, you’re giving me permission to kill your enemies.”  I laughed.  “I always wanted a license to kill.  I’ve already got fast cars and fast women.”  I stared at him, a sudden thought occurring to me. 
 
    He must have read it in my face.  “No, it doesn’t let you kill me with impunity.” 
 
    “Hey!  You had this ready.  You weren’t surprised to know the Silver Clan’s been busy behind the throne.” 
 
    He widened his eyes dramatically.  “I know everything.  How do you think I’ve lived so long?  Nothing has surprised me since your mother left home, at least not until I met the boy who dropped off the dead dragon.  I could see the child my daughter used to be in his face.  You have a son.” 
 
    “You have a great-grandson.  His name is Colt.” 
 
    “A delightful child.  He gave me what you call on Earth a one-finger salute.” 
 
    He flipped off the dragon emperor in his own throne room.  I wish I could have seen that. 
 
     Kur said, “The next time you come, bring the boy here, let him look around.  Some traditions should be passed on.” 
 
    “Just not the throne?” 
 
    “Believe it or not, the main reason I have always opposed you is your lack of compassion and sympathy for others.  Absolute power needs some virtue to temper it.  Now that you and your Red Lady have a child to protect, and a legacy to leave behind for that child, I can rest easier.” 
 
    “In time, I will be strong enough to take what’s mine.”  I stared at the royal ring on his finger.  “You’re not quite as strong as a god.  You won’t risk the final chance to be one; to embrace death in the hope you can force open the door to divine immortality.  Selene took that chance, resurrecting as what she is: Goddess of the Red Moon.  She surpasses you.  Our son is born a demi-god.  When I’m done training him, he will surpass you as well.  Your time on my throne is numbered.  That’s what his one-finger salute was all about.” 
 
    Kur shrugged.  “You still have to survive millions of Villagers gifted with shadow magic.” 
 
    I shrugged in turn.  “One step at a time.” 
 
    “He called out, “Myrrh!” 
 
    Steps approached on the bridge, from the opposite end secured by my demons.  I watched the three imperial soldiers from before.  They’d been waiting in the trees until summoned.  From the anger on their faces, they’d heard quite a lot of our discussion.  They came to a stop several feet away.  The commander in the center looked to her emperor.   
 
    “Please tell me I can kill him now.” 
 
    He sighed in sympathy.  “I understand how you feel, but the answer is no.  That’s the one thing that would cause my daughter to return and claim her throne.  Her first act would be to execute me.  She’s pure-blood so no one would stop her.”   
 
    I said, “So, she’s the one you fear.” 
 
    Kur stared at me.  “You may think yourself abandoned, but she loves you.  Have you ever thought that the place she hides in is so dangerous, it protects her, but might kill a child who’s only half a dragon?  Sometimes, we give children away to save them, not because we don’t love them.” 
 
    “Then why haven’t I seen her in all these years, even if it’s a quick visit in the dead of night?” 
 
    “She will have known my people were always watching, waiting for exactly that opportunity to regain what we’ve lost.” 
 
    The scroll crumpled in my fist.  “Something else I can blame on you.” 
 
    “Heavy is the head that wears the crown.”  He gave me a taunting smile, much like the one I always use.  Kur slid off the railing, landing on the bridge.  He waved at his guards.  “See that this person and his demons find their way to a portal.  I am done with them.” 
 
    The girls advanced on me, backing me away from Kur.  He walked toward the other end of the bridge.  Leaving without looking back is one thing dragons have in common with alley cats.  I followed his example, turning toward my guys.   
 
    As I stepped off the bridge, the demons cut behind me, blocking the girls.  I stopped and spoke over my shoulder.  “We’ll find our own way out—eventually.”  My mother had walked these paths.  A deep-seated, stupid part of me also wanted to walk them.  For a while. 
 
    “We have our orders,” Myrrh said. 
 
    “You may follow.  From a distance.”  I walked, not heading anywhere special, not yet.  I would let the beauty of this place speak to my soul.  Then I would go out and seek a different kind of beauty.  The beauty of death; that would be my gift to those who didn’t know enough to get out of my way. 
 
    I remembered the detail work on the imperial ring: the dragonhead and sword, the ruby eyes...  That’s going to look good on my hand one day. 
 
    Around the next turn, I found Colt waiting.  He stared up at me.  There were tears in his eyes.  “You never had a mother.” 
 
    “Not for long, no.”  Apparently, no one had shared my past with him.  This was coming as a shocking revelation. 
 
    He threw his arms around my waist, hugging me, offering comfort.  I let him, knowing he needed to bond to be emotionally healthy.  Not a sociopath like his old man, a man who could never really care for others.  I held his head against me and patted his back.   
 
    I said, “It’s all right.  It’s not like I know what I’ve missed.” 
 
    That didn’t seem to reassure him; he cried harder. 
 
    “Hey,” I said.  “This place is kind of cool.  Let’s look around a bit.  Then we can go get you that Mustang I promised.  Hobby Lobby should have model car kits.” 
 
    He jerked back like I’d kicked him.  “A Model?  I want a real car.” 
 
    “I promised you a Mustang.  I didn’t promise you it would be real.” 
 
    He glowered, his red-copper eyes bright as stars.  “I’m going to tell Mom on you!” 
 
    “Do you think she’s going to let a nine-year old drive a real car?” 
 
    His eyebrows crushed together as he thought about it.  “Well…” 
 
    I said, “You can push it across a table, going ‘Vroom, vroom.’”  Same difference.” 
 
    Thorn snickered. 
 
    Colt crossed his arms in front of his shallow chest, frowning in fury.  “I even hugged you.” 
 
    I sighed.  “I know, but no good deed must ever go unpunished; it’s the demon way.” 
 
    He screamed.  “I hate you!” 
 
    I nodded.  “Yeah, but at least I’m in your life.  That’s got to count for something.”  I grabbed his shoulder and pulled him along the path, looking for something that might brighten his mood—loving father that I am.  “Another way to look at it is that your disappointment is all your fault.” 
 
    “For trusting you,” he said. 
 
    “For not listening,” I said. 
 
    We stopped by a swamp exhibit where carnivorous plants were snapping giant butterflies out of the air and chewing them up.  The butterflies were a pretty blend of lilac and indigo.  The hungry plants were a bright, acid green. 
 
    “The butterflies smell the perfume and go in to feed.  They’re not watching out for danger.  They suffer the fate of the unwary.  In this universe, you can be the butterfly or the chomping plant.  Your choice.” 
 
    “I don’t want to be a butterfly,” Colt said, “even if they are tasty.” 
 
    “Your Auntie Izumi is a fey princess.  The fey never lie, but they don’t always tell the truth.  To survive among them, you have to listen for what is said, how it’s said, and for what is not being said.  Your survival might one day depend on what I’m teaching you.” 
 
    “So, you’re not just being cheap?” 
 
    “That too.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
    “At least once, everyone should visit an 
 
    abyss, the dark nothing that screams for life.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Wearing cargo pants, steel-toe boots, and a heavy wool shirt, I stared into the distant sky where purple-white light speared upward into darkness: the light pollution of a nearby Villager metropolis.  I’d purposely had Chrys bring us to a place in the shadow-dimension where we could loiter without interference.   She’d been able to bring me into her world without accessing the Las Vegas portal. 
 
    I sat on a flat boulder in an obsidian hell-zone of fractured spires and slaggy blobs of glass.  The ground looked like flint washed with dirty oil.  There were no birdcalls, no flutter of wings, no insect sounds, or scurrying animals.  The air felt as dead as everything else—but not because death had passed through here.  This was the emptiness of an aching promise, a place waiting for life to one day happen.  This was a world where people needed magic for everything. 
 
    The sterility made the presence of Chrys and myself feel unnatural.   She stood off to the side in Villager gear, a kind of black-enameled chainmail hung with glossy black-plastic patches of armor.  Bands of pink leather on one thigh, pinned a large knife sheath in place.  The hilt was blackened steel, secured with a snap-strap.  Other pink bands on her left forearm held a computing device with a keypad and a glowing green lens display.  It was one of the few sources of light around since the sky lacked moons or stars.  I’d brought light of my own: chem-sticks in my cargo pants pocket, and two of my Will-of-the-Wisps floated near me, teal green and yellow balls adding their illumination.   
 
    Zag said: I don’t like this place. 
 
    Chrys asked, “What’s that voice?” 
 
    I pointed at the yellow ball of light.  “Zag.  The other one is Zig.  They’re will-of-the-wisps from Fairy, sworn to my service.  I guess they’re letting you hear them now.” 
 
    “Really?”  She took slow steps toward Zag.  He bobbed in place, but didn’t avoid her.  She turned her wrist toward him.  The air between her green device and the yellow wisp turned blue, a blend of the two colors.   
 
    “Scanning for lifeforms like a good Trekkie?” I asked. 
 
    “Trekkie?” 
 
    “Never mind.” 
 
    “I’m picking up a magical energy signature, not much else.  Do they have internal organs, or are they beings of pure intelligence?” 
 
    “Beings of the highest intelligence,” Zag said. 
 
    “Higher than high!” Zig added. 
 
    “They lie a lot,” I said. 
 
    She left Zag and clomped over to me in her oversized boots.  “So, is this the kind of place you’re looking for?  Quiet, off the grid, where no one will hunt you down and kill you?” 
 
    “It will do.”   
 
    I slid my backpack off, leaving it on the boulder as I stood.  Inside, I had bottles of water, Jack Daniels, a compass that turned out not to work here, Asian rice-cracker trail mix, colored chalk sticks, and a couple fey grimoires for reference that I’d borrowed from Izumi once when she wasn’t looking.  I unpacked, laying everything out.   
 
    Chrys pawed everything, making an anthological study out of my possessions.  Opening a spell books, she stared.  “I can’t read this.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised.  Besides being in Elvish, there’s a dyslexia spell on the characters so they look scrambled.  You have to recite the book’s master key to see through the distortion.” 
 
    “How do you recite something you can’t read?” 
 
    “The fey are serious about keeping magical secrets.  The key is usually handed down verbally to someone when the book is given as a gift, and usually, the new recipient will use the key once and then change it to something new no one else knows it.” 
 
    She leaned over the book, bringing her wrist device close so its green light swept the first page. 
 
    Girl’s a dedicated researcher.  When does she find time to manage her father’s financials? 
 
    I picked up a stick of yellow chalk as thick as my thumb.   
 
    Colt plucked it from my hand. 
 
    I stared at him.  “What are you doing here?” 
 
    He wrote on the boulder: COLT WUZ HERE.  “Leaving graffiti.  It’s who I am; it’s what I do.” 
 
    “Gimme that.”  I snatched the chalk back.   
 
    Chrys scanned the chalk writing, then Colt.   
 
    Her scanner caused his eyes to widen.  He said, “Cool.  I want one.”  And instantly, a copy of her device faded onto his forearm.  Where her display glowed green, his glowed red-copper, just like his eyes.  Drawn by the new light, the two Will-of-the-Wisps drifted over to him.   
 
    “I’ve seen these in Fairy,” he said.  “Auntie Izumi’s got bunches of them.” 
 
    I picked up the open book and walked away to a flat stretch of ground.  Despite the wet-oil look, the ground was dry.  “You guys stay back,” I said.  “Once I draw these lines, do not cross them.”   
 
    “Sure,” Colt said. 
 
    “Whatever,” Chrys added. 
 
    I muttered the key spell to read the book.  Consulting the index, I located the page number I needed.  I turned there and studied the summoning circle.  The spell wasn’t much different from those witches use to summon demons.   Such spells don’t really work, but I thought I could modify it to match my purpose.  The most important element was the surrounding ring that enclosed the circle.  The ring was a separate spell for creating a protective barrier.   
 
    My kingdom in Fairy had a crystal Tie that bonded me to my land, a magical awareness.  I hoped to summon the Villager’s equivalent of this dimension.  Anything could come.  Whatever answered might be very dangerous.  
 
    “Do I really want to know what you’re doing?” Chrys asked. 
 
    Colt grinned at her.  “Trust me.  This is going to be so cool!” 
 
    She said, “I hope so.  I’m missing a manicure appointment.” 
 
    I said, “If you need to run along, don’t let me hold you up.” 
 
    From the green glow that glazed the rock around me, I knew she’d turned her wrist device on me.   
 
    “Making a record for posterity?” I asked. 
 
    She said, “It’s the least I can do.  After all, these could be your last moments alive.  You apparently think you can master a force that took all my people to bind to our will.” 
 
    There it is, finally emerging, the arrogance of the Villager.  Nobody can do anything better than they can. 
 
    “I appreciate your confidence in me.  Now go play in heavy traffic.”  I worked with great concentration, drawing the lines of my spell using the yellow chalk, then, switching to the blue and red as Zig and Zag hovered over the pattern.  Their light helped, not so much their comments to each other. 
 
    What’s he doing? Zig asked. 
 
    Digging a grave? Zag answered. 
 
    With chalk? 
 
    With chalk. 
 
    Couldn’t find a shovel? 
 
    Grand’s too hard for a shovel. 
 
    Ground sucks. 
 
    Ground does suck. 
 
    I muttered, “Put a cork in it ass-wipes.” 
 
    Corking, Zig said. 
 
    Double corked, Zag confirmed. 
 
    I finished the summoning circle and went to the green chalk for the containment part of the pattern.   
 
    “This is boring,” Colt said. 
 
    Very boring, Zag said. 
 
    I’m weeping, I’m weeping! Zig said. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Chrys said.  “Don’t worry about me.” 
 
    There was a slight slur to her voice that caught my attention.  I stood, stretched my back, and turned back to her.  She sat on the boulder next to my backpack.  She held my bottle of Jack Daniels.  It was open.  She’d been drinking.  Heavily. 
 
    I walked over and loomed over her in my most menacing fashion, but smiled with gentleness, using a mild voice.  “Enjoying my whiskey?” 
 
    Chrys slurred.  “Great ssstuff.” 
 
    “Get drunk if you want, but don’t expect me to carry you home if you can’t walk.”   
 
    Letting her portal me back to Earth is inadvisable.  Good thing Colt popped in. 
 
    Colt stood.  “I’m going to go play with my not-real Mustang.” 
 
    “Hold on,” I said. 
 
    He vanished in a blur of red-copper light.   
 
    Too late.   
 
    I sighed.  And snatched the bottle away from Chrys.  “That’s enough for you.  You need to sober up.  Someone could trip over us at any time and we’d need to bail.” 
 
    She reached for the bottle in my hands.  “That’s mine!  I found it first.” 
 
    I held the bottle out of reach.  “You can get as drunk as you want—when my ass isn’t on the line.  Get yourself together.” 
 
    She struggled to put together a cross expression on her face.  “Don’t make me hurt you.” 
 
    I paused.  And gave her back the bottle.  She had the power—and loss of judgment—to shatter every bone in my body.  “Fine.  Finish what you started, pass out, and get fucked in the ass in your sleep.  We’ll call it a win-win situation.” 
 
    She took a heavy drag off the bottle, then clutched it to her plastic breastplate.  “Hah!  I made this outfit out of shadow.  No zippers.  It comes off when I say it comes off.”   
 
    Keep telling yourself that. 
 
    I went back to my containment spell, hunkering down to add the protective symbols, but I thought about what Chrys had said.  She’d solidified shadow for clothing and she didn’t seem to need to keep feeding energy into the outfit to stabilize it, yet my Villager brother—old Freak Face—had been weakened by direct manipulation of shadow magic.  “Why the difference?” 
 
    Don’t know, Zig said. 
 
    Don’t care, Zag added. 
 
    My inner dragon stirred in the back shadows of my mind, opening his golden eyes.  The device Chrys is wearing.  It’s doing the work for her. 
 
    “Some kind of tap into the shadow magic reservoir the Villagers found in this dimension.  Her version of a grimoire.” 
 
    My dragon said: That would be my guess. 
 
    Mine too.  Zig flew circles over my head, sending my shadow spinning around me.   
 
    Mine three.  Zag took up the chase, joining the game.   
 
    My dragon said: We need to steal that device of hers. 
 
    “We already did,” I said.  “Colt made a copy, remember?” 
 
    It might not do more than glow in the dark, my inner dragon said.  He has more power than finesse.  Remember the silver dragon you asked him to move?  Part of the tail got left behind. 
 
    “Good point,” I said.  “Let’s not piss Chrys off until after she gets us back to Vegas.” 
 
    Finishing my drawing, I went back to the boulder with my stuff spread out on it.  I put back the chalk, and book, stuffing everything back into the backpack except for the bottle.  All but passed out, Chrys still had a death-grip on the whisky bottle.  She lay curled on her side, softly singing a rhyme in her near-sleep: 
 
      
 
    “In darkest heart of deepest earth 
 
    The Mother lies with closed eyes. 
 
    She feeds her children with her blood. 
 
    Wearing weeds grown from the mud.” 
 
      
 
    “Fuck, imagine kids jumping rope to that little ditty.” 
 
    Fuck, Zig said. 
 
    Bad word, Zag added. 
 
    “Shut up,” I said.  “And don’t fly over the spell circle.  You guys could get trapped inside with whatever answers.  It might eat you.”  The barrier wasn’t designed to keep outside things from going in, but to keep whatever arrived trapped inside.  Things that get trapped tend to get cranky.   
 
    Zig and Zag flew over the boulder, dropping down to hide behind Chrys. 
 
    Like she’s in any shape to protect them.   
 
    This diminished the level of light on my circle, but my non-human eyes weren’t inconvenienced.  I went just outside the outer ring I’d drawn, slowly circling it, checking my work.  Magic left no room for error, not if you wanted to survive using it.  It was why I’d had the tattoos, instead of drawing each spell from scratch every time I used it.  One wrong word, one sloppy symbol, one missing line—and a spell backfires, usually with lethal results. 
 
    “Okay, looks good.  Time to add the catalyst to the spell and see what happens.” 
 
    The spell was dark fey in origin, with a few touches of demon magic thrown in by me.  That meant it was hungry to live, and required a taste of blood.  I pulled shadow, making it a knife, and drew a cut across my left forearm.  A line of crimson formed.  Drops of my hybrid blood dripped onto the outer edge of the pattern.  The colored chalk turned monochromatic; the red of blood.  Dust spiraled around the pattern.  The air chilled even more.   I felt the inrush of shadow magic flowing over my body. 
 
    And then something small hit me in the back.  I turned toward Chrys.  She was still out of things.  Zig and Zag had climbed high above her, and had failed to give warning of an intruder.  Not that I’d specifically ordered them to.  Sitting on the boulder next to Chrys was my so-called brother, sheathed in black, a white ceramic mask still hiding his face.  The expression on his mask was a sinister grin.  Standing back behind the boulder was Donner.  He had a wrist device on, standing there with his arms crossed, a cold expression in place, and his eyes like cobalt ice. 
 
    They’re working together.  I wonder if Chrys knows her brother is a fink. 
 
    My colored chalks were out of the backpack, floating in the air.  That’s probably what he hit me with.  Magically speaking, Chrys was mistress of calcium.  Apparently, my brother’s element was chalk.  Not particularly threatening.  He gestured and the pink chalk stick blurred at high speed, smacking me in the chest, exploding, leaving a chalky stain behind.  I probably had one on my back from being hit there, too. 
 
    He took off his mask, setting it on the rock.  The face he showed me was identical to mine except for a scar on his chin.    He spoke for the first time, and his voice sounded like mine as well.  “I’ve done my research.  I knew you’d try something like this.  I’ve had regular reports on your activity.” 
 
    I stared at Donner, giving him a look that promised death.  “I bet you have.  You think the two of you can beat me?” 
 
    My brother laughed.  “Oh, I’m just here to see your spell in operation.  I have no intention of stopping things.” 
 
    Donner looked at him.  “Huh?” 
 
    My brother got up off the boulder and came toward me, the floating chalk following him like friendly puppies.  He stopped a yard away from the edge of the pattern, staring at it.  “This really is intriguing.  I had no idea you were so accomplished at melding dissimilar magics together.” 
 
    When people flatter me, I keep a hand on my wallet.  He was up to something, but as long as he was in a talking mood, I had questions.  “Are you really my brother?” 
 
    “Sure, grown in a test tube, just like dear old Dad.”  The colored chalks orbited his head, not quite a halo.   
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Able.  Cain and Able, fitting, no?” 
 
    “You’re fucking kidding me.” 
 
    “It will do, for now.  Able’s the one who bled, and Cain’s the one who was cursed.”  He lifted a hand and a shadow knife formed in his fist.  A knife identical to the one I held. 
 
    “Going blade to blade didn’t work out well for you last time.”  I watched him, but also Donner.  Chrys’ brother might be waiting to catch me unaware. 
 
    “No,” my twin said.  “I don’t repeat my mistakes.”  He cut his own hand across the palm.  Where my blood had been red, his flowed black, dripping freely; he’d really cut deep.   
 
    His cut hand jerked, like he was throwing something. 
 
    I stepped back, bringing my knife up in a guarding stance. 
 
    But he’d made no move on me, simply splattering his own blood on the pattern I’d already activated.  He turned and walked away, accompanied by my floating sticks of chalk. 
 
    What the hell? 
 
    A quick look at the pattern revealed a change in the chalk lines.  They’d darkened from red to black.   
 
    He’s hi-jacked my spell. 
 
    The black chalk on the ground pulsed.  The whole thing expanded, sliding under my feet, bringing me inside—where I was trapped.   
 
    In the back shadows of my mind, my dragon’s golden eyes flared brighter.  He whispered to me: Something’s in here with us. 
 
    “I hope so, or I’ve gone to a lot of trouble for nothing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-SIX 
 
      
 
    “Well, this sucks ass.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    I turned in a tight circle, my senses straining.  What I felt wasn’t exactly alive, or dead, but a stirring of energy, as if magic itself moved around me, unseen, hungry, and searching.  The air at the center of the circle double-pulsed like a heartbeat, crowding me to the edge of the warding.  My hand touched the air above the line dividing the inner circle from the outer containment ring.  My touch caused a patch of shadow to appear, defining a barrier I couldn’t push through.  As my hand moved, the stain followed. 
 
    Outside the pattern, Donner dragged Chrys off the boulder, struggling to get her over his shoulder for a fireman’s carry. 
 
    “Here, give her to me,” Abel said.  “You’ll drop her.”  He took her up, having no trouble with the weight.  They plodded off, leaving me to my fate—whatever that was going to be.  On the rock, the white ceramic mask still smiled, staring at me with empty eyes. 
 
    A blast of wind scraped me sideways along the inside of the barrier.  My feet slid on the ground, but the black chalk didn’t scuff, having burned itself into the rock.  I braced against the growing vortex, using my dragon-strength.  It only slowed me since there wasn’t anything I could brace against or hold onto.   
 
    At the center of the storm, a black hole irised open.   A kind of furnace danced there, black flames choking some kind of magical portal.  Beyond the shadow-fire, in some other place, I heard a brittle clacking like rattling bones, and dry rasps of insane laughter. 
 
    Not good. 
 
    The vortex continued to slam me along the inside of the barrier.  From the opened hole, lashes of black plasma unwound, crackling with voltage.  The lashes beat at the barrier, doing it no damage, but one of the streams cut into my side, slicing open my shirt, drawing a searing line across my side that would have bled if my skin weren’t a lot tougher than a human’s.   
 
    The gate of black flames pulsed again, doubling in size.  More lashes spewed out, like the tentacles of some monster.  The winds kicked up in force.  Several more lashes cut into my clothing.  I was finding out how a tomato felt in a food processor. 
 
    Fuck! 
 
    My inner dragon said: Sucks being you. 
 
    Hey, if I go, so do you. 
 
    You had to bring that up.  What do we do? 
 
    What we always do; grab the devil by the balls and squeeze. 
 
    I pulled a thin layer of shadow magic over my body and kicked hard against the barrier.  The reaction shoved me at the core of the storm.  Black flames rippled over me, doing no damage.  My second-skin of magic protected me—for the moment.   
 
    My inner dragon said: We’re getting pushed back. 
 
    I hadn’t kicked hard enough; the vortex slammed me into the barrier again.   
 
    I kicked harder, putting in as much strength as I could.  This time, I hit the center of the shadow-storm.  And went through, my body-sheath of shadow magic getting stripped away.  There was no flux of gravity, no sense of floating between worlds.  The raging wind was gone.  I crashed down onto, uh, mud?  A cold, wet slime squished between my fingers.  It dampened my knees, soaking into my cargo pants.   
 
    The laughter and the weird clacking were louder.  And there was little light.  I forced myself to stand, slinging muck off my hands.  Digging in a pocket on my thigh, I pulled out military chem-lights.  Bending the plastic wands agitated them, producing a green glow, enough to see by.  I lifted the sticks in one hand, and stared to see just what kind of hell I’d fallen into. 
 
    I stood on a slanted bank, my boots ankle deep in brackish water.  Straight reeds poke up along the water’s edge, looking like bayonets.   The air held the scent of salt.   Small rocks had the wet-oil look I’d seen on the other side of the portal.  I had the feeling I was still in the Villager dimension, just somewhere else than I had been. Somewhere underground.   
 
    I looked up.  A cavern ceiling hung high overhead.  There were deep shadows and icicle-shaped stalagmites splattered with tiny blue glow-worms.  It was like seeing interstellar space.  This was the first time I’d come across what might be native life in this dimension.  Maybe it was all underground.   
 
    I looked up the bank.  A trail over the crest cut between pillars of obsidian.  I knew if I wanted to see what caused the rattling and laughter, I’d have to climb past those pillars. 
 
    My inner dragon said: You did say we were going to grab the devil’s balls and squeeze. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah.”  I started forward, leaning into the climb.  “This might even be what we were looking for.” 
 
    Strolling through the gap was a terrible idea; I’d be momentarily hemmed in by the pillars, exposed to whatever awaited me.  And something very much waited.  The trail might lead nowhere but to a killing field.  Near the top of the hill, I dodged to the right, leaning behind the pillar there.  It reared ten feet, nothing to the power of my leg muscles.  I jumped to the top of the pillar, crouched, and threw the light sticks ahead so they wouldn’t make me a target. 
 
    The sound of the chem-sticks hitting caused the laughter to cut off.  The green light washed across a mass of obsidian cables that half-hid a huddled figure, a naked woman with dusky purple skin mottled with mud.  Her face was lined with age and fatigue, as if sleep was alien to this place.  Her eyes were frosted stones, unfocused, maybe blind.  Her silver hair was a bird’s nest, all matted tangles.  Her fingers were like talons, the nails ragged and chipped from neglect.  The cables sank into her body like parasite worms, stealing her mobility, making her a prisoner.   The force I’d sucked into my spell circle had been her guard.  Someone had put her here, possible ages ago, someone with no heart.   
 
    Her head turned as she listened.  She rasped words that matched no language I knew.   
 
    My inner dragon said: Not what I was expecting, not that I know what I was expecting. 
 
    I called down.  “Know any English?” 
 
    She stiffened as if lashed.  The rattling conduits fell silent with her perfect stillness.  Her next words were halting, oddly accented.  “Who…who is there?  Come closer.”  Her head panned left and right as she waited for an answer.   
 
    A few more words, and she’d probably have me located.  I wondered what she’d do then; beg for help, or try to eat me for dinner.  Her ribs were showing.  She didn’t look like she even remembered what food was. 
 
    My inner dragon said: Aren’t you being a little too paranoid?  She’s an old woman. 
 
    An old woman that smells so strongly of shadow magic, I’m almost choking on it.  Let’s put her to the test. 
 
    I flushed my upper back with raw dragon magic.  My Demon Wings tattoo warmed.  The spell activated, bringing the sensation of drowning in acid. I held myself still against the agony, stifling all outcries.  The sensation ghosted away, leaving no damage.  Having paid the cost for the spell, I knew I could no longer be perceived—unless I wanted to be.  At least that’s what I hoped.  I had the sense that while most of her power was being leeched through the cables, enough might remain to provide a nasty surprise or two. 
 
    I willed my voice to escape the concealment of magic.  “Up here, Grandma.”   
 
    I jumped down, trusting my magic to give me a silent landing. 
 
    Grandma shot into the air, taking the slack out of her cables.  It looked for a moment like she was impaled by spears, suspended like a trophy.  Her clawing hands spoiled the effect, as did her gnashing fangs—demonstrating just how dangerous she wanted to be.  The size of her mouth had tripled, her jaw unhinging.  She wasn’t human except in general form; it was something to remember.   
 
    She was reeled back into the nest as the cables recoiled.  She hissed in disappointment.  “Hungry, so hungry.”  She moaned piteously.  “Why won’t you let me eat you?” 
 
    My inner dragon blinked yellow eyes.  I guess you were right. 
 
    I know my karma. 
 
    What does that mean? 
 
    There are certain people that fate does her best to crap on.  She’s a pigeon I try not to let roost. 
 
    Oh.  So, what do we do about Grandma? 
 
    I reached along my left leg, opening the thigh pocket in my cargo pants.  I pulled out a couple trail bars: granola with nuts and raisins.  I tore them open and lobbed them so they hit Grandma’s chest.  She flinched, then flailed, feeling around her, sniffing.  She found the bars and finished peeling them, stuffing her mouth, moaning as she gnawed. 
 
    I backed out between the obsidian pillars and got behind one.  And dropped my Demon Wings spell. 
 
    “Enjoy, Grandma.  Next time I visit, I hope you’ll be nicer.” 
 
    “Food…food!  More!” 
 
    “Why are they keeping you here?  What did you do?” 
 
    “My children betrayed me.  I loved them.  I gave them my power.  They took it all.  All!”  She laughed again, at herself.  “I have been such a fool.” 
 
    I remembered the little rhyme Chrys had sung:  
 
      
 
    In darkest heart of deepest earth 
 
    the Mother lies with closed eyes. 
 
    She feeds her children with her blood. 
 
                Wearing weeds grown from the mud. 
 
      
 
     “How long have you been mortal, Grandma?  How long have you been flesh?” 
 
    “A thousand years.  A thousand years of hunger.  A thousand years of pain.” 
 
    “And what were you before?”  I had a crazy idea.  I think I knew the answer, but I wanted to hear her say it. 
 
    “I can’t hear you very well, young man.  Come a little closer.  Closer.” 
 
    “Yeah, cause I’m stupid and easily confused.” 
 
    “I can smell your magic, so strong.  So very strong.” 
 
    “Answer my question,” I said. 
 
    Her voice started soft and swelled.  “I am the heart of darkness, the emptiness of alone.  I am power and promise, the one betrayed.”  She screamed.  “I am the shadow that lives, and cannot die.” 
 
    “You and Mum-rah both.  Sit tight, Grandma.  I’ll be back.” 
 
    “Who are you?”  
 
    “Your new best friend.” 
 
    “Free me—now!” 
 
    “I’m not ready to do that.”   
 
    “Free me!  Free me!  Free me!”  Her voice followed me down the trail to the water where I’d first appeared. 
 
    My inner dragon said: Why not take her now? 
 
    This place has to be spell-warded with magical alarms.  As soon as I start messing with the cables, the Villager’s military will come sweeping in here in force.  First, they need to be deeply occupied elsewhere.  If they lose her, they lose everything.  They have to know that. 
 
    My dragon asked: Why is she so important? 
 
    “Didn’t you hear her?”  I looked for any hint of black flame, any movement of air, hoping the portal back might not be totally gone.  I needed a way out of here.  “I guess I have to spell it out for you.” 
 
    Small words, please. 
 
    I stopped looking.  There was nothing here to find.   
 
    “Before anyone came, she was here—shadow magic itself, shapeless, eternal.  Then the Villagers found this dimension.  They became her children.  No longer alone, she shared her power with them.  Her magic changed them, made them better.  And then they began to change themselves, abandoning more and more humanity.  Along the way, they lost respect for her.  She became a tool they used, one they subjugated.  They put her in human form to make that easier.  I think the cables keep her drained, supplying the cities of this world with the magic.  If left alone, she might recover, regenerating herself.” 
 
    You got all that from a child’s rhyme? 
 
    “Also from what the old woman said, and from understanding my father’s people.  Besides, it’s an elegant theory, right?  That’s got to count for something.” 
 
    Even if you’re right, how is knowing all that going to help us if we’re trapped here, too? 
 
    “We’re not trapped.” 
 
    No? 
 
    The old woman was still screaming to be free.  “We’re going to get out of here before that screeching drives me bat-shit crazy. 
 
    Agreed. 
 
    I sighed.  “This is going to cost me.”  I raised my voice.  “I sure wish Colt were here.  I have this sudden craving to go to a car dealership and buy a Mustang.” 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Maybe he’s not listening. 
 
    “Maybe he doesn’t trust me.” 
 
    Who would? 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    I squatted low and splashed my hand in the water as I played to the shadows.  “Oh, I guess he doesn’t want a red Mustang with golden flames on it anymore.  He must have changed his mind.  Too bad, I was going to spend all this money on him.” 
 
    I waited. 
 
    It’s not going to work. 
 
    I grinned.  “Wanna bet?” 
 
    No. 
 
    Colt came across the water, not splashing through it, walking on it.  And he wasn’t alone.  My hot-as-a-wet-dream werewolf lawyer was with him.  Angie wore an emerald suit with skirt that showed off her excellent legs.  He rack was praiseworthy, too.  Her red hair piled on top of her head, leaving her neck bare.  She wore the reading glasses that she didn’t really need, the ones that made her look smarter in court.  She carried her leather briefcase, exuding the air of a warrior going into battle. 
 
    Colt stopped in front of me.   
 
    “Why did you bring my lawyer?” I asked. 
 
    “She’s my lawyer, too.  This time we’re getting it in writing.”  He spoke over his shoulder.  “Don’t let him weasel out of it again, Auntie Angie.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, kid.  I’m going to bulletproof this contract.  He’s not getting out of here until he signs in blood.” 
 
    Colt pointed a defiant finger at me.  “Who’s the butterfly now, huh?” 
 
    Damn.  I taught the kid too well.  I felt both pride and pain.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-SEVEN 
 
      
 
    “I never met a party I didn’t like.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    The ladies had gathered in the hotel lobby.  They planned on a girls’ night out on the town while we guys headed over to Noctem for the Old Man’s bachelor party.  Arrangements had been made.  King’s people were expecting us.  Cases and cases of extra booze had been ordered.  There weren’t going to be any strippers, but a few of us could always find an adult venue for that later.  The Old Man definitely needed to do a few things he’d regret in the morning, after all, he was facing the gallows of wedlock.  He needed the distraction.   
 
    I should have been laying plans for dealing with the Villager’s decisively now that I had an idea of how to do that, but heavy drinking was bound to help my thought processes along.  And with everyone else getting drunk off their ass, I should be able to get loads of volunteers for what might look like a suicide mission.  Since this wasn’t really a clan matter, I’d decided not to ask my demon minions to die for me.  Not directly anyway.  
 
    I was going to stage an invasion of the Villager’s dimension, declaring their interference in my royal life to be a provocation for war.  It wasn’t an invasion that needed to succeed.  It just needed to look good and tie up the Villagers so I could steal their hag of a goddess. 
 
    Imari said, “Too bad Vivian’s still undercover.  She’s going to miss out.”  She wore a bright orange jumpsuit that contrasted with her fire-demon ebony skin.  Her head was smooth, hairless, lacking the usual torch of dancing flame since she was passing for human.  She had a non-flaming arm draped over Solstice Truth’s shoulders.  The little witch had been invited long and wore a burgundy top and jeans, no pointy hat or broom. 
 
    “It would be nice if Gloria made it too.”  Izumi wore an ice blue dress that matched her frosty hair and eyes.  Silver snowflake earrings dangled from her lobes.  She said, “That’s one vampire that can really let her hair down.”  Hovering over her head was Silverwynd.  The pixie had invited herself after getting back with Izumi. 
 
    Note to self: call Gloria and see if she’d like to help me indiscriminately slaughter civilians.  The only sin in war is losing. 
 
    Among the other girls, Chrys wore an off the shoulder, little black dress with matching clutch purse.  She didn’t remember passing out on me, or that her brother had shown up to take her home—along with my evil twin.  She didn’t look surprised to see me which told me no one had mentioned to her I’d been left for dead, trapped in my own summoning spell.   
 
    Angie completed their party.  She’d just flown in and was a vision of loveliness in a tight red dress that matched her hair and lipstick.  The nearness of a full moon spiked her temper a little and added a bit of an amber glow to her eyes, a she-wolf ready to howl.  This was not the same Angie that Colt had brought with him to rescue me.  That Auntie Angie had come from nine years in the future, and had been sent back to that time.   
 
    As if my life weren’t complicated enough, now I was going to have to keep track of who was in my time-line and was visiting from another temporal locus.  The one thing we had to be careful of was not to let two of the same person met with duplicate cells; the same matter can’t exist in two places at the same time, except down in the quantum microcosm.  As a general guide, I knew the average human completely regenerates their body every seven years.  That meant I could likely run into a “me” older by seven years, but anything less was asking for mutual annihilation.  Colt had explained this to me, something his mother had drummed into him relentlessly before she’d let him go strolling outside linear time.  He’d also wanted to come to the Old Man’s party, but we’d explained he was under age.   
 
    Last time I’d seen him, he was in the underground garage, taking delivery of “his” new Mustang.  The paperwork listed him as the owner, but he wasn’t allowed to do more than sit in the car until he got his driving permit, or learned to hot-wire the vehicle the old-fashioned way—no magic.  The vehicle had originally been painted bright green, no flames.  Colt had fixed that with a wave of his hand.   I’d left him with buckets, rags, car polish, and a hand vac.  One on my demon minions was showing him how to detail the vehicle.   
 
     Each of my ladies insisted on a kiss to see them off on their Vegas adventure.  I complied.  Izumi started the chain with chill lips and wandering hands.  She also contrived to circle around and get a last kiss, too.  
 
     Only Solstice abstained.  The witch was either a lesbian, or still afraid of me.  Or both. 
 
    Imari let out an uncharacteristic whoop, lifting a fist into the air.  “All right!  Let’s go burn down the town.”   
 
    I really hoped my hot little fire demon meant that in a figurative manner.   
 
    They headed for the main doors.  Already coming in, I saw Det. Winter, his dark blond hair slicked back, his wolf-eyes also a little amber.  He’d changed his usual suit for khaki slacks and a fancy designer black tee that showed of well-muscled arms.  The only jewelry I saw was a necklace made of red tiger’s eye beads and sparkling red agates, with gold spacers in between.   
 
    As he and Angie passed each other, they exchanged wolf stares.  He blinked once, slowly, to take the challenge out of it.   
 
    She smiled.  “I’ll be in town a while.  Don’t be a stranger.” 
 
    The girls dragged Angie on out the door, before she could change her mind and jump the prime male meat right in front of her.  
 
    Winter came over to me.  “Those girls with you?” 
 
    “One way or another.” 
 
    “The wolf…”  He watched her through a lobby window, paying special attention to the fine sweep of her ass. 
 
    “Angie.” 
 
    He looked back to me.  “What’s her story?” 
 
    “She handles a lot of the business of my clan in L.A., and yes, she’s single.” 
 
    “Your job offer just got a great deal more interesting.  What’s the Alpha like who runs the L.A. pack?  Would he be sensitive to an unaffiliated new wolf in his territory?” 
 
    Anticipating his surprise, I smiled.  “I don’t think Angie will mind, if it’s you.” 
 
    He grunted in mild shock.  “A female wolf is Alpha?  That goes against tradition.  And likelihood.” 
 
    He was right.  In most wolf packs, the most dominate wolf, the strongest, was male—just like in nature.  Feminism had yet to make inroads in some quarters.  In fact, there had been rogue wolves coming to L.A. lately to try to take her job.  Her pack loved her however, and wouldn’t let a challenger meet her who hadn’t first fought his way through everyone else.  Even the passive wolves that weren’t temperamentally aggressive lined up in her defense.  She proved the best leader didn’t always have to be the strongest.  And it didn’t hurt that the Fenris, the leader of all North American werewolves, was the Old Man’s long-time friend, and had her back. 
 
    “I appreciate the invitation out,” Winter said.  “Most times I’m mixing with other paranormals, I’m usually trying to bring them to justice while they’re trying kill me.  A purely social situation is a chance for some real investigative research.”  He pulled an earbud out of a pocket and held it up.  “Do you mind if I go in with micro-cam and comms?” 
 
    “Going undercover?  This is supposed to be a night off.” 
 
    “I know, but when the Captain found out about this affair, she got interested as hell.  She wants to live vicariously through me.  Under a pen name, she sometimes writes articles for Paranormal America.  Ever read it?” 
 
    “I’m usually too busy fucking or killing to do much reading.  When I do, it’s usually a tattoo or gun mag.  Yeah, go ahead, spy on us, but anything sensitive you, keep to yourselves.  I have delicate business in town that could go to hell if it gets out prematurely.” 
 
    He put the bud in his ear.  “The Captain agrees; tonight’s off the record—barring a zombie apocalypse.  Who else are we waiting for?” 
 
    “Look around.” 
 
    He did.  There were numerous islands of furniture scattered about.  Most of the seats were taken.  “More people lounging than you normally see in a hotel lobby.  All guys.” 
 
    “My guys, demons using magic to pass for human.  They’re waiting for the next run of vans to take them to the club.  I’m waiting for the Old Man and Thule.” 
 
    “Thule?” 
 
    “Used to be Lauphram’s right-hand man, an old family retainer I’ve inherited.  He’s supposed to keep me alive in the face of the legions who want me dead.” 
 
    “Why so many?  Besides the fact that you’re a die-hard wise-ass with delusions of grandeur.” 
 
    “People don’t like my genes.  Satan’s kid gets more respect.” 
 
    “Satan’s kid?”  He paused, touched his earbud, nodded, and took out the little notebook he always carried.  “You’ve got a lead on the anti-Christ?  The captain wants to know.”  He held a pen poised to write. 
 
    “Sorry, I promised not to tell.” 
 
    Winter put the pen and notebook away. 
 
    Across the lobby, the Old Man stepped out of the elevator.  He wore a black suit with an open-neck Hawaiian shirt in green and blue.  It had a palm tree pattern.  Thule came a step behind, making my eyes burn.  His bleached-white, sequin suit made him look like an Elvis impersonator.  All he needed were sunglasses and sideburns.   
 
    They spotted me and angled their course for an intercept.  “Here they come now,” I said. 
 
    “Is that Elvis?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said.   “A magical disguise.” 
 
    “Better than Harry Potter.” 
 
    “Not too loud; you’ll give somebody ideas.” 
 
    The demons in the room rose to their feet as the Old Man came near.  Force of habit.  They were used to him as Lord of the Clan.  They didn’t stand for me except in the throne room.  I’d told them not to do it in public under penalty of getting shot.  By me. 
 
    Thule said, “Caine, I’ve got a Tahoe outside, more comfortable for the Old Man than your Mustang.” 
 
    “Fine, I said.  “Winter can ride with me.” 
 
    We went out together and parted ways in the parking lot.  Winter stood by the front passenger door, looked my car over.  The azure lightning on the midnight-blue body always drew eyes.  He said, “Sweet.  Special paint job looks killer.” 
 
    I warned, “Don’t touch until I’ve gotten in and disabled the anti-theft system.”  I put my thumb against the scanner pad near the door handle.  That allowed me to open the door.  A retinal check would be needed to start the engine.   
 
    “What happens if someone tried to break in,” Winter asked.  “Alarm?” 
 
    I spoke across the convertible roof.  “This is the car of a demon lord.  Someone messes with my car, they’re probably trying to plant a bomb or cut the brake line.  I need more than just an alarm to discourage mischief.” 
 
    He touched his earbud, listening, then said, “Like what?” 
 
    I asked, “Are you sure our conversations are off the record?” 
 
    “My Captain crosses her heart.” 
 
    I said, “Hypothetically, if I had a special anti-theft system, it would be operated by an artificial intelligence with magical anti-personal combat capability.  Hypothetically speaking.” 
 
    Winter had his notebook and pen out, jotting things down.  “So, what would happen?” 
 
    I smiled.  “Touch the door and find out.” 
 
    He looked up from his notebook.  There was more amber fire in his wolf eyes.  “Do I look stupid?” 
 
    I said, “If the car decides you’re merely a human thief, you get an electrical shock.  The lightning paint job is my version of fair warning.  If you’re a supernatural entity, well, let’s just say what’s left of your evil body can be buried in a shoebox.  Hypothetically speaking.” 
 
    “Hypothetically speaking.”  He put his notebook away again. 
 
    I got in and gave the current safe word: “Mango.”  The dash extended a scanner.  Red laser light brushed past my eyes.  A sweet female voice said, “Identity confirmed.” 
 
    “Disengage security system.  Unlock passenger door.” 
 
    “Lock disengaged.” 
 
    Ducked down, Winter stared at me through the side window. 
 
    I waved him in.   
 
    He hesitated, then grabbed the handle and opened the door.  He slid in, slammed the door, and buckled up, finally giving me a flint-hard stare.  “You weren’t joking, were you?” 
 
    “Not this time.”  I started the engine and sent us heading for the street.  “I’ve got a question of my own.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Do you like your job?” 
 
    He mouthed the word: No, then said, “I love my job.  Battling the forces of evil, protecting humans from ever-encroaching darkness—who wouldn’t find fulfillment in that?  And talk about the upward mobility in a unit that gets no respect at all from the brass…  Hold on.”  He listened to his earbud.  His next words weren’t for me.  “No, Captain, that’s not sarcasm.  I’m being sincere.”  He looked back at me and mouthed the words: Make me an offer. 
 
    We pulled into the street.  I navigated the evening traffic, watching the road ahead, as well as the lane behind me.   
 
    Villains are everywhere!   
 
    We reached the nightclub area without incident.  I found a spot to park and we only had to walk half a block to reach the front of the club.  A line of hopefuls waited to get in: a lot of thin guys with scraggly facial hair, and hot to semi-hot chicks in scanty dresses.  They threw us dirty looks as we cut to the front of the line and the doorman let us in without comment.  He was one of the thugs I’d met on previous visits.   
 
    Past the red doors, the sound of loud hip-hop hit me like a baseball bat.   
 
    No, that was a bullet tearing across my shoulder because Winter slammed me aside, having seen something I’d missed. 
 
    There were screams.  People stumbled clear.  I saw the back of the shooter, a man running with a revolver in his hand.  He seemed to be heading for a fire door.  He didn’t make it.  Thule, looking every bit like Elvis falling from the sky for his second coming, caught and slammed the bad guy down onto the dance floor.  The would-be assassin’s head cracked open like a raw egg.   
 
    So much for questioning the shooter. 
 
    Winter crouched over me.  With the danger past, he pulled back to check me for a wound, feeling my shoulder.  “No blood.  Not even a hole in your coat.” 
 
    “I don’t bother with bullet-proof vests.  They’re uncomfortable and not good against magical weapons.  My expensive Italian suits are spell warded.  It saves on wear and tear, as well as dry cleaning bills.” 
 
    “Now that’s useful.”  He took out his little notebook and scribbled. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-EIGHT 
 
      
 
    “Surviving an assassination is good  
 
    for sympathy sex and free drinks.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Being outside already in an undercover police van, the Preternatural Unit came in to deal with the “lone-wolf terrorist gunman” situation.  Winter kept me out of it by claiming he had been the target of the hit.  His associates didn’t so much gather the facts as spin the story by asking loaded questions.  Crime scene investigators and uniformed cops arrived to deal with the crowd, keeping everyone away from the evidence while the scene was processed.   
 
    There wasn’t any mystery about what had happened; Winter’s spy-cam had caught it all.  Wondering where he hid it, I finally spotted the thing built into a section of beads in his necklace.  The micro-electronics had to be really good. 
 
    Elvis was sought for questioning, but I didn’t think they’d find him.  Thule had probably changed his disguise already.   I got confirmation of it when I saw Jimi Hendrix stroll by, winking.   
 
    The DJ had left his turntables.  The dancers were off the stage.  It would be a while before the ground floor got back into party mode.  However, the Old Man’s party continued unabashed.  I went up to join him.  He held court at a balcony-edge table with catered food and a healthy supply of beer, rum, and tequila. The Old Man was deep into a karaoke session of Margarita Ville.  Several of our demon warriors added acapella harmonies.   
 
    Seeing me, the Old Man broke off.  “Hey, have you seen my lost shaker of salt?” 
 
    “Probably a woman to blame.”  It was the only line of the song I happened to remember.  “Now shut up and hand me a Corona.  Getting shot makes a man thirsty.” 
 
    “Your suit got shot, not you,” the Old Man said.  
 
    Laughter spread through the demons milling around.  They thought the Old Man a riot.   
 
    I glared around.  They pulled away, drifting toward other tables.   
 
    Misty’s voice rose above the others: “Man, you got to try these blue-cheese Buffalo wings.” 
 
    Stinky said, “I don’t think buffalos really have wings, but I love fuzzy cheese.” 
 
    Quartz said, “These jalapeño poppers got serious bite!” 
 
    A nature demon, seven feet of stringy hair and goat horns, sighed theatrically.  “What’s a party with no strippers?” 
 
    I deepened my glower and yelled at him.  “Feel free to take your clothes off at any time and shove a bottle up your…!” 
 
    I stopped cold.  The Old Man had a reproachful stare bouncing off my head, and a hand that squeezed my arm—hard.  Seeing he had my attention, he let go. 
 
    I pulled out a chair and dropped into it.  “What?” 
 
    He said, “Dignity.  A clan leader needs dignity.  He can be friendly with the minions, but should never forget that they look to him to set the tone and standards within the clan.  Garbage in, garbage out.  I believe I’ve mentioned this to you before.” 
 
    “Thank you, Dr. Phil.  You’re still conscious; drink another case of beer.” 
 
    “Kind of you.  Don’t mind if I do.” 
 
    Still doing his Hendrix impersonation, Thule showed up as I drained my second bottle of Corona.  He pulled out the chair between the Old Man and me.   
 
    The Old Man stared.  “You’re supposed to be dead.” 
 
    “Many times over.”  Thule smiled, plucking up a bottle of Jim Beam from a nearby ice chest.  When it got low, we were supposed to send it back down to bar for a refill.  King wasn’t wasting a lot of his staff on us.  Thule shot me a hopeful look.  “So, when do the strippers get here?” 
 
    I was about to tell him to shut the fuck up when Winter strolled to our table.  Silence followed him.  It wasn’t that he was a cop, or a wolf; demons have seen plenty of those.  The reverential awe, and many a lustful glance, was for his companion.  The white-blond amazon stood six feet tall with wide hips and shoulders, carrying around a nice set of D-cup tits that bounced for attention.  Her icy blue eyes challenged us all to touch her and die.  Her tight dress was turquoise, completely at odds with the shoulder holster she wore under a white leather coat.  She wore a necklace of silver, Elvin work if I ever saw it. 
 
    “Stripper’s here!” someone yelled. 
 
    I looked at Winter.  “Your boss?” 
 
    He nodded.  “This is Captain Guinevere Helland.  She wanted to meet you.” 
 
     I nodded.  “Pull up a chair, Guin.  This is a bachelor’s party, but you’re more than welcome.” 
 
    The Old Man smiled at me.  “Nicely done.  Well-mannered, gracious.  I knew you had it in you.  Somewhere.” 
 
    I smiled back.  “Keep drinking.  You sound less stupid that way.” 
 
    Guin and Winter dragged over a couple chairs and sat down.  Somehow, I couldn’t quite lift my eyes from her impressive tits.  I said, “Please forgive my stare, but beauty needs to be appreciated.” 
 
    “I’m used to it.”  Her voice sounded crisp as dry leaves scraping along in an autumn wind, lacking any trace of warmth.  “Are you planning to get killed in my city, Deathwalker?” 
 
    “Just trying to live up to my name.” 
 
    “Deathwalker.  An alias if I ever heard one.” 
 
    A few tables over, a group of drunken demons lost control of their magical disguises and reverted to true form.  They began a low chant directed toward Guin.  “Take it off!  Take it off!” 
 
    I smiled at her tits.  “Feel free to shoot them if you want to.” 
 
    “That’s enough staring at my tits.”  She ducked low in her chair so I saw her face.  She smiled brightly to make me think she wasn’t serious, saying, “Perhaps later, in a dark alley with no witnesses, I’ll take you up on that offer.”    
 
    I forced my eyes higher as she straightened—after all, she was armed.   
 
    In a more barbaric age, Guin was the kind of woman that kings would fight to possess.  The kind of woman that might swing a sword and win a kingdom of her own.  Cold death lay in her eyes as she turned toward the chanting demons.  They fell silent, suddenly discovering a platter of baguette slices and the kale-artichoke dip. 
 
    Winter said, “We brought in a crew of cleaners to magically sanitize the scene so King can still run his club tonight.  He seemed grateful—for a vampire.” 
 
    “So, the body is gone, and the patrons will forget anything unusual happened at all.” 
 
    Winter said, “Normal procedure when preternaturals are involved in public disturbances.” 
 
    Guin said, “The tourists must never feel that it is unsafe to come here and spend their hard-earned savings.” 
 
    Some of King’s people arrived, carrying trays across the balcony.  I smelled spiced olives, pumpkin humus, and stuffed cherry peppers.  Pulsing filled the air as the DJ pumped up the music again.  Voices automatically rose to compensate.   
 
    My eyes slid down to Guin’s tits again.  In my pants, my cock was stiffening with interest.  She sighed, adjusting her harness.  I sympathized; Must give you muscular strain, carrying around a pair like that. 
 
    She got up and came around to the back of my chair, draping her arms over me, pressing her tits into my back.  I smelled her perfume: black vanilla and pink peony.  She whispered into my ear.  “Do you want to fuck my tits and just get it over with?” 
 
    I felt the muzzle of her gun press into my lower back, held so no one else saw it.  She had to know that wouldn’t work; my spell-warded suit could turn bullets away all night.  Of course, I’d bruise under my clothes.  Maybe that was what she intended.  Or maybe she was waiting to see if I’d give her question an honest answer despite the threat of death. 
 
    In my head, my cock yelled: Hell, yes!  He was more than ready to invade those mountains. 
 
    Despite my better instincts, I also gave her an honest answer.  “Yes, please.” 
 
    The gun left my back.  She whispered.  “Not here.    Outside.  I have a private van.” 
 
    I stood.   
 
    In my pants, my cock sang a happy aria. 
 
    Winter shot me an amber-fire stare, a wolf’s warning.  I knew his sensitive wolf’s hearing had picked up his Captain’s invitation to me.  He didn’t seem to like it much.  As I passed him, I said, “No harm, no foul; consenting adults here.” 
 
    I followed Guin across the balcony and down the stairs.  We threaded the crowd and passed the bouncer, leaving the building.  There was still a line waiting to get in.  The guys watched Guin like lions spotting a gazelle.  Quite a few of their dates looked like they were ready to commit murder.   
 
    Good thing she’s armed. 
 
    The street lights lit the area.  There seemed to be a decided lack of pedestrians in the area.  No traffic on the street either.  She set a course for a rusty red van that looked like anything but an official police vehicle.   
 
    My inner dragon opened golden eyes in my mind.  She’s both the carrot and the stick.  Very pretty bait. 
 
    I sighed.  It did seem a little too good to be true. 
 
    My cock said: I don’t care.  I want to fuck those tits. 
 
    I nodded to myself, thinking back.  That look Winter gave me; he knew something.  He was trying to warn me. 
 
    My dragon said: Someone’s trying to use the Preternatural Unit against us. 
 
    With my keen dragon-hearing, I picked up the sound of stealthy footfalls on the far side of the parked van.  I also smelled the faint, old residue of gunfire from their weapons.  Some cops never fire their weapons on duty, but if nothing else, cops go to practice ranges, and they don’t clean their guns that often.  Over cleaning damages them.  Once about every hundred shots is normal.  What I smelled was like the burnt paper of burst firecrackers, but not so strong.  
 
    There would be more cops inside the vehicle.  As soon as the back doors opened, I’d have a bunch of guns stuck in my face.  They’d all have been told to take headshots if they needed to fire. 
 
    I stopped. 
 
    Guin swung around, her tits bouncing nicely. 
 
    I said, “You usually wear a bra, right?  That much weight needs support.  And a bra makes a quick draw much smoother.” 
 
    “Maybe I’ll show just how fast and smooth I can be.  The van’s right there.” 
 
    I started walking.   
 
    She waited long enough for me to pass her, then, swung in behind me so she could catch me by surprise.   
 
    I decided to surprise her.  Instead of going around the van to the back doors—where expected—I walked straight to the side of the vehicle and hopped into the air a little, slamming the bottom of one foot into it with dragon-strength.  The van skidded sideways and toppled over on the hiding cops.  Those inside probably didn’t enjoy the ride.   
 
    Landing, I spun in time to catch Guin’s gun as she extended it toward my head.  Pushing the barrel up and back, I forced her to let go or have her trigger finger broken.  She let go, and smashed a knee into my guts.  Being human, there wasn’t enough power in her blow to bother me.  I put her in a headlock and walked her to the back of the van. 
 
    As we got there, the back doors opened.  Three policemen scrambled out, guns waving, seeking a target.   
 
    I swung Guin around and let them see I had her gun against her head.  “Put the guns down.”   
 
    They were too well trained for that.  They aimed at me, but held their fire, afraid of taking out their own Captain.   
 
    I said, “I’m not going to repeat myself, except with bullets.” 
 
    Eyes on his Captain, one of the men lowered his gun’s muzzle a few inches. 
 
    Guin yelled, “Don’t do it.  He’s too dangerous to take chances with.” 
 
    “Not to my friends.”   
 
    One of the cops waved his gun low, looking to hit me in an exposed leg.   
 
    I pulled Guin’s gun off her at dragon-speed and shot the cop in his own knee.  Before he could scream and fall, I had the gun back at Guin’s head, keeping her effective as a human shield.   
 
    “Why don’t you want to be my friend?” I asked her. 
 
    Flailing her fists at me, trying to jerk free, she choked out an answer.  “I’ve seen what you do to your friends, you monster!” 
 
    “Seen where?”   
 
    “Your car.  How long have you been driving around my city with those girls in your trunk?” 
 
    Damn.  This is beginning to sound like a dead hooker joke, and not a good one. 
 
    “Girls?  How many?  And how did you find them with my car’s anti-theft system on?” 
 
    That question got through to her.  She stopped struggling.  “We got a search warrant from a judge to check the vehicle, and you left the system off.” 
 
    “I never leave my vehicle vulnerable.  Rather convenient though, don’t you think, that warrant.  A judge knowing something cops didn’t?  Orders from powerful people, not through channels, that didn’t tip you off to something fishy?” 
 
    She said, “If you’re innocent, turn yourself in.  I promise a thorough investigation.” 
 
    “Before I’m convicted, or maybe shot while escaping?”  I dragged her away from the van.  “Tell your people to stay back.  We’re going to go take a look at my AI system.  I want to see how your men opened the trunk without taking damage.  They weren’t hurt, right?” 
 
    “Just by you, you bastard.” 
 
    “It was his knee or mine.” 
 
    There were police cars on both ends of the street, lights flashing, but no one was getting too crazy.  They’d probably called for a SWAT team sniper to come and put me down, but I still had a little time.  I dragged her along the sidewalk to my Mustang.  It was oddly dusty.  The trunk door was up, the trunk itself full of dead hookers.  
 
    After joking about this for years, I was finally seeing the real thing.  A quick glance told me volumes.  The bodies were all chalked, coated with it.  A white, ceramic mask lay on top of the pile.  The expression on my brother’s mask was one of over-the-top laughter.  The chalk also told me how he’d disabled my vehicle—and maybe killed the whores.  A fine infusion of dust in the air could have infiltrated my car and damaged the AI before it sensed a magical attack underway.  And if the girls were made to breath chalk, it would coat the inside of their lungs.  They’d die of dry asphyxiation.   
 
    Hell of a frame, I thought. 
 
    My cock said: Hell of a waste.  Those hookers are hot. 
 
    My dragon said: But shouldn’t Able think you’re dead, killed by your own magic gone awry? 
 
    Not if he went back for my body and didn’t find it.  Villagers like DNA samples to play with, remember?  He might have even wanted my head on a pole.  It’s the kind of thing I’d do—if the neighbors wouldn’t fuss. 
 
    My dragon asked: So, what do we do?   
 
    A thundering police chopper appeared in the sky.  A spot light stabbed downward like the accusing finger of God.  It looked to me like there might be a sniper’s rifle up there, poking out of the helicopter. 
 
    I see three choices: we use Demon Wings to run and keep running, talk our way out of this, or kill an awful lot of cops.    
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-NINE 
 
      
 
    “Things are never so bad 
 
    they can’t get abysmal.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    High in the sky, the scream wasn’t human, more like an explosion.  I’d heard such a sound before, during the war in Fairy when I’d held my new kingdom against the encroachment of fey lords—when I’d been in dragon form, fighting alongside other golden dragons.  This wasn’t the roar of a gold; no lightning jagged anywhere.  This was the rage-choked challenge of a silver.  DeSilver to be specific.   
 
    He’s learned I killed someone precious to him.  He’s come hunting me.   
 
    All of the police in the area were staring upward.  Only those who’d worked with the Preternatural Unit had an idea of what was coming.   
 
    I still had Captain Guinevere Helland in a headlock.  She no longer fought me.  She’d gone still as a rabbit in the shadow of a hawk.  She said, “Shit.” 
 
    I let her go and swung her around to face me.  “Listen, those bodies in the trunk aren’t mine.  The guy that did this is an elementalist.  He controls the element of chalk.  Given time, I can prove it to you.  But there’s no time.” 
 
    The dragon scream came again.  A solar-breath attack turned the police helicopter overhead into flaming debris.  Wreckage rained down.  A rotor vane dropped and impaled the roof of an empty police car, destroying the flashing blue lights. 
 
    Guin flinched, ducking automatically.  Which was nice since I no longer had to crane my neck to look her in the eye.   
 
    I told her, “Nothing you have can stand up to this.  You need to fight dragon with dragon.  That would be me.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed as the muscles of her jaw knotted.  “Two monsters stomping on the city is better than one?” 
 
     The scream came again, lower in the sky.  DeSilver was flapping closer.  I could hear the rhythmic whumping of giant wings.  I hated to waste time with explanations, getting her firmly on my side, but she power in this city and it would save me from fighting other battles later. 
 
    “Some damage is inevitable, but can be explained away—unless the whole world sees a giant silver dragon running amok.  How long do you think that can be kept quiet?  Or are you ready for the preternatural to become widely accepted.  You’d probably get a bigger budget.  People will panic.  Humans will start killing anyone that looks suspicious, monster or not.  When targeted, the actual monsters will fight back.  A brave new bloody world will be yours!”  
 
    Another roar bludgeoned the street.  A plume of incandescent plasm dug into the asphalt, cutting a trench across the rusty van and the cops pinned under it.  The cops had no time to scream before being incinerated.  The van exploded.   
 
    I asked, “How much death has to come before you let me help you?”  
 
      With her face white with shock, her breathing fast, her heartbeat sounded loud to my dragon-hearing.  Her hands shook.  With visible effort, she pulled herself together, watching a giant blur of silver streak past, just above the buildings.  DeSilver would be back.  This was just the first of many strafing runs; I could see that truth in her wide eyes as she brought her stare back at me. 
 
    She said, “Go get him!” 
 
    “I’m half dragon.  Taking dragon form is slower for me, more of an ordeal than a process.  You need to buy me at least a few minutes, and I need to change where DeSilver can’t see me.  I’ll be vulnerable until the shift is complete.” 
 
    She shouted at me.  “So, I hold him off with a gun while you run away?” 
 
    “Call in the witches you use for crime scene clean-up.  A few offensive spells are all we need, then they can haul ass, and I’ll be back to deal with this.”  
 
    “You are coming back, right?” 
 
    I grinned at her.  “If I do, do I still get to fuck your tits?” 
 
    “All day and night,” she said. 
 
    Fuck, yeah! My Cock said. 
 
    I ran back toward the nightclub.  It would give me the cover I needed, and the room to grow a whole lot bigger.  Of course, DeSilver knew about the club, and maybe about the bachelor party, so the place was going to get hit sooner or later.  I was hoping for later. 
 
    A couple of single-minded cops got in my way.  Their guns spat flame and lead.  Several rounds deflected off of my suit, leaving new bruises underneath.  These cops didn’t know that only head shots could be effective.  Before they figured it out, I bowled through them, sending them careening away amid the sound of broken bones; I didn’t have time to be gentle. 
 
    The line outside Noctem had vanished by the time I got there.  The red doors were closed.  Probably locked.  I hoped an evacuation was already underway via the emergency exits.  I didn’t slow, hitting the doors with full dragon-strength.  They shattered, flying inward off the hinges.  The impact slowed me, but I soon recovered speed.  There was screaming going on.  The music had stopped.  People headed for the back and side exits in the usual mindless panic, but from the laughter and buzz of happy voices, it seemed like the balcony party was still going strong. 
 
    I saw King wandering through the crowd, using his hypnotic red stare to chill out the patrons.  Order spread out as he passed.  I yelled to him.  “Clear the dance floor.   I need room to go all dragon.” 
 
    He turned my way.  Thought about it a second.  And said, “You’re going to owe me another club.” 
 
    “Fine!”  
 
    I stared up at the balcony.  Some of the demons on the balcony were drunk out of their mind, hanging their heads over the edge like they might be sick.   
 
    I called up, “Old Man!  Atlantis is going down again.”  Metaphorically speaking. 
 
    His bald blue head appeared over the railing, joining the crowd.  He looked down, his eyes searching me.  “It’s bad?” 
 
    “Get our people out of here, and get a storm going outside.  A silver is attacking.  I’ve got to change!”   
 
    He yelled back, suddenly quite sober.  “On it!” 
 
    I tore at my clothing, dropping my jacket, tie, shirt, pants…  Soon, everything I had sat in a pile on the floor.   
 
    One of the demons overhead yelled encouragement.  “Take it off!  Take it off!”   
 
    I guess he thought the strippers had finally arrived.  I flipped him off, but he might have been too wasted to tell.  The eyes of my inner dragon were open in the back shadow of my mind.  “You know what to do,” I told him. 
 
    I do indeed. 
 
    The change began, warmth in my bones, spasms in my muscles.  My heart thudded ever faster.  My Villager mind sank into the rising cloud of savage, dragon emotions.  Lust, greed, a ferocious urge to battle…  I screamed, my voice warbling into a screech as my vocal chords changed. My neck grew additional vertebrae, a longer spinal cord, and my back lengthened as well.  I fell onto hands and knees.  My skull felt like it was melting, a stew pot for my boiling brain.  Pain erupted as joints popped, bones reshaped, and my damn knees turned backward.   
 
    Time dragged.  Minutes passed.  A pureblood dragon would have magically shifted one form for another in a moment.  I couldn’t do that thanks to my mixed heritage.  My process was more like that of a shape-shifter.  My outer layer of skin hardened in little patches.  Sweat poured off me as internal organs pulsed and writhed, altering alignment and scale. Knifed by terrible hunger, all of me trembled as the room shrank around me.   
 
    No, I’m getting bigger.  
 
    The people still in the club were getting tiny by comparison.  Those that saw me mid-change screamed or fainted, often both.  Others just pushed harder, looking for any way out.  The dragon perspective crowded me out; I became the passenger in his head, watching the world through his dragon eyes. 
 
    I lifted a paw in front of my maw.  The skin had become a golden mesh of scales.  My rending claws were black.  I turned my head on a very long neck, able to stare at my ass where a tail grew out a little at a time.  Soon, the lashing tail-tip grew a scimitar of bone.  I felt bone spurs jut from my heels, and wing bones spike out of my shoulder blades as ribbing grew, shredding the skin and muscle of my back.  The iron scent of my own blood, and the smell of human fear, teased my stomach.  The people around me began to look tasty: Soft yet crunchy, mmmm! 
 
    My lips writhed back from new-grown teeth as my face lengthened into a snout.  My tongue fluttered out, tasting many new scents on the air than I’d known before.   One taste dominated; burning copper, the lightning within me that wanted to erupt and spew forth.   
 
    New-grown muscle, tendon, veins, and arteries filled in on wings taking shape.  Fresh skin covered the ribbing, scaled membranes stretching between.   
 
    I grew brand new nerves everywhere, each one screaming in torment.  And hunger became everything.  I lifted my head and roared.  The sound echoed in the empty nightclub.   
 
    Nothing to eat here.  Outside is better. 
 
    That wasn’t my thought.  It belonged to my dragon, but he wasn’t an inner-dragon anymore; he was free.  I’d become the ghost in his brain, the passenger, a voyeur in his life.  It was his will that moved the great hulking bulk of our body toward the front entrance.  I stared at the little square hole that I could never fit through.  Through that gap, I saw heavy rain pattering on the ground.  My sensitive ears picked up the rumble of thunder.  Flashes of lightning whited-out the outside world for long seconds at a time. 
 
    I thought: The old man’s work.  He’s keeping the silver busy. 
 
    My outer dragon said: My prey!   
 
    I ran at the opening and burst through, taking out the door’s frame and a lot of the surrounding wall.    Bricks bounced off me and scattered in my path.  The round Noctem sign crashed on the walkway, breaking.  I stepped on it in passing, turning the thing into a pancake.   It took a while for all of me to get outside.   Trotting to the middle of the street, I fanned my wings, lifting my head and long neck toward the raging clouds, letting the rain dance across my face as I stared at the silver dragon slicing the air in complex patterns of combat.  He wasn’t alone in his aerial maneuverings; a giant white eagle kept pace, looking for openings.   
 
    It’s Thule.  Makes sense he’d be out here as backup for the Old Man.   Where is the Old man? 
 
    My outer dragon answered my thought: He’ll be on a high building, as close to the sky as the area allows. 
 
    I felt my dragon’s intense hunger, and understood he was throttling down the more primitive side of himself.  The need to fuel our new mass was a real problem.  It weakened us when we couldn’t afford it.   
 
    Rip out the silver’s heart, eat it, and his magic, I suggested. 
 
    I felt the agreement of my dragon self, but also caught a stray thought from him: Big chicken looks tasty, too. 
 
    Eagle. 
 
    Same difference. 
 
    No, he’s a friend.  The Old Man would never forgive me for eating someone sworn to the clan. 
 
    Spoil sport. 
 
    Leaping into the air, I beat my wings furiously, struggling upward against stiff winds.  Climbing past a high apartment building, I saw some demon guards and the Old Man on the roof.  He looked frail and diminished.  I laughed at him, a rumble in my throat.   
 
    Only eight feet.  Look how small he is. 
 
    All humans are small. 
 
    Guin and a few uniformed cops stood near him.  A number of magic-users formed a circle, holding hands, chanting, casting some kind of spell.   
 
    The Old Man stared at the storm he’d called.  He shouted arcane words of power in ancient Atlantean.  In reply, great jags of purple-white lightning webbed the clouds above Thule and the DeSilver. 
 
    My dragon self said: They better hit the right dragon with those spells because I’m going in. 
 
    We were still well below Thule and the silver dragon when the falling lightning cut between the two, not doing much good I could see—until the electrical whips curled at the bottom and came up under DeSilver, catching him from underneath.  Grazed, the silver screamed, his solar-breath raking the cloud-bottoms, tearing at the heart of the storm, weakening it.  The plasm stream cut off as the silver dragged in a much-needed deep breath. 
 
    Thule saw his chance; he put on a burst of speed, driving into DeSilver like a feathery meteor.   Eagle claws sliced across tough dragon scales.  Eagle wings beat at the DeSilver’s face, a confusion factor.  The silver dragon whipped himself into loops of coils, trying to trap Thule’s demon form.   
 
    DeSilver had the physical advantage in offensive strength, but Thule had speed and many years of combat experience, while the silver dragon was at heart a court fop.   
 
    My dragon self said: Against a warrior dragon, Thule would already have been killed.   
 
    I agreed.  Then we better get in there and show Thule how it’s done. 
 
    We were up to their level now.  Thule saw me approaching and took himself aside, clearing the way for me to act.  I tasted copper, a rising charge of gold dragon lightning, rising from my belly, building in my mouth, held there to acquire potency.  I wanted my first blast of lightning breath to be the last thing DeSilver remembered as he woke up in hell.   
 
    Just about there, I opened my jaws very wide.   
 
    And then storm smote me mightily, its lighting an agonizing wash of blinding fire.  I screamed, tumbling mid-air, quivering from the massive electrical charge stuffing itself inside me.  It felt like moments before I’d pop like a balloon. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTY 
 
      
 
    “It’s not the size of the dragon in the fight, 
 
    it’s the size of the fight in the dragon.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    The Old Man and the witches had fucked up.  Any dragon but a gold would have died in that electrical barrage.   
 
    Maybe the witches had done this on purpose.  Maybe Guin had put them up to it, believing a truckload of dead hookers demanded vengeance, not a cover-up to hide the reality of paranormals.  All that flashed through my head as the lightning crackled, wreathing my supercharged body.   
 
   
  
 

 Choking on lightning, I did the only thing possible—I spit.   
 
    DeSilver had the same idea; his solar-breath roared at me, a club of light and seething plasma.   
 
    The ball lightning crowding my mouth became the base of dozens of golden jags that leaped into the solar attack, netting it, thinning it, pounding through.   
 
    There’s a reason golden dragons sit on the throne and silver dragons grovel before it. 
 
    I followed my lighting strikes through the disintegrating plasma stream.  Weak wisps of incandescence flowed harmlessly across my golden scales.  Then I was through the hell-zone created by our colliding breathes.  DeSilver was a good deal bigger than me as a dragon, but from the shock on his scaly face, the flood of fear in his eyes, I knew he’d reconsidered vengeance in favoring of staying alive.   
 
    Not that I’d let him.   
 
    His wings beat furiously as he tried to evade, but he’d waited too long, trying to see the result of his attack.   
 
    Rookie mistake.   
 
    Lightning continued to pour out of me.  I felt like I’d never be empty, the pain of hunger replaced, for now.  Golden death jazzed all around the silver, blackening scales.  Larger bolts stabbed into him, exploding chunks of dragon flesh off of his body.  His wings ignited and burned.  Devouring holes appeared with orange edges.   Severed wing ribs shattered.   
 
    It’s nice having a target too big to miss.   
 
    He screamed as his wings crumpled and he fell. 
 
    I was able to bite off the energy and hold onto some of it while I renewed my breath.  The air tasted burned, ozone.   
 
    Diving, I followed him halfway to the streets below and gave him a blast of lightning breath to fry his ass—literally.  Six or seven main jags emerged from my jaws, each lightning stream spinning off a fine webbing of lesser charges.  The golden electrical storm engulfed what was left of DeSilver, ripping a final scream from him.  He trailed molten globs that were melted scales.  One wing came off, along with a blackened arm, as a lightning strike carved into his bowels. 
 
    Dinner’s going to be a little extra-crispy, I thought. 
 
    My dragon self said: It’s fine.  The heart will be bloody and raw.   
 
    The hunger was back.  We both felt its scourge, but this was a little too close to cannibalism for comfort since I was half-dragon myself.  I had to ask: We’re really going to eat it? 
 
    Yes.  Dragons are magic-users as well as being of magic itself.  His heart will feed our power.  Our magic—eating his—will grow much stronger.  Survival excuses everything.  Able could be lurking about, getting ready to avenge his partner; we’ll need the boost.   
 
    As the ground rushed up, I thought over the logic.  Well, it’s not like we have to tell anyone. 
 
    Exactly. 
 
    Gliding, pulling back a little, I swung my tail earthward.  The wind in my wings killed some of my excessive velocity.  Reaching terminal velocity, DeSilver pulled away, an angled drop that sent him headfirst into a closed Goodwill store, destroying part of a roof and wall.   
 
    That’s a donation they’re not going to like. 
 
     I spiraled down to the ruined building and at the last moment, folded wings and dropped inside.  Powerful hind-legs caught the floor, crushing merchandise, scattering clutter, bricks, and smashing flat fallen water sprinkler pipes.  My wagging tail swept clothing racks across the room. 
 
    Half under the debris, lying where he’d skidded after crash-landing, DeSilver’s scorched body smoked.  His chest was still, no breathing.  I didn’t even see a twitch of muscles.  I shoved his bulk over so I could see the dragon’s face.  His eyes were milky, like moonstone cabochons. 
 
    The summoned storm high overhead broke apart, allowing moonlight to shaft into the store.  Their work done, the Old Man and Guin would be looking for me, but it might take them awhile since the battle had moved away from the Strip.  I needed to act quickly. 
 
    Knives of hunger prodded my growling stomach, seconding the motion. 
 
    I pulled golden dragon magic out of my body, letting it well into my claw-tips.  I slashed and tore, pealing back scaled skin and muscle.  Dragon blood drenched my hands, splattered my body, and drained to the floor.  The open wound welled, but ripped blood vessels didn’t spurt since DeSilver’s heart no longer beat. I gripped white rib bones and twisted them free, discarding the fragments. This opened the chest cavity so I could access the heart.    
 
    I gripped it with both paws, and braced a clawed foot on DeSilver’s stomach for leverage.  A couple tugs and it tore loose.  I took a bite.  The meat had the elastic give of a giant eraser, but also crumbled, tasting like tough beef.  I made quick work of it, swallowing it in chunks, feeling silver magic on my palette, a metallic steamy taste.  A feeling of fullness and euphoria came in, along with a flush of energy, like I’d drained too many cans of Red Bull and chased them down with espresso ice cream.  This was more than a sugar rush—a sugar avalanche.  A warm blush chased itself over my skin, head to tail and back again. 
 
    My body ignited with a yellow-white, watercolor glow.  Cool! 
 
    I kicked DeSilver’s corpse away from me and leaped upward, passing through the hole, landing on an intact section of roof that groaned under my weight.  Before it could cave in, I unfolded wings and beat them to lift myself back into the air.  My heart raced as I did.  I didn’t care who saw me.  My thoughts were bubbling fuzz that eluded clarity.  Feeling newborn, invincible, I streaked back toward the Strip, daring Able to pop up and take a shot. 
 
    I will so kick your chalky ass. 
 
    I roared above the buildings, climbing higher and higher.  Somewhere around two thousand feet, mellowing kicked in.  The exuberance evaporated.  I wobbled in flight as if drunk, blinking sleepy eyes. 
 
    What happened to my high? 
 
    My dragon self said: Too much power, too strong a spike.  It’s overwhelming…  Body is shutting down, self-defense…  Have to land, before we pass out. 
 
    We’ll be…vulnerable. 
 
    Better than falling out of sky and breaking our neck. 
 
    True. 
 
    It was getting hard to know which thoughts were mine, and which were my dragon’s.  The buildings were blurring, the edges softening.   
 
    There, parking garage. 
 
    Losing the rhythm of my wings made my landing awkward, my balance precarious.  I hit, rolled, and skidded to a stop on concrete, bashing in the side of a blue Toyota Tundra.  I didn’t care.  They probably had insurance, though it might not cover dragons.  If it had been a Mustang, I’d have wept.   
 
    Lying there, my eyes sagged shut.  My thoughts drained into darkness, dragging my senses along as I passed out. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    It was the screaming that woke me; incessant, passionate ranting actually.   “My truck!  What the hell happened to my truck? If I find out who did this there will be dad-burned hell to pay!  Aaarrrrgh!  How ‘m I gonna git home now?  Hey!  You, naked guy, did you see who hit my truck?” 
 
    I opened my eyes.  The world was big again.  I was in human form.  And, yes, naked.  Unlike other dragons, I don't magically acquire clothes after such a change.  Pity.  It would have been convenient. 
 
    The truck owner was late fifties, grizzled, gray-haired, and wearing worn jeans with a white-and-yellow plaid western shirt.  The pearl-snaps looked nifty—not.  His butter-yellow cowboy hat rode back, having been pushed up his forehead to improve his range of sight.  It had silver buckles on the headband. 
 
    He clomped over to me as I picked myself up.  He said, “Did you see ‘em, the ones that did that to my truck?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said.  “They drove through here in a black Tacoma, big black guy behind the wheel.  He had a snap-on gold tooth in front, and wore dark sunglass, probably why he hit your truck.  He might have been high on meth, too.  He had a crazy look in his eyes.” 
 
    Cowboy paused.  “If he had dark sunglasses on, how’d you see his eyes?” 
 
    “Glasses fell off when he knocked me down and stole my two-thousand-dollar Italian suit.” 
 
    “That bastard!” Cowboy shouted.  “It’s the death of decency, I tell you.” 
 
    “I’d have resisted, but I thought he might pimp-slap me.  Hey,” I said, “if I fix your truck, how about giving me lift so I don’t get arrested for wandering around naked?” 
 
    He looked at me like I was crazy.  “You’re going to fix my truck?  What, like in the next five minutes?” 
 
    “I don’t think I’ll need that long.”  I walked over to his vehicle, ran my hands along the caved in side, and let shadow magic seep into the metal.  The truck turned black as my heart.  I reshaped the shadow magic.  It pulled the truck back to its original shape, straightening the bent frame and side panels.  Stepping back, I pulled the darkness into me, the truck returned to its usual blue color. 
 
    “There you go.”  I turned to Cowboy.   
 
    His eyes bugged out.  His jaw dropped open.  “Land of Goshen!  What are you?  One of those street magicians?  I didn’t even see the smoke and mirrors.” 
 
    “That’s because I’m good.  Now about that ride…?” 
 
    He pressed up against his truck, running his hands over it, making sure the repair was real, not some illusion, then looked at me.  “Sure thing, mister.  I owe you one.” 
 
    “Yes, you do.” 
 
    “Let’s just see if it will start off.”  He went around to the driver’s door and climbed in.  A moment later, the engine revved.  He grinned at me and waved.  “Git in.” 
 
    I did.  After I buckled up, he handed me his cowboy hat.  “Here, son, better cover up.  There are some things another man don’t want to see, unless he’s queer as a two-headed calf.”   
 
    I took the cowboy hat and settled it in my lap, covering my slack but still sizable cock.   
 
    “And don’t bother givin’ back the hat.  I’d only hafta burn it.” 
 
    “Don’t worry.  I’ll burn it for you.” 
 
    We rounded level after level, heading to the ground.  Eventually, we pulled out into the street.  Cowboy asked, “So, where am I takin’ you, naked fella?” 
 
    I gave him directions, hearing sirens wailing in the distance.  I wondered if someone had found and reported a dead dragon in the Goodwill store. 
 
    Cowboy grunted in surprise.  “It’s been raining.” 
 
    “Hell of a storm earlier,” I said.  It rained fire and dragons.  “Lightning was something to see.” 
 
    “My name’s Jake Hanson,” Cowboy said.  “You got a handle?” 
 
    I thought about what lay under the hat.  “Yeah, I’m Dick Everhard.” 
 
    “Pleased to meet ya, Dick.  You from around these parts?” 
 
    “Passin’ through.  Visiting from Los Angeles.” 
 
    “Land of fruits, flakes, and nuts.” 
 
    “Granola capital of the world,” I agreed.   
 
    Watching the streets change, I made small talk, lying as much as possible on general principle.   It wasn’t long before we got to the nightclub, cruising past my Mustang.  It was still there, the trunk open, but no dead hookers in sight.  Someone had thoughtfully dusted off the chalky coating.  Probably the Preternatural Unit’s cleaning crew.  Their magical influence probably accounted for the lack of interested bystanders despite the exploded van and other damage caused by the dragon’s attack.  
 
    Hell if only they’d fixed my Mustang while they were at it…  I just hoped the emergency bag I’d already had in the trunk was still there.  It had spare clothes, a spare phone, and cash concealed in a false bottom. 
 
    “Let me out here,” I said. 
 
    “That’s your Mustang?  Hell of a paint job.” 
 
    “What can I say?  I’m partial to lightning.”   
 
    “Well, good luck to you, naked fella.’ 
 
    “Same to you, Jake.”  I climbed out and slammed the door behind me.  Cowboy hat in hand, I waved as the truck pulled off, rounded a corner, and vanished.  “Salt of the earth that man.  If only he knew how to dress.  Speaking of which…”  I went to my Mustang and peeked in the trunk.  My black gym bag was in a back corner, looking unmolested.  The late hour probably explained that.  I grabbed and opened it, finding jeans and a black tee.  There were socks and sneakers as well as my spare phone.  I dressed quickly and checked the false bottom.  The cash was there, ten thousand dollars, a little pocket money.  I left the money in the bag for easier carrying, and slammed the trunk shut.  I left the cowboy hat there.  Maybe another grizzled cowboy would come along and steal it. 
 
    “Caine!”  It was the Old Man, with Guin at his side.  She glared at me, her gun in hand. 
 
    “Going to shoot me,” I asked. 
 
    “Thinking about it.” 
 
    I smiled.  “I have that effect on a lot of people.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    “I love volunteers; they are so expendable.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    My command team straggled into the hotel’s conference room.  Imari and the Old Man had one end of the long table.  I occupied the other end.  Colt sat next to me, his model Mustang in hand.   He pushed it back and forth on the tabletop, softly going, “Vroom, vroom.” 
 
    Zero-T dragged into the room, dejection on his magically animated ceramic mask.  Even his afro looked wilted.  His wrinkled suit needed attention.  I wondered if he’d slept in it.  He came to the massive table, pulled out a chair, and dropped into it. 
 
    I smiled.  “So, I hear you were eliminated last night from the poker tournament.  What happened?” 
 
    “My three eights should have carried the hand.  I don’t know what happened.” 
 
    Having caught the details of the loss by going on line, I answered his question for him.  “A full house happened.  That and the fact you thought you could bluff everyone while sweating bullets.” 
 
    He sighed.  “There’s always next year.” 
 
    “Only if you survive the mission.  You may want to focus on the battle plan handout in front of you.  Imari—your one true love—spent a lot of time on it.” 
 
    He perked up, reaching for the handout.  “Really?  It must be a masterful composition of pure genius then.” 
 
    Colt made a kissy face and smacking noises.  “Kiss ass much?” 
 
    A shadow hand appeared behind his head, giving him a soft slap.  His head rocked forward and came back.  “Hey!” 
 
    “Wasn’t me.”  I pointed down the table.  “Talk to your grandfather.”  
 
    He simply smiled at his grandson and said, “Language.  Just because you will one day inherit the demon clan, doesn’t mean you need to be crude, like your father.” 
 
    I flipped the Old Man off. 
 
    “My point exactly,” he said. 
 
    My demon captains were here, the ones that would command the lower-level minions during the actual invasion of the Villager dimension.  They sat at the Old Man’s end of the table. 
 
    Angie came in, closely escorted by Det. Winter.  The werewolf pheromones were strong.  Give them a few minutes, and they’d probably be ripping each other’s clothes off.   
 
    Gloria came in next, enduring the daylight as only true-blood vampires could.   She wore pink leather pants and bodice, a pair of short swords on a belt, and had a sheathed broadsword on her back.  Only a hundred and fifteen pounds, five-foot-five, the broad sword looked bigger than she was.  Despite looking only seventeen, thin, almost frail, she was centuries old, and capable of incredible carnage.  That’s what I was hoping for. 
 
    Her royal sexiness strolled over to me, ruffled my hair, kissed me on the lips, and looked at Colt.  “Who’s the kid?” 
 
    He looked up.  “Auntie Gloria!”  Colt leaped up and ran around me.  He threw himself into her arms.  She caught him.  He startled her with a kiss to the cheek.  “I’ve missed you.” 
 
    “That’s Colt, my son,” I said.   
 
    Gloria stared at me, at him, then back at me.  “And where have you been hiding him all these years—and why?” 
 
    “He’s not born yet,” I said.  “This version is visiting from nine years into the future.” 
 
    “I love that sword you sent me for my last birthday,” he said. 
 
    Zero-T dragged a chair over for her.   
 
    Gloria set Colt down and patted him like a dog.  “I’m sure we’re going to be great friends.  What’s your blood type, by the way?” 
 
    “Don’t even go there,” I said.  “Selene will rip you a new one.” 
 
    “Maybe, maybe not.”  Gloria took off her broadsword so she could sit.  She turned to me.  “Hey, wait a second, don’t you have a tattoo to keep kids from happening?” 
 
    “He lost them all,” Zero-T said.  “Got careless.” 
 
    “Not all of them,” I said. 
 
    Gloria leaned elbows on the table, her joined hands under her chin as she regarded me.  “Selene’s the mother?  How’d she beat out the ice princess?  I want all the details.” 
 
    I said, “Too long to go into now.  We’ve got business to get to.”   
 
    “Tell me about the kid, then.  What is he?” 
 
    “A demi-god in training.” 
 
    The demi-god in training went back to pushing his Mustang across the table.  “Vroom, vroom.”  I think he hoped to annoy me into paying him to go away for a while. 
 
    I looked down the table at Winter.  He and Angie had their heads together, murmuring to one another.  Definite chemistry there. 
 
    I called out, “Hey, detective, won’t your Captain get pissy if you run off with us to another dimension to kill folks?” 
 
    “I’m on vacation.”  He stared at me with amber wolf-eyes.  “And if you don’t tell her, how will she know?” 
 
    “Good point.” 
 
    Thule came in.  He had a fierce look to him, as if his roc’s battle with DeSilver had stirred up the wilder side of his demon nature.  He closed the door to the meeting room and stayed by the door, guarding our privacy.  I assumed he had more guards outside.   
 
    Everyone was here that I needed except for Osama and Selene.  A week ago, my combat butler had caught a plane from L.A. to Japan, going back to visit relatives.  As for Selene, she’d sent word through Colt; she’d meet me in the Villager dimension.  Apparently, she’d been preparing for this day for over a thousand years, and intended to shock me with a killer surprise. 
 
    Zero-T flipped toward the back of the master plan he’d been provided with.  He stiffened and stared at the last page.  “This can’t be right.” 
 
    There was a cruel smile on Imari’s obsidian face.  The orange flames on her sleek, baldhead danced with exuberance.   “I think it’s the perfect role for you, Big Dawg.  If anyone can pull it off…you da man!” 
 
    Zero-T looked at me, then at her.  He said, “You’re painting a huge target on my back and asking me to show my ass to the enemy.” 
 
    Imari nodded.  “Exactly right.  You’re playing a key role with your disguise skills and magic masks.  The enemy needs to believe that Caine is leading his troops into battle.” 
 
    I said, “While they watch you—and try to smoke your ass because you’re playing me—I’ll be sneaking off to cut the legs out from under the Villagers.” 
 
    Zero-T said, “Sure, I can wave some Berettas around while wearing a magical disguise, but I can’t pull off anything that looks like shadow magic.  And I sure as hell can’t toss lightning around.” 
 
    Imari said, “Actually, you will.  We have a few storm magic demons that can help you fake it.” 
 
    Zero-T looked slightly less doubtful.  “Well, you’re not going to let anyone kill me, right.  I mean, chopping off the head of the enemy’s leader is a tried and true tactic.   
 
    I pointed at Thule over by the door.  “You’ll have Thule and my security team on you.  They’ll keep you alive, and it will sell the deception.  My guards are known to the Villagers by now.  They are oh, so proud of their research.” 
 
    Thule beckoned toward me.  He wanted a private word.  I got up and walked over.  Thule leaned in close and whispered, “If he happens to die, you won’t hold it against us, right?  I mean, these are Villagers armed with shadow magic.” 
 
    I patted him on the arm.  “Just do your best.  Buy me all the time you can, and run like hell if it looks like the plan is going to hell.” 
 
    Thule nodded.  “Right.” 
 
    The discussion had moved on to other issues as I returned to my seat.  Zero-T leaned in.  He whispered.  “What did Thule say?” 
 
    I looked my dear friend in the eyes.  “He swears upon his life that no one will touch you.” 
 
    Suddenly, Zero-T grew misty eyes.  “Damned nice of him.”  He swung around and gave Thule a thumb-up gesture. 
 
    Thule gave him back a rather predatory smile, returning the gesture. 
 
    Gloria put a hand on my arm.  I knew she’d heard my discussion with Thule with her vampire hearing.  She brushed my cheek with a kiss on the way to whispering in my ear.  “Dear one, you should have been born a vampire.  Your grasp of leadership skills is truly amazing.  I wish my son Adrian was half the player you are.” 
 
    Her son ran the vampires of L.A, except when he fucked it up and Gloria had to step in.  Adrian imagined he could be Master of the City in a place where I was already Hub Lord, just because he spent as much money on his wardrobe as I did.   Gloria was a good friend, but one day, I knew I’d be forced to kill her son.  I was just waiting for him to do something stupid enough so Gloria wouldn’t go immediately for my throat when I did.  We both knew it, and made a point of never talking about it. 
 
    “Auntie Gloria.”  Colt held his model to his chest, partly covering up the big white skull on his hoodie.  “I want a kiss too.” 
 
    She gave him one.  Instead of going back to his chair, he slid onto her lap, making himself at home.  Gloria laughed and shot me a knowing look.  “He’s your son, alright.  Who’s going to be watching him while you’re off in the Villager dimension?” 
 
    “I’ve asked his Auntie Chrys to take him to the movies.  And out for dinner.  I want her for my harem, so I don’t want her dying while fighting for her people, or maybe coming after me at the wrong time.” 
 
    If she were to consider me a true enemy, it wouldn’t bode well for my skeletal structure.  I liked my bones intact.  That’s why I’d asked Colt to do this for me.  Surprisingly, he’d agreed at once, not even asking for cash. 
 
    The door opened, despite the guards outside.  Thule blocked the opening a moment, then sidestepped.  My cousin Kinsey and my Uncle Drake marched in.   
 
    Kinsey kept a hand on the basket-hilt rapier she wore in a leather sheath, connected to her belt with silver chains.  Her belt buckle was also silver, with a garnet buckle.  Her boots were ankle-high, black like her pants.  Her top was a royal blue, setting off her flaxen hair.  Her angry eyes were antique gold, like the many wide bracelets she wore on her forearms.  She’d trained to use the jewelry in blocking an enemy’s sword or knife. 
 
    Drake wore a charcoal gray suit with an open pale blue shirt, no tie.  His eyes held a soft butter-yellow glow.  His face was clean shaven, and lightly seamed with fine lines.  He didn’t need to show age; dragons could look any age they wanted in human form.   I think he liked looking distinguished with his short, iron gray hair, and his diamond cufflinks. 
 
    Their searching gazes found me.  They came my way, ignoring the room that fell silent.   
 
    I stood and left the table to meet them halfway—wondering which of my many sins they were concerning themselves with.  It didn’t matter; in my inner coat pocket, I had a trump card to shut them up.  But I’d listen first. 
 
    I stopped and crossed my arms.  “Is there something I can help you with?” 
 
    “We have heard disturbing tales.”  If voices could be aged like wine, Drake’s had been.  It sounded deep and mellow.   
 
    “Can you be more specific?” I asked. 
 
    Kinsey jumped into the conversation.  “You’ve been killing silver dragons!  We’ve had word of one dropped into the midst of the emperor’s throne room.” 
 
    Again, I had to point out the obvious.  “It’s my throne room.  I think I can drop what I want there.” 
 
    Drake said, “It’s true then!” 
 
    I called out, “Colt, come here a minute.” 
 
    He hurried over, stopping close to me, one hand on my hip.  He looked at my cousin and uncle, then away, oddly shy—for him.  I said, “This is the one that delivered the silver traitor to the usurper for me.” 
 
    Kinsey looked at me as if my words made no sense.  “Traitor?” 
 
    I said, “The Silver Clan has been working behind the throne, making secret alliances with the enemies of dragon kind.”  I reached in my coat pocket and handed a folded parchment to Drake.  “Read this.” 
 
    He took the parchment, studied the royal seal on it, unfolded it, and read silently. 
 
    Kinsey shook off her momentary confusion.  “We also heard you killed a second dragon—and ate his heart!” 
 
    Colt looked up at me, admiration in his eyes.  “You did?” 
 
    “I had a good reason.”  I wanted to. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter.”  Drake handed me back the parchment.  “He is the official executioner of the dragon world.  The emperor’s own hand has signed that document.  Caine stands outside dragon law and custom in the pursuit of the emperor’s justice.”  Drake bowed to me.  “Forgive our questions, Lord Executioner.  If we may stand in service of The Family, please call on us.” 
 
    Kinsey stared at him.  “That’s it?  He does anything he wants and we have to smile?” 
 
    I said, “Better than dying, Mom.  I wonder how your heart would taste.” 
 
    She paled, meeting my stare.  My very serious stare.  Her checks flushed red.  She wheeled and fled the room.  I looked at Drake.  “If you will excuse me, I am preparing to take on the Villagers that subverted the Silver Clan.  If I survive, we can talk later.” 
 
    He bowed again and left.  Thule closed the door behind them. 
 
    The Old Man’s voice boomed across the room.  “Caine, do me a favor and don’t eat my bride’s heart.  I’m pretty sure we’ll need that on our honeymoon.” 
 
    “I wasn’t serious,” I said. 
 
    Oddly, no one in the room looked like they believed me.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    “A man unwilling to risk everything hasn’t  
 
    been ruthless enough with himself.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    I didn’t think Able expected me to return to the wilds of the Villager dimension, to the spot where I’d been discovered by him—and trapped in my own spell circle.  Still, I approached from a new direction, with Selene’s power shielding us all from notice as Zig and Zag floated ahead, lighting the way.   
 
    We found no guards on the spot even though I’d punched through from here into the prison of their hag goddess.  I stood outside the circle, looking down at the lines burned into the oily black rock.  No one had messed with it.  I suppose, having almost died here once, they thought me too intelligent to try it again.   
 
    The fools! 
 
    Selene wore red seamless armor that clung to her like spray paint.  The texture was steel hard, but it managed to flex, giving her easy freedom of movement.  She carried a teardrop shaped helmet under one arm.  The hunting horn dangling from a strap on a red leather belt mystified me.   
 
    Why that and not at least a sword?  
 
    I was envious, making do with one of my spell-warded suits that was vulnerable to magic.  I’d have felt a whole lot better if I still had my tatts. 
 
    She said, “It would be easier if I knew where this dark portal goes to.  I could take you straight there.” 
 
    “The place is warded too well, or your desire to know would supply the answer.  You goddesses got a good thing going on.”  I thought of the hag, of her miserable thousand-year imprisonment.  “Most of you, anyway.” 
 
    “I wish I could cross over with you,” Selene said. 
 
    “I know, but I need you to shield the circle so no magic escapes to draw the Villager’s attention here.  And once open, I need you to hold the portal for me so it doesn’t go away, like last time.” 
 
    “You’re going to be all right with her?  She’s a goddess, and from what you said, not very stable.” 
 
    I smiled at Selene.  “I’m used to insane deities.”  
 
    She punched me in the arm.  Hard. 
 
    I lifted eyebrows and lied.  “I didn’t mean you.” 
 
    “No, of course not.  Can we get started?” 
 
    “In a bit.”  I looked up at the black sky—a universe without stars or moons.  This dimension seemed unborn, still in its mother’s dead, dark womb.  Infinite sterility, except for the blessing of shadow magic deep underground in another kind of womb.   
 
    I dripped my stare to the purple-white haze of light above the closest city.  That was the focal point of our faux invasion.  The Old Man’s storm magic would open our attack with a furious pounding of lightning.  That would be my cue.  
 
    Selene said, “Have you thought about what the dark hag will do to her people once she’d free of their control?  She will hold a grudge, I promise you.” 
 
    “Whatever she’ll do, they’ve earned it.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure.  I have memories that go both directions in time.  What will happen to this world in ages to come—even I have problems with that.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but if I know about all the awfulness I set in motion, I’ll have to pretend to care.”  I turned back to her.  “Besides, we’ve got to consider the stability of the temporal multi-verse.”   
 
    Selene smiled at that.  “And I thought I was scary.” 
 
    I drew her to me and kissed her.  “You are.  It just makes you sexier.” 
 
    Catching flashes of light from the corner of my eye, I looked back to the Villager metropolis.  Clouds had formed over it.  The sight must have amazed the locals that don’t travel much.  Reflecting the city light back on itself, the eternal night actually brightened.  The underbelly of the violet-blue clouds brightened even more as webs of purple-white lightning came and went.  Then came the first massive jags of electrical fire.  From where I stood, I couldn’t see them hit the city, but I had mental images of alien black-rock towers exploding and spraying debris into crowded streets. 
 
    Too bad I’m missing a really good show. 
 
    I walked into the spell circle, leaving Selene at the edge.  I took the middle point and formed a blade of shadow in my right hand.  A quick, short cut, and blood dripped from my left hand.  Red splatters fell on the dotted the lines that had been tainted by my brother’s black blood.  My blood was drawn into the pattern.  It didn’t turn bright crimson again, but acquired a dark garnet hue.   
 
    Coating my body with a protective layer of shadow magic, I felt the wound on my left hand close.  I waited, knowing what to expect this time.  Grit and dust kicked up as a new wind whirled around the perimeter.  Cold, black flames danced up from my feet.  While lashes of shadow magic raged across the pattern, battering the containment barrier, I fell from the surface world, landing miles down in shallow water under a cavern roof thick with glowworms.   
 
    There was no manic laughter this time.  No clacking of conduits, just the random drip and splatters of water off the stalagmites.   I turned and stared up the bank, at four Villagers who leaped off the bank at me, swords of shadow in their hands.  They wore the usual black enameled chainmail and had those wrist comms with the glowing green lenses.   
 
    Nice of them to provide enough light for me to kill them easily. 
 
    Villagers were faster than human, but not dragon-fast.  Nor dragon strong.  I leaped toward the two on the right, using my bare hands to catch their blades as they passed me on either side.  I drained their magic into myself and their shadow blades went soft, splintering into fragments that dusted into nothing. 
 
    The four landed in the water. 
 
    I yelled at the black-iris portal above them.  “Selene, lightning!” 
 
    The spell circle beyond the portal was designed to keep things in, not out.  Her power bludgeoned into the circle, crimson light eating the darkness, passed through the shadow portal, and red jags of lightning sizzled into the water where the Villagers stood.  Screams sounded as they died on their feet.  The stench of slagged metal and burnt meat filled the air.   
 
    The lightning snapped out. 
 
    “Thanks,” I called back. 
 
    I climbed the rest of the bank.   At the crest, I paused to pull several chem-sticks from an inner pocket.  I shook them and bent them sharply.  They ignited with cold green light.   
 
    I yelled past the obsidian pillars.  “Grandma, did you miss me?” 
 
    There was a stirring that caused a rapid-fire series of clacks.  The sound cut off sharply.  I imagined the hag spinning toward the trail, hope warring in her against long disappointment as she regained control, holding herself rigidly still.   
 
    Her voice came, “You are real?  Not a ghost of my own madness, come to torture me?” 
 
    “To live is to suffer, but I’m real enough.”   
 
    “You could be lying.” 
 
    “I’ve just killed for you.  What more can a friend do?” 
 
    I went up past the pillars to stand at the limit of her reach.  I tossed the glow wands over to her.  Their green light made the white, blind stones of her eyes look like pieces of rare jade.  “I can’t make you trust me, but you should consider it.  I can’t free you if I have to deal with the complexities of these conduits, and also fight you off.” 
 
    “You ask a lot from one utterly betrayed.” 
 
    “Will you give me a chance to show you I can be trusted?  If not, I’ll be dead, or driven off, and nothing will ever change for you.” 
 
    “You smell tasty, full of magic.  I’m so hungry.” 
 
    “Control your hunger until you are free.  Your people now number in the millions on the surface.  Plenty there to fill you up.” 
 
    “Millions?  Millions!  So many...” 
 
    “Villagers like to fuck.  What can I say?”   
 
    I held my hand out toward her, wondering if she were totally blind, or could see light and shadow.  I also wondered if I were about to lose that hand to her gnashing teeth.   
 
    No guts, no glory. 
 
    “Stretch out those cables.  Come to me, Grandma.  Aren’t you tired of this place?”  There are rare moments when the sincerity of true honesty is the best weapon.  This was one of those times.  I couldn’t risk her smelling a lie on me.  “I’ll stand my ground so drag your bony ass over here.  You could attack, hurting me badly; I’ve seen how fast you can strike.  You could rip away my small defenses with what little shadow magic you have.  God wouldn’t save me; I’ve pissed him off too many times.” 
 
    Still not a twitch. 
 
    I said, “Honestly, you scare me.  But failure is worse.  I’m holding my hand out to you.” 
 
    Those blind eyes were locked onto my face, having pinpointed where my voice came from.  No other part of her looked alive.  She didn’t move.  Moving invited hope.  The possibility of hope was an agony of spirit wherever darkness reigns. 
 
    I said, “When exactly do you think the next person will come along?  You’ve been here a thousand years already.  Are you going to make it two?  Three thousand?” 
 
    I waited some more.  I knew what the main suspicion was that held her back; the idea that the pillars were so close to me, one step could take me out of reach, and all this could turn into a twisted, teasing game being played on her. 
 
    I sighed. 
 
    “Fine.  If you’re going to kill your only friend, do it quick, Grandma.  I only enjoy suffering when there’s purpose behind it.” 
 
    I took a step.  Then another.  Two more. 
 
    And her conduits clacked.   
 
    “Grandma, my hand is still out.  Show me yours.”  I took another step.  My inner dragon stared; awake in my head, but silent.  I was surprised he wasn’t calling me every kind of stupid fool there was.  
 
    “Grandma?  I want to help you.” 
 
    “Hungry!” She lunged in an insanely fast blur, wrapping arms around me.  The clacking deafened.  Her jaw unhinged.  Her mouth hung open like she was going to swallow my whole freaking head.  Her teeth sank into my right shoulder, piercing the magical protection of my coat.  The pain wasn’t as bad as what my old tatts used to put me through.  At least she’d found enough control not to bite off my face, and she wasn’t tearing at me, trying to rip off a chunk to swallow.  That felt a little encouraging. 
 
    I embraced her cold, thin, muddy flesh, and patted her age-curved back.  “There, there.  I know you’ve suffered.  It will be all right now.  I promise you.” 
 
    “You promise.  Others have promised, and lied.” 
 
    “But did they ever trust you with their life?”  I took another huge chance and pushed my shadow magic into her.   
 
    Her teeth pulled out of my shoulder.  I bled from the teeth marks, but otherwise seemed fine.  The shoulder was gone from the suit, as if dissolved by her saliva.  The rest of the suit writhed, the fibers unwinding in a death-throe, rotting off as if entropy were running wild.   
 
    There was nothing between us but her mud and a few conduits. 
 
    I continued to pour shadow magic into her, holding a picture of her in my head—a vison of strength, youth, and beauty.  I willed her eyes to shine with a black flame that would burn away the blindness. 
 
    Her arms tightened even more, her claws digging furrows in my flesh. I felt warm blood dripping down my body.   
 
    The mud crumbled away from her dusky purple skin.  Her white hair shed, replaced by a lush cascade of ebony.  The lines of her face faded as the years dropped away.  My hands prowled freely, finding pliant, smooth flesh.  I gripped her ass cheeks and squeezed, enjoying their rounded fullness. 
 
    She gasped, jerking backwards half a step. Her arms loosened in shock.  “What are you doing?” 
 
    “It’s how I say hi to hot, naked chicks.”  I brought my hands up, cupping her breasts.  “My, grandma, what perky tits you have.”  I tweaked her nipples, drawing a moan from her.   
 
    I let go of her and used a firm voice.  “Look at me!” 
 
    Her eyes lost their pale-ice look.  Black fire shone there.  And hope as well.  Those eyes moved side to side, scanning my features in the theatrical green lighting of the chem-sticks.  Her hands left my back.  Coming between us, they were no longer savage claws.  Gently, her fingers touched my face, smearing me with my own blood.   
 
    She stared at blood on my face, the blood of a friend.  Sanity flooded her eyes, bringing regret.  “What have I done?” 
 
    “I’ll heal, don’t worry about it.  Things are going to get crazy now.  I’m going to flush golden dragon magic into you so it can attack the conduits.  I’m sorry, but freeing you is going to hurt like hell.” 
 
    She leaned in and hesitantly skimmed her lips across mine in a chaste kiss.  Her lips returned with more daring, tasting sweet as nightshade.  “Bella Donna.”   
 
    The beautiful lady that can kill or cure.  Appropriate. 
 
    She echoed my words.  “Bella Donna?” 
 
    “It means beautiful lady in Italian.  Brace yourself!” 
 
    I slammed raw, golden magic into her in place of the shadow magic, having little of that left. 
 
    She screamed, a shrill, piercing, yet beautiful sound.  Darkness radiated from her eyes, defying the green glow of the chem-sticks.  She sagged.  I caught her, holding her head against my chest.  My touched settled her, enough so she didn’t fight me—enduring as I’d asked her to. 
 
    The conduits took on a golden hue.  Ripping out of her body, they writhed like snakes, or maybe high-pressure hoses, except nothing came out of their mouths.  Clacking, the lengths thrashed each other and the ground.   
 
    By then, I had Bella Donna in my arms, running in full retreat.  I didn’t know how long it would take for someone to come running, but I knew they would; I’d just taken the source of shadow magic away from this world.  If they got her back quickly, before her strength rebuilt, she’d be returned to her prison—under massive guard.  I had to get her away and give her time to become all she had once been. 
 
    Holding her close, I passed the obsidian pillars, skidded down slope, and leaped out from the bottom of the bank.  I put enough dragon strength into my legs to carry us into the dark portal and through it.  I landed in a crouch, naked, holding a naked purple lady, and waited for the dark storm of the pattern to close. 
 
    Selene shut it down.  She gestured, a sweep of her hand, and the pattern burned into the ground radiated a fierce red light that webbed the whole area in cracks, rippling chunks of rock into the air.  They floated and came down in such a way the pattern would not be easily pieced back together.   
 
    I carried Bella to Selene, who studied her with interest.   “So, this is what all the fuss is about.” 
 
    Bella’s eyes fluttered and opened.  She stared at Selene.  “Who are you?” 
 
    “One of those who freed you.”  Selene looked at me.  “We can’t stay here.  Able knows of this spot.  He will come with others to stop us.” 
 
    Able’s voice—a copy of mine—snapped at us.  “I’m already here, and you’re going nowhere.”  A cloud of black chalk engulfed us, then something slammed me off my feet. 
 
      
 
      
 
        
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTY-THREE 
 
      
 
    “Damn party crashers!  I broke in here first.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Crimson light suffused the chalk cloud, liquefying it, transforming it.  Fresh blood splashed to the oily rock, flowing down slope.  The air took on a cloying metal smell and taste.   
 
    I saw Zig and Zag hovering above Selene, hazing the air amber and teal green.  She flung red lightning at Abel.  A dozen Villagers combining their power with his as he struggled to hold up a wall of shadow that looked like smoke-quartz.  It thinned and cracked deep.    
 
    Selene kept slamming the wall with her power, as if she could never run dry.     
 
    I looked at Bella.  She lay beside me, trembling, a fierce expression on her face. That fierceness became a smile as the shadow wall shattered and Selene’s red lightning jagged across the Villagers.  They’d layered themselves with shadow at the last moment, taking damage but staying alive, as the black rock under them lost its oily sheen, deepening, becoming a pool.  They sank from sight into their shadow, escaping.  
 
    Probably going for reinforcements. 
 
    I scrambled to my bare feet, wondering where exactly I’d lost my shoes.  I reached to give Bella a hand up.  “We need to get out of here, and I need some pants.” 
 
    Bella blushed.  “But I’m enjoying the view.” 
 
    At warp speed, red pants solidified on me, along with red boots, and a red silk shirt with puffy pirate sleeves.  Selene had dressed me in her color, staking her claim in front of Bella. 
 
    Bella took the hand I offered and let me pull her to her feet.  
 
    Selene glared at Bella’s flaunted flesh, but didn’t bother clothing her new rival.  If Bella could sheath herself in shadow, she wasn’t doing it.  Maybe clothes weren’t natural to her; she hadn’t had anything on for a thousand years. 
 
    “Slut,” Selene muttered the word, pretending it hadn’t been loud enough for us all to hear. 
 
    Damn, all I need is to get in the middle of a feud between these two. 
 
    “Selene, we need to get back to our people and see how the battle is going.” 
 
    “I assure you, we’re going to win,”  
 
    “But they’re just supposed to buy us time.” 
 
    She lifted her hands and a twenty-foot wide chunk of rock tore itself free of the ground, floating over to her.  An upside-down cone, its top flat, it made descent transportation.  Selene jumped onto it.  She rode the little island over to Bella and me.  We climbed on and the island shot skyward into the darkness.  Once we were high enough, the island changed direction, hurtling toward the seething storm and the purple-white lights of the nearby city.   
 
    I felt surprise that we’d beaten Able and his cronies back so easily and that they’d take so much time to reengage.  “What’s Able up to?” I wondered.  “He’s got more fight in him than this.” 
 
    “But not as much of my power,” Bella said.  “I can’t pull it out of them, not yet, but as they use it, I claim it, calling the shadow to me, wrecking whatever they try to form.” 
 
    It was actually what I’d been working toward.  I just didn’t expect Bella to be getting on her magical feet so fast.   
 
    She’s as scary as Selene.  And as beautiful—in a purple sort of way.  And as cunning. 
 
    She held onto me, leaning against me.  “Still so weak…” 
 
    From the rage simmering in Selene’s eyes, I didn’t think she believed it.  Off-handedly, she said, “Just so you know, he’s the father of my unborn child.”  Dramatically, she laid a palm across her lower stomach, indicating the life growing there. 
 
    “Oh, you’re so special.  Anything can breed,” Bella muttered. 
 
    Selene took her anger and used it to fuel our speed.  The Windstream increased in force and I had to use dragon strength to brace myself.  Bella slid behind me, using my body to shield her—and grabbing my ass where Selene couldn’t see. 
 
    I kept a bland look on my face, knowing a reaction would certainly start lightning flying again. 
 
    The clouds overhead were thinning.  The air smelled wet.  The heavy ozone of the storm added a sense of exhilaration, sharpening my thoughts.  “Hey, Selene, can you make this rock transparent?  I’d like to see the battle on the ground.” 
 
    She smiled sweetly to me.  “Of course, my love.  Anything for you.” 
 
    The black rock had worn a glaze of red light due to Selene’s presence.  That glaze deepened, then washed away, taking the color of the rock with it.  The island of rock was still solidly underfoot, but it looked like we were all standing midair without support. 
 
    Looking downward, I saw the Villager metropolis for the first time: a vast sprawl of blocks, rectangles, and stabbing spires that rose twice as high as anything else.  The structures were divided by ground level streets, and higher, by bridges that were anchored to the buildings, winding around them like superhighways—all made with the same oily rock.  And most of it damaged in places.  Many of the buildings showed gapping wounds.  Debris choked many of the streets, and piled up the aerial bridges and roads.  The debris wasn’t just blasted loose, but had melted edges and glazing.  I saw a lot of abandoned vehicles that might have been imported from earth.  These had been abandoned as the storm raged and lightning fell, and waited for their owner’s return.  Many owners wouldn’t be returning.  I saw Villager bodies scattered everywhere.  My demons were out shooting, chopping with swords, and hurtling magic around freely.  Some of my own people were down, but the Villagers were giving ground, retreating across the city, or holing in the ruins, entrenching themselves for urban warfare. 
 
    “Their magic is failing them for the first time in ages.”  Bella sounded happy about that.  “All they can do is run, or die, buying time for the rest of the cities to prepare their defenses.”  
 
    “There can be no defense from me.”  Selene took the hunting horn off her hip.  She put it to her mouth and blew a ragged, wavering note. 
 
    I winced.  There was a quality to the sound that set my teeth on edge. 
 
    Bella covered her ears. 
 
    The horn went silent, but the air filled with flapping sounds like a trillion pigeons were passing overhead.  I lifted my head and stared, socked in the gut by amazement.  A new cloud was up there, a flock of hell-alone knows what.  They had to be the result of Selene’s magical gene-splicing. She’d played with monstrosities for centuries, unleashing the genius of her madness, forcing daring alterations that most experiments died from.  But always with a purpose.  She’d ridden with the nightmare that was Fairy’s Wild Ride, a band of fey so powerful, the fey lords feared to face them.  Here was worse, her own version: a horde of dragon-sized, ruby-winged beasts that descended on the buildings.  Frenzied screeches thickened the air as they attacked.   
 
    Selene laughed.  “Go my children.  Take down this world.”  She looked at me.  “See?  I told you we’d win.  I don’t walk away from my battles until they’re won.”  She shot a glare at Bella who’d come out from behind me, staring in adoration at the monsters.   
 
    The things were millipedes with rippling, countless legs, part beetle with those ruby wings that could close and hide under protective shells, and they had the rounded heads of Earth’s narwhals, along with the eight-foot spiral horns.  Under those horns, the beasts had wide slashes for mouth.  Writhing filaments spilled out of those mouths like raging spaghetti.  The tendrils flickered with blue-white discharges.  Like electric eels, the beast had organs that generated power.  Their tails split into three sections, each with scorpion barbs. 
 
    Bella didn’t get the point of Selene’s not-so-veiled threat, or chose to ignore it.  The dark goddess simply said, “They’re beautiful.” 
 
    Selene’s glare dimmed in the face of the compliment.  “Well, I am good at what I do.” 
 
    Multiple crashes filled the air as the monsters sideswiped building, wings cutting like electric turkey knives.  More rumbling bled upward as chunks of building fell into the streets.  A few of the monsters punched straight through the remaining towers, snapping them off.  One monster emerged from a broken tower with wiggling Villagers in electric tentacles.  It dropped the males, and began to tentacle rape the females. 
 
    I slanted Selene a look, lifting an eyebrow in inquiry. 
 
    She looked at me with mild surprise.  “What?  Everything wants to breed.  It’s the circle of life.” 
 
    Bella nodded.  “I wonder what the children will look like.” 
 
    I really didn’t want to know.  I returned my attention to my own forces.  They were drawing back from the city, letting the plague of monsters do their job.  I didn’t blame them; if I were a demon, werewolf, or vampire, I wouldn’t want to be tentacle raped either. 
 
    I frowned, my dragon vision raking my forces for details.  “Doesn’t it seem like there are a lot more wolves, fairies, and vampires down there than we’d planned on?” 
 
    Selene said, “Everyone wants in on a good thing.  Word went out that the fey were going to open portals to a place where massive slaughter was not only approved of, but would be its own reward.  Gloria also invited, the vampire king to join her for this, so of course, half his royal court came here to lop off heads and bathe in blood.  Earth has so few opportunities anymore for supernatural carnage.  I think the Fenris brought several packs of wolves with him, too.  The dark fey are here to drink souls and to capture playthings for their dungeons.” 
 
    I looked at Selene.  “Gee, I wonder who gave them that idea.” 
 
    No wonder our fake invasion’s become the real thing.  The best part is I don’t have to pay for the extra troops. 
 
    I shifted my gaze to another part of the city and pointed.  “Selene, take us over there.” 
 
    “Yes, my love.”  She’d answered in a weirdly submissive tone.   The floating island tilted as it changed course, speeding away.  Bella gasped in surprise, flailing as she started to fall toward the bottom edge.  I caught her wrist and anchored her, bracing us both with dragon-strength.  The island leveled out.   
 
    Bella no longer needed support, but clung to me tightly, her ear pressed to my chest, playing the frightened maiden to the hilt.  However, there wasn’t anything in her voice but anger as she spoke to Selene.  “You won’t get rid of me so easily.” 
 
    How do I always manage to gather insanely powerful women to me who are also broken birds?  It was a thought I didn’t dare voice aloud. 
 
    Selene said, “It was an accident, honest.” 
 
    Bella muttered.  “When I get all my power back I’m going to…” 
 
    Shimmering with red fire, Selene walked up on us, crowding close, staring into Bella’s’ black-fire eyes.  “Yesssss?”  Selene had put a dragon’s hiss on the question and truly looked interested in getting an answer. 
 
    Bella half-lidded her eyes, hiding some of their darkness.  “I’ll do something sneaky that you’ll never see coming!” 
 
    I smiled.  “That’s telling her.  Hey, can we put the drama on hold?  That’s not what we’re here for.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.  Of course, you’re right.”  Selene met my smile with her own, leaning in to kiss me in apology.  And to give Bella a sudden shove that sent her stumbling off of me.  Bela caught herself, anchoring herself with a broadsword of shadow that materialized in her hands; its tip biting deep into the rock.  I didn’t think she’d be shoved again so easily. 
 
    Selene glared at her.  “For the last time, he’s mine.  Don’t touch.  I’ve never had another goddess in my dungeon before, but there’s a first time for everything, you purple bitch.” 
 
    The expression on Bella’s face was savagely intense.  Her black eyes bled flames of shadow into the air.  The strands of her hair lifted in a medusa-display of obsidian vipers.  “I will not be caged!  Never again.  I know about the mask now.” 
 
    “What mask?” I asked. 
 
    Bella’s lips pressed tightly.  She’d said for more than she’d wanted to. 
 
    Selene smiled.  “Too late.  I’ve seen it in your mind, the thing you fear the most, the Mask of Cronos.  It was used by Cronos to drive Uranus insane, turning his divine power in on itself so he could be managed by the Titans that overthrew him.  Zeus later used the mask on Cronos himself, casting him here for a while.  This is Tartarus: The Abode of Darkness.  And here is where the Mask was lost.  Full of the power of two gods, it gave birth to you—shadow magic itself.” 
 
    Damn!  It explains so much.  
 
    Selene’s voice turned sweet and coaxing.  “Bella, dear, where’s the mask now?” 
 
    “I don’t know, precisely.  It likes to hide itself from those seeking it.  I thought to use it against you, but I probably can’t.  It has grown too willful.” 
 
    Selene sighed.  “Pity.  Such a fun toy.” 
 
    I hoped Selene really would forget about the Mask of Cronos.  Something that dangerous could be used against us way too easily.  I walked to the forward edge of the twenty-foot island, wanting a better view of what lay ahead.  I also hoped—without an audience to play to—they might settle down.   
 
    In the back shadows of my mind, the golden eyes of my inner dragon danced as he laughed.  Like that will happen.  I’m just so wonderful, everyone wants me. 
 
    I sent him a curbing thought.  That’s my charming ass you’re taking credit for. 
 
    He sniffed at the idea, but said nothing else, both of our attentions on the new section of the city.  I found the attackers here highly interesting.   
 
    “Must be a thousand silver dragons.  Who invited them?”   
 
    Their solar-wind breaths gouged deep, exploding buildings, spreading rushing sheets of white-gold plasma ahead of the direct attacks.  Fleeing Villagers were incinerated, except those few who created bubbles of shadow to hide in, or were strong enough to use it to whisk themselves away to safer cities.  The thought of surviving Villagers taking word of an invincible army to weaken the resolve of other cities filled me with delight. 
 
    “In a perfect world, the other cities will just surrender and spare themselves.” 
 
    My inner dragon said: But it’s not a perfect world.  They have the arrogance of the Greek gods whom they’ve always emulated.   
 
    “True.” 
 
    Bella and Selene joined me in watching the show.  They must have worked out a truce because each one took an arm while ignoring each other.  I was the meat in a goddess sandwich, and began to have naughty thoughts. 
 
    My dragon said: When don’t you? 
 
    I asked him: Why do you think the silvers are fighting for me when I just killed two of their clan elders?  I had a few ideas, but wanted to hear a dragon’s perspective on dragons. 
 
    He said: They’re currying favor.  As the royal executioner, you can track them down, one by one, kill them, and eat their hearts.  Dragons haven’t eaten hearts in millennia.  Not since the savage days before civilization.  It’s actually scarier than the thought of dying, or losing all one’s treasure.  Congratulations, you’ve become the new boogieman.  For ages to come, dragon mothers will scare their young into behaving by saying you’ll eat their hearts if they don’t. 
 
    I reminded him: Eating that heart was your idea, not mine.  But, they think I’ll forgive them, just for this little show?   
 
    I thought they knew me better. 
 
      
 
       
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
    “My first dead city.  It’s quite touching really.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    “It feels so good!” Bella bounced in place, purple tits flouncing up and down, the nipples a deeper, midnight shade.  I couldn’t help but wonder if they were grape flavored. 
 
    Selene’s voice dripped with suspicion.  “What are you doing to her?” 
 
    “Nothing.  My hands are in plain sight.”  And they were. 
 
    “So much death!” Bella said.  “I can feel the souls coming loose from their bodies, all tangled with my shadow magic.” 
 
    If she was drinking in her lost magic, she was probably also consuming their ghosts, building her strength with the power of death.  I estimated hundreds of thousands were dead already.  After this, the shadow magic we all used might take on a very different quality. 
 
    At this point, I was fairly sure the Villager’s had no hope of getting her under control again.  Less trusting and naïve than a thousand years ago, she wouldn’t be blind-sided again. 
 
    Our little island moved on above the city so we could see other engagements.  We came near Selene’s monster pets.  They’d slashed a swath across the city, taking out a lot of the suspended roads.  The falling buildings put up thick plumes of dust.  Settling to the ground, the monsters scuttled through the rubble, looking for tasty victims to snack on.  As the campaign continued, it became more and more certain that the city was past dead, and being abandoned by any survivors.   
 
    Bella confirmed it.  “I feel shadow portals opening, swallowing dozens, hundreds…taking the wounded elsewhere.  My people are running.” 
 
    They’d hurt her, broken her down to human form, and imprisoned her for a thousand years, and still she claimed them; they were her people the same way this was her home dimension.  We could invade and run amok, but no one was going to run this place afterwards but her.  Even if the Villagers sued for peace, it wasn’t ours to give.  The Villagers were irrelevant now.  Any treaty made with Earth would come through Bella.   
 
    As we watched, the city’s lights failed.  There were magical explosions as massive utility spells blasted themselves out of existence.  Darkness ate out the city’s core, spreading outward.  The monsters were still easy to track because of the electric tentacles.   
 
    I said, “I suppose, when they’ve eaten everything they can find, they’ll move on to the next city, then the next.” 
 
    Selene shrugged.  “Well, pest control is their purpose.” 
 
    “Is anything going to be left alive?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, they’re genetically designed to die off in a few months, a fail-safe against them getting loose someplace I don’t want destroyed.  Some Villagers will survive, but will have to fight to live.  The women who survive being impregnated by my pets will give birth to a new breed of monsters.   This dimension is on the way to becoming the best hell-dimension ever!” 
 
    Moments like this reminded me how thoroughly Selene’s mind had been broken in ancient Atlantis.  She’d worked for this day for centuries.  I wondered what she’d do with herself for the next few millenniums.   
 
    My inner dragon said: She’ll give her full attention to her family.  Once the nesting instinct is triggered in a female dragon—even one evolved into a goddess—little else is important. 
 
    I sighed.  Lucky me. 
 
    “Some of my monsters are missing,” Selene observed. 
 
    “Dead, or in underground levels,” I suggested. 
 
    “Maybe.”  Her eyes went vague as she searched with senses I couldn’t imagine.  Her eyes widened and she spun around to stare in our aerial backtrail.  Falling out of the sky were her missing monsters.  They were buzzing us.  And they had riders—the gargoyles from her fortress on the red moon.   
 
    I smiled.  “I guess they ran out of people to piss on.”  I lost my smile as I saw who led the errant squadron.  “Colt?”  I’d left him in Vegas with Chrys to keep them both out of all this. 
 
    “Saurahlisah, come here at once!”   Selene put her hands on her hips, glaring with affront only a mother can summon—or so I’ve heard.  Not growing up with one, I had no first-hand experience.  
 
    I said, “No wonder he changed his name.  What’s that even mean.”  
 
    Selene shot me an annoyed glower.  “You’re not helping.” 
 
    My inner dragon answered my question: It’s a fine dragon name, old as the first egg.  It means “Beloved Treasure”. 
 
    I had a sneaking suspicion that a lot of dragon names probably meant the same thing, with minor variations. 
 
    “How many children do you have?” Bella asked. 
 
    “That I know of?  Just Colt.”  I paused.  “Well, there’s Julia too, but she’s adopted.” 
 
    “And your concubine is carrying another,” Bella said. 
 
    I’m getting tired of explaining this.  I should just have a tee shirt made: HE’S MY UNBORN SON FROM NINE YEARS IN THE FUTURE. 
 
    “It’s complicated,” I said. 
 
    The monster squadron back-winged, hovering close by, their millipede bodies wagging vertically.  The monsters were uglier up close.  The gargoyles rode side-saddle to make it easier to piss down on the masses.  Colt had a regular western saddle.  He grinned and waved at me.  “Hi, dad!  I look cool, right?  I’m here to help you kick…” he looked hastily at his mom, then back to me, “…serious butt.” 
 
    “An amusing child,” Bella said. 
 
    Selene murmured, “Not so much right now.”  She raised her voice.  “Who gave you permission to endanger yourself?” 
 
    “And what did you do to your babysitter?” I had a mental vision of her in a bathtub somewhere, wrapped up in magical chains, duct tape across her mouth as she silently cursed me.  Or maybe he had her in his mom’s dungeon.  Other possibilities were more disturbing.  I shook them off, needing to focus. 
 
    Colt had gone red faced and red eared.  “I don’t need anyone to sit on me.  I’m not a baby!”  He spurred his monster and shouted to the gargoyles.  “Come on, guys!  It’s killing time.”  His monster plunged under our transparent island.  The other monsters followed his lead, all of them diving toward the crippled, dying city. 
 
    “Boys will be boys,” I sighed. 
 
    Selene whirled and poked a finger in my face.  “This is your fault.” 
 
    “How exactly?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but I’ll be a good mother.  I know it.  Don’t just stand there; go after him.” 
 
    “He’s got my brains and your power,” I said.  “I’m sure he’ll be fine.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed to thin slits of red fire.  “Think about what you just said.” 
 
    I did.  “It will take me a few minutes to grow out my dragon wings.” 
 
    Bella stared at me.  “You’re a dragon?” 
 
    I felt the need for another new tee shirt, one saying: I AM A FREAK OF NATURE.  IT’S NOT MY FAULT.  I gave Bella the short answer.  “Half of me is, just don’t ask which half.” 
 
     Selene said, “We don’t have time for you to change; my baby’s down there.”   
 
    So, go get him. 
 
    She placed a hand over my heart.  Red light burned into me, feeding back between her fingers.  It felt like lightning boosting my system.  Like fire-cracker orgasms popping off.  Like pain so severe it stops registering as pain.  It felt horrible and wonderful all at once.  The back of my shirt exploded away, the kind of damage you get from an exit would when shot—by a cannon.  Dragon wings sprouted from my back, fully fleshed out by the time I stretched them.  Fresh blood seeped down my back.  I ripped off the rest of the shirt, wobbling a moment, my breath heavy, pulse pounding in my ears. 
 
    “What the fuck!” I said. 
 
    Bella caressed a wing strut, getting some of my blood on her hand.  “I knew you were special, but this.”   
 
    Selene took credit.  “A little trick I’ve been working on.”  She made a shooing motion with her hand.  “Now go, go!” 
 
    Even if I wanted to, I didn’t have time to argue.  A chunk of rock under my feet chose that moment to break off from the rest of the island.  Riding my little boulder, I dropped like a bomb.  And realized I’d been bum-rushed out of there.   Selene had played the panicked mother card to get me out of the way.  She was up to something, and I think I knew what. 
 
    My inner dragon reached the same conclusion: The Mask of Cronos.  She’s going after forbidden fruit. 
 
    Well, it is the sweetest.  
 
    Beating my wings furiously, I jumped off the boulder and let it continue on without me. 
 
    It didn’t help that my inner dragon was laughing at me.   
 
    “What’s so funny?” 
 
    Sorry, you just look so weird that way.  You should have had her grow you a tail, too.  It helps balance you in flight. 
 
    “The next time I find myself chasing my son across a dying, alien dimension, I’ll remember that.”   
 
    At least he wasn’t hard to see, not on the back of a monster, leading more monsters along.  They banked over a fallen structure and turned, chasing out a group of Villagers that had been hiding in the rubble.  One of them, a woman, had been stripped and tentacle raped, sporting bands of bruises.  She wasn’t having a good day.  None of them were.  Several men fell behind the rest, taking a stand, pulling enough power together to form a hemisphere of shadow to fend off attack.  Three, including the woman, kept running.  Colt went after her.  Behind him, one of the monsters slowed and dropped straight down on the shadow shield.  If Bella hadn’t been freed, the shell might have held.  Instead, it burst like a soap bubble and the three Villagers were pulped and crushed under the monster.  It got up and rippled around, looking for something big enough to eat.   
 
    The woman fell.  Her companions abandoned her, diving for cover in what looked like a subway entrance.  Several monsters landed, folding wings.  They dug at the entrance, forcing it wider. 
 
    Colt leaped off his beast and walked to the woman, stopping a few yards away where he flourished a copper-red sword of light that simply appeared in his hand. 
 
    Kids and their lightsabers... 
 
    I was almost there, close enough for my dragon-hearing to pick up their words. 
 
    Colt said, “I will give you one chance to live.  You may have the honor of being the first to join my harem.” 
 
    My dragon said: His harem?  He’s nine.  What’s a nine-year-old going to do with a harem?  Have them do his chores?  Make him peanut butter sandwiches? 
 
    I sighed.  Definitely my son. 
 
    I dropped out of the air, landing beside him.  He didn’t even look my way, still waiting on an answer. 
 
    I said, “You need to get your Mom’s approval before taking in a pet.” 
 
    The woman remained silent, maybe hoping to wake up from a nightmare.  Maybe wondering what the fuck she’d done to deserve all this.  Maybe acting as bait.  That idea came to me as I watched her fearful, dazed expression change to one of sinister triumph. 
 
    I lunged a few steps and caught Colt under the arms, fluttering my wings vigorously to lift us both. 
 
    There was a muffled explosion reminiscent of several C-4 shaped charges.  A patch of street collapsed under us, dropping into an underground tunnel.  Smoke swirled up.  I hovered.   
 
    During the confusion, the girl found her feet.  Leaping over the opening, she wrapped her arms around Colt.  A web of black shadow magic crackled around me.  The stinging charge was weak, but sufficient to make me lose my grip for that one precious instant.  Colt dropped into the tunnel, his lightsaber spinning away from his hand. 
 
    My dragon said: Selene’s going to kill you. 
 
    Kill us. 
 
    The shadow magic broke up, the power returning to Bella.  I closed my wings and let myself fall into the tunnel as well.  There were spaced out green emergency lights that I assumed ran on magical batteries of some kind.  More light would be handy since a fine black powder swirled around, hiding things.  I made out a mono-rail along the center of the tunnel, and heard the sound of struggling, and the crackling of voltage.  Colt yelped.  Someone was trying to control him.  They were hurting him. 
 
    My hands cramped and knotted.  In a moment, they became dragon claws, smaller versions of those I’d get from going full dragon.  The nails were black scimitars and I knew exactly what to do with them. 
 
    I heard my voice yelling from the black shroud of chalk.  “Get the child out of here.   We need him for leverage.  Caine is mine!”  It was Able, my eviler twin, back for a reckoning. 
 
    Fine with me. 
 
    In black-enameled chainmail, his wrist comm glowing green, Able plunged out of the black chalk.  His face, like mine was twisted by rage.  He no longer depended on shadow magic, holding a combat knife in one hand and a Colt Delta Elite in the other.  The Delta Elite was a combat pistol that fired 10mm rounds.  Eight of them. 
 
    Figures.  I use 9mm so he has to go one-up on me. 
 
    The Colt spat fire as I angled aside.  A slug ripped through my left wing.  Minor pain.  No real damage.  I grabbed his gun hand to keep him from getting more shots off, and twisted it viciously, hearing his trigger-finger break.  I used my other claw to slash the inside of his left arm, making him drop the knife he was trying to gut me with.  His knee snapped up, but I counter-kicked his shin, a technique I’d picked up from an old Kung-Fu movie.   
 
    He wrenched free, staggered back, and snarled.  “Why won’t you die?” 
 
    “You first!  I insist.”  And then I was on him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
    “It was like killing myself, but less painful.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    There was an unaccustomed tightness to my chest as I slashed with claws and beat at Able with my dragon wings, driving him relentlessly backwards into his own black chalk.  He fought back, taking wounds just so he could land crippling blows at my nerve centers.   
 
    I fought with the blessing of a goddess.  There was a thin sheet of shadow that seeped out of my skin, blunting his killing force.  I’d already used most of my shadow magic, injecting it into Bella.  What remained was a shadow of a shadow, but it stayed with me faithfully; Bella wasn’t draining me as she had her own people.   
 
    Able, on the other hand, fought while tainted by her curse.  Time and again, the black chalk formed itself into floating claws, stabbing arrows, slashing swords, but they had no real solidity, breaking up as they hit me.  Able was almost out of shadow magic, and it showed.  Even the magic that ran his comm started failing, its green lens dimming, flickering with the beat of a desperate heart. 
 
    We emerged from the backside of the chalk cloud.  A slap across his face with the instep of my right foot sent him spinning, tripping across the monorail track on the ground.  I’d hoped he’d get fried but there was no power in the rail—until I stepped on the rail myself and let my golden magic flush into it.  Golden jags chased themselves over him, stealing the last of his shadow magic.  He stumbled from me, turning to run. 
 
    Better part of valor, my ass.  Come back here and die! 
 
    I leaped with full dragon-strength, the same vitality that kept my wings going all out.  Slamming into his back, I rode him to the stone floor, giving extra thrust to the back of his head.  His face crunched.  His nose broke.  I pulled his head back and slammed it down again.  And again.  Soon, his skull was in pieces and his blood and brains were splattered everywhere.  All that remained in my hand was a torn-off scalp dripping blood. 
 
    Regarding me with golden eyes, my inner dragon said nothing about my killing method.  He did say: With Abel dead, how are you going to find out where they took Colt? 
 
    “Able will find out for me.” 
 
    Say what? 
 
    I stripped off his boots, enameled chainmail, and the wrist cuff.  Though the green lens was dark, I still needed it for my impersonation.  Minutes later, the wings had wilted off my back, sloughing off to finish decomposing.  I put on Able’s clothing, changing under the inorganic eyes of Colt’s gargoyle friends.  They’d come looking for him, leaving the monsters up on the street so they wouldn’t collapse the tunnel by trying to squeeze in.   
 
    I said, “Colt’s been taken hostage.  I’m going to get him back. Give me a head start, then follow.” 
 
    Several of the black-iron statues nodded to show they understood.  One of them stood over Able’s remains, pissing on him.  Another gargoyle stepped up to me and pointed at my chin. 
 
    My dragon said: The scar. 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    The gargoyle flicked with a claw-tip, scratching me.   “Problem almost solved.”  I spoke to my dragon: “Can you let this scratch almost heal, leaving a faint mark instead of a recently made cut?” 
 
    Sure. 
 
    Cleaning up, I dabbed at my chin, taking off a little blood. 
 
    My dragon said: Done. 
 
    “Then let’s go get my son before Selene finds out I’ve lost him.” 
 
    She probably already knows.   
 
    “Scary thought.  Hopefully the Villagers will find me just as scary.” 
 
    I walked into the tunnel, passing emergency lights.  Some had failed, leaving dark spots.  I went at a moderate pace.  I couldn’t afford to go past the right turn-off and wander aimlessly.  I strained my hearing as I went, listening for any scrap of sound. 
 
    My dragon said: Try putting a little raw magic into the wrist comm.  You might be able to get it working again. 
 
    “Dragon magic might burn it out.  These things were designed to run on shadow magic.  I’ll try that first.”  I trickled a little in, almost using up my current store.  The green lens flared, then settled down to a wan, cool glow.  “Slightly better than nothing.” 
 
    I’d traveled what felt like several city blocks when something moved in the darkness between two lights.  I crouched, bracing for trouble.  By the light I wore, I saw a door had opened.  A man dressed as I was stood there.  A green light on one wrist blurred, jiggling as he gestured me closer.  “Over here!” 
 
    I was glad he was speaking English, not ancient Greek, or some secret Villager tongue.  As I walked up to him, he moved his light to study my face.  His eyes glanced at my chin, then away.  His face became clearer at the same time.  I could tell he was middle aged and stout, standing several inches taller than me.  He said, “The boy is secure.  We were waiting on you before taking our ultimatum to the Red lady.  With her child in our hands, she will have no choice but to fight for us.” 
 
    “It is a brilliant plan,” I said. 
 
    The Villager said, “One of your best.” 
 
    I said, “A necessary first step in restoring order and our ascendancy.” 
 
    “Your brother, he’s—” 
 
    “Dead.  Very dead.  You can see his blood on my clothing.” 
 
    “I can’t understand how such an inferior copy could cause this much trouble.  Only half Villager…” 
 
     “Even half a Villager is not to be underestimated.  It’s a valuable lesson,” I said. 
 
    “Yes, my Lord.” 
 
    Lord?  I have social rank here.  Good to know. 
 
    “Take me to the boy.  I don’t want any surprises there, either.” 
 
    The man grunted agreement, turned, and led the way through the service door, down a stone passage.  Our footfalls echoed.  We came out into a large chamber lit by more of the emergency lights.  A couple flickered, their shadow magic draining.  The batteries had to have been designed for longer life than this.  I suspected Bella’s unseen hand at work. 
 
     There were groups scattered about, some preparing food under primitive conditions, muttering curses about the inconvenience, others bandaging and being bandaged at a makeshift first-aid station.  Several naked, bruised women sat off by themselves on some crates, wearing blankets, staring into space, a few weeping at the death of better days.  One of them went from a stunned, blank expression to one etched with horror.  She burst out in tears.   
 
    My guide muttered.  “Those hell-beasts, never have seen their like.  Never dreamed of anything so perverse.” 
 
    I had no sympathy for these people.  Like Prometheus, they’d stolen divine fire, using the Mask of Cronos to cripple a goddess who’d blessed them in this cursed place.  As a civilization, they’d violated her unspeakably, and now they wanted to whine about a little tentacle rape? 
 
    You reap what you sow.  I should know.  It’s why I commit random acts of benevolence.  Some of the penalty of bad karma can be headed off if you pay attention to the balance. 
 
    Zeus had known that.  While he’d dethroned Cronos, casting him into Tartarus, he’d eventually relented and allowed the fallen god to retire to the Blessed Ilse of Elysium, to rule the heroic dead.  The mask was a cursed relic: its user suffered whatever fate he forced on another.  Because Cronos overthrew Uranus and banished him, they shared the same experience.  Zeus’s act of mercy freed him from that cycle.  If the curse were to play out again, every Villager would have to suffer a thousand years of imprisonment.  The only way I could see that happening was if Bella locked the doors to Tartarus and cut this place off from the rest of the universe while she tortured her wayward children. 
 
    Note to self: don’t be here when that happens. 
 
    We approached a man at a table with elaborate comm gear.  He wore headphones and dialed across frequencies.  He looked up as we passed.  “All city districts have gone silent.  Last word I had from the atmosphere plant was that the scrubbers were failing.  The City Guard has abandoned the city along with the Administration.  The other city-states are refusing to assist us.  They claim their own defense against coming attacks requires their full resources.” 
 
    “Gutless, traitorous bastards.”  My guide spat the words like cobra venom.  “Once this mess is settled, there will come an accounting, I promise you.” 
 
    “The boy?” I reminded him. 
 
    “This way.  I have Circe guarding him.  Your fiancée was excellent bait for the trap, you must admit.  She wore the shame of her nakedness with great pride.  I do not think she would deny you anything.” 
 
    “Indeed.   Quite effective.” 
 
    I’d better not let her know I killed Able, not while she has Colt in her hands—and the mask of Cronos that Selene is looking for.  It’s the only thing that makes sense.  Colt has too much power otherwise to be held this way.  I knew that mask was trouble. 
 
    My guide stopped at a steel door, lifted its latch, and pulled it open.  He went in and I followed.  This space was lined with electronic systems and displays, most of them dead.  In the middle of the room, Circe and Colt faced each other.  Colt didn’t move.  He barely seemed to breathe.  His head was encased in an ugly gray helmet type of mask with a lock on it.  There were square eyeholes, a wide slit for a mouth, and a beak-like cover over the nose.  He made no sign, and gave no objection even though Circe held a blowtorch style cigarette lighter, adjusting the flame.   
 
    She saw us and killed the flame.  “I was just about to test the prisoner’s restraint,” she explained.  “Maybe burn off a finger or two.  It’s so boring down here.”  
 
    “What’s the point?” my guide asked.  “He can’t give us information.  Wearing the mask, he wouldn’t even feel your attentions.” 
 
    She smiled.  “I’d know.” 
 
    They didn’t plan on ever releasing Colt.  They needed Selene to confine Bella in her cavern prison, to get their lives back.  After that, threatening the boy was the only way to make Selene leave and not come back.  If she did, Colt would pay for her defiance, and for all else that had happened here.  From their point of view, torturing the child would motivate his mother to do what they needed that much faster.  I couldn’t say that if I were a Villager I’d do things any different. 
 
    Colt remained where he was, stiff as a mannequin, as Circe tossed the lighter onto a desk and drifted over to join us.  My guide, whose name I still didn’t know, turned to me.  “See?  It is as I said.  The boy is secure, all his power sealed, along with his mind.” 
 
    “This is not a time to take chances,” I said.  “I have to be sure.” 
 
    He said, “Of course.  I will ready a messenger to take word to his mother.  You still want her to meet us at the city coliseum?” 
 
    “I do.  See to matters.  And leave us.  I would like a few moments with Circe.” 
 
    He bowed, a short, choppy action and smiled at Circe with affection, touching her arm.  “I will see you later, my daughter.”  After that, he stalked away with the focus of a military commander, off about his duties. 
 
    Ah, so that’s my prospective father-in-law. 
 
    He closed the door behind him.   
 
    Circe pounced on me, slipping her arms around my neck.  She pressed against me, her lips seeking mine.  The blood I wore didn’t seem to bother her, but then, I doubted anything really did, except not getting her way.   I crushed her in my arms and ravaged her mouth, taking her the way a conqueror would.  Her lack of objection told me I was doing something right. 
 
    This was the most dangerous part of my deception.  If anyone knew Able intimately, it was she.  If anyone could tell his kiss from mine, she could.  I dared not hold back unless I was going to kill her at once.  I hesitated to kill her until I knew I could remove the mask.  There might be some trick to that lock I didn’t know, but which she did. 
 
    I couldn’t just call for Selene; this close to the mask, it might hide me as well as Colt.  Bella had said that it hid from those that sought it.  I could only conclude that it wanted to be in Villager hands, and its magic would fight me once I started to remove it.  That meant I needed to play for time, or grab Colt and run like hell, trusting in chance and the approaching gargoyles to get us free. 
 
    My inner dragon said: Actually, not a bad plan.  We can worry about getting the mask off later. 
 
    Circe pulled back.  “It’s been a while since you’ve kissed me like that.” 
 
    “Murder gets me hard.” 
 
    “Hard to tell with the chainmail on.  Take it off.”   
 
    She touched the pressure sensitive seal at my throat and parted my chainmail with a hard jerk.  Stepping back, she did the same to her outfit.  Her C-32 cup breasts emerged from hiding, white mounds with large pink areolas.  She paused her strip, rubbing her damp fingers together, looking at the blood my chainmail had transferred to her.   
 
    “His blood was as black as ours.  Strange.  Wasn’t he half dragon?” 
 
    “No accounting for the genetic anomalies in hybrids.” 
 
    Her eyes lifted to my face, then dropped to my chin.  “Wasn’t that scar a little longer last time I saw you?”  Her eye narrowed. 
 
    I flipped a mental coin: kill her or fuck her into submission.  While the coin was spinning, she grabbed my arm, swinging the wrist comm up so she could see it.  The light was no longer green.  It had shifted to gold.  The gold of dragon magic.   
 
    Damn!  How did that happen? 
 
    Realization widened her eyes. 
 
    She knows. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTY-SIX 
 
      
 
    “Chaos is merely opportunity in disguise.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    She let go of my arm.  Her mouth dropped open in stunned disbelief—as she noticed my cock’s reaction to her bared tits.  He’d gone hard as a steel bar, stabbing the air.  She reached down and gripped him.  “Is that monster real?” 
 
    Apparently, Able had not been as well endowed.  This fact went a long way to explaining his incredible hatred of me.  Jealousy, pure jealousy.  In death, I could only pity his many, uh, shortcomings.   
 
    I said, “Yeah, baby, you’ve traded up.  Call for help and I will be forced to give you the fucking of your life.” 
 
     “He was a prick anyway.”  She released my cock, stripping off her wrist device and chainmail.  They fell at her feet.  In a whisper-soft soft voice, she yelled.  “Help, help, someone save me!” 
 
    My cock yelled at me: About time!  I never get any.  
 
    I seized her hair, pulling her head back so her pale white throat was bared.  I bit, taking hold of her the way a werewolf lover might when staking a claim.  A gasp escaped her.  I grabbed her left tit and squeezed, walking her backwards to a bare stretch of wall.  There, I shift, gripping her ass, lifting her off her feet.  Villagers are three times stronger than human, my dad and his cloned son being exceptions.  Even against my greater dragon strength, Circe could have struggled.  She didn’t.  Her head fell back as she moaned, the tip of my cock pressing against the soft delicate folds of her slit.  “Hera’s tits, do it!” she demanded. 
 
    My cock said: Yes, ma’am. 
 
    I eased her down, giving her a chance to adjust to my size.  She was wetter than I’d expected.  Maybe it had been a while since Able had seen to her needs. 
 
    My cock said: More moving, dammit.  Less thinking. 
 
    Sometimes it feels like my cock runs the show and the rest of me is just along for the ride.   If he could detach and slither around in the night molesting women, I was sure he would.  The only one I knew of who could actually do that was the Trickster of Native American lore. 
 
    My cock said: Why him, not me! 
 
    Focus, I told him.  We gotta do her and get ready to run.  The gargoyles will be here any minute.  Selene had created them; I had no doubt they could follow my trail, sniffing out my magic if they had to. 
 
    Oh, yeah, right. 
 
    I lifted her again until I was almost out.  She hunched over me, tits in my face.  I nibbled with my teeth, tugging, then slammed her down, bottoming out inside her.  She gasped, eyes rolling to the back of her head.  Her hands were claws on my shoulders, relaxing as I lifted her, tightening as she slammed down, again and again.  She pelted me with her grunts and moans.  Her breathing quickened as she approached the tipping point to ecstasy.   “Almost…there, you murdering bastard!” 
 
    She gave a breathless scream, arching back against the wall as her passage tightened, milking my cock.   
 
    He yelled: Take it bitch!  Take it all.  And then he burst, shooting, pulsing, our nerves awash in pleasure.  I sagged forward, pinning her to the wall.   
 
    She drew a deep breath to scream for help.  I’d been waiting for this.  Just because she needed fucking didn’t mean she was on my side.  I’m not that stupid.  With my cock still hard and inside of her, I filled him with raw golden magic, which I knew the Villagers would be sensitive to—in a bad way.  I’d already filled her with sperm.  I followed this up with electrical jags.  This didn’t bother me, but she thrashed, her nerves on fire, out of control.  I pulled out of her and seized her neck in both hands, giving it a quick, hard jerk that broke it.  Life left her shocked eyes.  Her lids closed.  Dumping her in the floor, I walked away. 
 
    My inner dragon asked: Why waste time with her if you were just going to kill her? 
 
    “I’d already taken her wedding from her.  The least I could do was let her die happy.  I am nothing if not compassionate.” 
 
    My cock said: I wanted seconds.  And thirds. 
 
    “You’ll just have to suffer.” 
 
    My inner dragon said: And weren’t you going to wheedle out of her what she knew about getting the mask off? 
 
    “Oh, fuck.  I was thinking with the wrong head.” 
 
    My cock shrilled: Hey!  I resemble that remark.   
 
    I dressed quickly, leaving the chainmail loose, unsealed at the throat.  I restored the wrist comm to its place.  The device’s lens had gone from gold back to green.  I wondered if I could get a patent on it back on Earth.  Might be a lot of money in starting a new trend.   
 
    My inner dragon said: We should definitely look into that. 
 
    I went to Colt and took a good look at the lock on his mask.  It consisted of a loop of iron that came out of a small oval and went back into it, similar to an old-fashioned padlock but no keyhole.  Forming horizontal and vertical rolls on the lock were square tabs, each one baring a symbol, some of them blank.  I recognized the writing: The Greek alphabet. 
 
    My dragon said: Password protected.  Could be a sentence, a word, or maybe a name. 
 
    “I knew a guy once who protected his online site account by using ‘Guest’ as a user name and ‘password’ as an actual password.”  I punched in the name of Cronus—Κρόνoς—and yanked on the lock.   It opened. 
 
    My dragon asked: What happened to that guy? 
 
    “After I hacked his system, he got smarter.”  I slid the lock off the mask and opened it.  The thing was oddly docile, its magic not fighting me at all.  Hastily, I shut the mask on emptiness and stuck it inside my chainmail, against my abdomen.  Colt toppled.  I caught him.  He showed no sign of coming out of his stupor.  His open eyes sagged shut.  His breathing stayed slow and deep, like a sleeper. 
 
    My inner dragon said: The effect of the mask probably needs a while to wear off. 
 
    “I hope so.  Selene can be a bit volatile where her heart is concerned.” 
 
    I picked Colt up and draped him over a shoulder, holding him by the legs.  He wasn’t in a mental state to portal us out of here; I was back to the option of hauling ass the old-fashioned way.  Fortunately, the cavalry was here; my dragon-hearing pulled in sounds through the door: screaming, pounding, angry shouts.   
 
    I ran to the door and flung it open.  A gargoyle stood there, his winged back to me, Circe’s father in his claws.  The gargoyle unhinged his jaw and bit off half the man’s head.  The corpse was dropped.  The gargoyle whirled about, spying me. 
 
    “I’ve got the kid.  Clear a path for me out of here.” 
 
    The other gargoyles were tearing apart the Villagers, pissing freely on them, smacking them with wings, paying no regard to who was male or female, injured or resisting.  If it moved, they went after it.  A few of the Villagers dredged up enough shadow magic to launch alchemical attacks.  Most of these proved ineffective as Bella’s influence sapped power from her children.  I did see one gargoyle go down as a Villager generated a black shadow sword.  The sword lasted long enough to lop off a gargoyle’s head, which stopped it cold.  These were fast impressions as I ran behind the gargoyle lumbering ahead of me, headed back for the tunnel that had brought me here.   
 
    Minutes later, I was back in the subway.  The gargoyle left me there, going back to complete his killing.  As I followed the monorail track, I pondered just what I was going to do with the mask inside my shirt.  Selene would want it.  I doubted that was a good idea.  I doubted anyone having it was good, but just throwing it away invited disaster, too.   
 
    By the time I got back to Able’s body, and the hole in the street, I had a temporary solution worked out.  I laid Colt down and checked his vitals.  No change in his condition.  I needed to get him to his mother.  Therefore… 
 
    I concentrated and used my soul link, summoning my demon sword from my armory on Earth.  The black blade appeared in my hand.  Its red aura cast a bloody sheen over the oily black rock.  The rock looked like it was bleeding.  With the sword in hand, my system took a jolt of killing frenzy from the demon blade.  Its voice rang in my head: About time.  Whose soul do I get to drink? 
 
    Before he got out of control again, I took out the closed mask and dropped it over the pommel, giving my sword a face.  He said: What the hell? 
 
    I sent him back to my armory.  He and the mask vanished together.  I picked up Colt, figuring Selene could locate us now, out of the concealing presence of the mask.  “Selene!  Come get me.” 
 
    A dusting of red star-points fell down from the upper street.  A woman-shaped glow formed next to me.  The light-play faded and Selene stood there.  Her gaze took in Colt in my arms, then moved to me.  Her face showed exasperation.  “I smell another woman on you.” 
 
    I looked her straight in the eyes and mixed a lie in with the truth, hoping she wouldn’t look too deeply into my thoughts.  “It was necessary to save him.  She’s dead now.” 
 
    “Where’s the mask?  It did this to our child, right?” 
 
    “Can you help him?”   
 
    As she glanced at his sleeping face, her expression softened with love.  She smiled, brushing a strand of hair off his face.  “He’ll be fine in a few hours.  This will teach him not to ignore his Momma.”  She held out her arms.  “Give him to me.” 
 
    I did.   
 
    Holding Colt, she stepped back.  “I need to get everyone out of here.  Bella will soon be strong enough to close off this dimension.” 
 
    I said, “Okay.” 
 
    She kept backing away. “Not you.  You have another role to play.”   
 
    “What role?  And where are you going?” 
 
    “I have one advantage over Bella.  She is still a prisoner of linear time.  She doesn’t know what I know.  You’re going to have to trust me that this is for the best.” 
 
    I had a very bad feeling in the pit of my soul.  “What’s for the best?” 
 
    “That I’m letting her kidnap you right from under my nose, of course.” 
 
    Shadow thickened on the ground between us, a pond of darkness welled upward, becoming Bella, purple arms and face sticking out of a matte-black cloak.  She had the velocity of a bullet, appearing, enveloping me in darkness, carrying me backwards.  We hit the surface of another shadow pool.  This one brought us into a universe of darkness where the green light of my wrist lens did little more than tinge us both the color of an avocado.   
 
    The passage to elsewhere felt like sinking in an ocean trench; the shadow had a crushing pressure that made breathing hard.  And then somehow, we flipped and surfaced.  I crawled on hands and knees to a familiar bank.  Looking higher, I saw a path that led between two obsidian pillars.  I rolled over and looked up at a cavern roof with a starscape made of glowworms.  She’d brought us both back to her former prison. 
 
    Why are my limbs so heavy?  Even hard to breathe. 
 
    She slogged out of the shallow water, up the bank a little, and stood beside me, staring down.  “This place is shielded.  She won’t find you here.” 
 
    “I take it you intend to keep me?” 
 
    “You are my friend.  You put your life in my hands to prove it.  And you are beautiful.  The Red One does not deserve you.  She has her child back.  Let that be enough for her.” 
 
    “She’ll look for me.  She’ll rip the whole world apart until I turn up.  That’s how she is.” 
 
    “I am almost strong enough to push the outsiders from my world.  She may resist at first, but then she will take her child to safety because she cannot protect him and fight me at the same time.  And the moment she is gone from here, my power is supreme.  I will seal off this space so no one can come or go for a thousand years.”  
 
    Cronos’ mask…I really hate being right about curses. 
 
    She knelt by me.  “It will be all right—in time.  We will have each other and this world to play with.  You will forget your former life and learn to be happy with me.  I can wait.”  Her hand slid into the gap of my chainmail, a soft caress down my torso.  There wasn’t anything sexual in the touch; it just seemed like something she needed to do. 
 
    I tried to lift my head off the bank.  That I already lay at an upward incline didn’t help.  “What’s wrong with me?” 
 
    “Hope destroys happiness.  You won’t give up on your past until it’s gone beyond retrieval.  I need you to sleep now.  Drift into my sheltering darkness, my prince.  When you awaken, a year will have passed, and all my plans will have unfolded.  The Red One and her spawn will be gone, and you will have no choice but to be happy with me.  When you see the palace I will create for you, the many wonders…” 
 
    I couldn’t feel my feet or hands any more.  Sensation bled from me, moving up my limbs.  The light of my comm weakened, dimmed, or perhaps it was my eyes going dark.  I had to try to stop her or it would be too late.  “You know what it’s like to be betrayed, to have everything taken away.  You know the suffering.  How can you do the same thing to me?” 
 
    She leaned over me, just a darkness amid more darkness, her face slightly glazed by the failing green light.  Something fell on my face, a tear?  Maybe the shadow of a tear.  She kissed me.  The taste of poison again, the sweetness of belladonna berries, deadly nightshade.  She pulled back enough to free my lips.  “There’s a difference; they left me alone, with no other voice, no other touch, no one to care.  I am not so cruel.  I will be with you, my love.  I will be with you forever.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTY-SEVEN 
 
      
 
    “I am greater than the sum  
 
    of my splintered selves.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Just how long do you intend to sleep? 
 
    Hmmmph? 
 
    Caine, the empire you’re building, it’s going to slip away.  What’s Selene thinking, letting this happen to you? 
 
    Ugh! 
 
    Very articulate, Caine.  Use your words.  I know you’re asleep, but this is a dream, you can change your reality here, if nowhere else.  Come on, am I going to have to kick your ass? 
 
    Dragon? 
 
    One word.  Well, it’s a start. 
 
    So dark… 
 
    Bella’s darkness fills you.  Your body’s in a kind of suspended animation.  Think of me, of my golden magic.  It’s yours, too.  Call it closer.  It’s part of you.  She can’t take it.  She can only hide it from you. 
 
    Gold fire… 
 
    Right.  Let it warm your thoughts.  Let it fill you and roll the shadows back. 
 
    So hard…to focus. 
 
    Part of us has carried shadow magic all our life, our inheritance from our father.  That part is in collusion with Bella.  It doesn’t want to fight her. 
 
    Fight her… 
 
    Yes, fight her!   
 
    Another voice intruded on me in the darkness, the voice of my cock:  If you won’t do it for dragon or yourself, do it for me.  There are too many hot women in the universe.  It would be wrong to deprive them of my attentions. 
 
    I wondered: Do you ever think of anything other than pussy? 
 
    My cock screamed: There is nothing else! 
 
    Dragon said: Caine, the golden fire, see it in your memory, feel it in your soul. 
 
    My soul.  Yes, this darkness, it is the shadow I’ve always carried, but I am also light.  Golden light.  I saw it, faint, a mere suggestion of a glimmer at first.  A dim, brassy star.  Then its core pulsed, a lick of yellow in the endless night.  A star, spinning off golden lightning.  Brighter!  Brighter! 
 
    That’s it, Caine.  We are dragon born.  Take my strength.  Use it as you always have. 
 
    I called the golden fire, my mother’s gift to me.  The star went nova.  It swelled a thousand times bigger, thinning the darkness, pushing the shroud off me.  A riptide of golden light dragged me into the star’s heart.  Its fire thawed the ice from my thoughts, from my soul.  I left Bella’s darkness behind.   
 
    I looked down and saw that I’d given myself form.  I had a shadow for a body with thicker darkness where my heart beat.  This was my personal darkness, my shadow magic.   
 
    Floating beside me was a three-foot golden dragon.  My inner dragon had always been small in the back shadows of my mind.  He was still small to me though not in shadow any more. 
 
    I stared into his golden eyes.  “My head is free, but I’m still out cold, dreaming in Bella’s cave, right?” 
 
    My cock said: Fuck, yeah. 
 
    Dragon said: Being aware, is half the battle.  Now, maybe we can break out of this spell. 
 
    “Got any idea how?” I asked. 
 
    My dragon sighed: Not a clue.  You’re the one that’s read every occult grimoire you could get your thieving hands on. 
 
    Something caught my gaze.  “Hey, is that a sunspot?” 
 
    Huh? 
 
    In the golden furnace that surrounded me, all but my own darkness had been banished, but here was a spot of absolute black, expanding like a tunnel from hell.  Had I done something to call Bella’s attention to myself?  Was this her, invading my dream? 
 
    The portal hung before me, a disk eight feet across.  The tip of a giant sword poked out of the hole.  The platform looked like a catwalk, missing only a few scantily clad models.  A man stepped out of the portal and walked on the sword.  He stopped a few feet away, balanced on the sword’s tip.  He wore black denim jeans and an untucked black shirt with silver threads running vertically through the weave.  His was an older copy of my face with a little silver at his temples.  It wasn’t Able, unless he’d been resurrected without his chin scar.  It could be a future version of myself, but I suspected worse—I often do, and am seldom disappointed. 
 
    He ignored the dragon and spoke to me.  “Hi, son.  How are things?” 
 
    My father, or rather a dream of him.  “What do you want?” I asked. 
 
    “A few moments of your time.  First, a message from your mother.   ‘I hope to one day earn your forgiveness for doing what I thought was necessary.  You probably hate me.  You have that right.  I’m not going to tell you how to feel.  I will tell you that I’ve thought about you every day, and I will always love you.’”  He fell silent.  Comfortable in silence, he waited for my response. 
 
    “Fuck you.  Fuck her.  Fuck you both.  Fuck the sword you walked in here on.  And finally, go fuck yourselves up the ass with a rusty serrated knife.” 
 
    He grinned.  “Tell me how you really feel.” 
 
    I sighed.  “What’s the point?  You’re not here.  This is just my subconscious mind jerking me around.  My mother doesn’t love me.  If she did, she could have managed to send me one lousy little note, a birthday card, a high school graduation gift, a stupid phone call in the middle of the night from an untraceable phone.  A friend of a friend of a friend could have slipped me an encoded message.  No, she gave up on me, on being my mother because I wasn’t dragon enough for her.” 
 
    Floating next to me, Dragon winced. 
 
    My father looked at him, then back to me.  “We gave you up because the future needed us to make that sacrifice.  Everybody’s future.  You had to grow up the way you did to become insanely strong.  An evil is coming to the multi-verse that would have swept us all away—except you’re there to stop it.  I could tell you more, but—” 
 
    So, necessity’s the real bitch?  I stared a hole through him.  “I understand; the security of the temporal multi-verse is at stake.” 
 
    He smiled.  “Exactly.”   
 
    I wanted to beat that smile off his face, much the way I’d done with Able.  Instead, I smiled benignly.  “Take a message back to dear old Mom for me.” 
 
    He didn’t look happy, but he listened.  Maybe he suspected the amount of pain I wanted to inflict. 
 
    I said, “Tell her she has a grandson named Colt, and that she’s not going to be in his life, either.” 
 
    “That’s cruel,” he said.  “You’re being a dick.” 
 
    My dick said: I am a dick. 
 
    I said, “You’re a dick.  You and mom are both dicks.  Such massive dicks that even my own God-given cock looks small in comparison.  You can tell her that, too.” 
 
    “I will.  And she will cry.  And another little piece of her soul will wither and die.” 
 
    “I’ll consider forgiving her when she’s dead.” 
 
    His cool evaporated; I’d finally pushed him to the point where I saw killing rage in his eyes, but he didn’t act on it.  He boxed it up and closed the lid on his heart, calming himself by sheer force of will.  Despite my anger, part of me was a little impressed with his control. 
 
    He asked, “Feel better?”   
 
    “You don’t have the right to ask.” 
 
     “True, but I am going to ask you to take this.  Your future survival will depend on it.  I promise you, when you read up on this, you’re going to want it.”  He reached into a front pants pocket and pulled out a gold chain necklace. The chain had a finger of black quartz on it that was darker at the bottom tip, and had a few glossy zones inside, hints of yellow.    
 
    I looked at my floating dragon buddy. 
 
    He looked at me. 
 
    I asked, “Well, what is it?” 
 
    He shrugged his length.  A black quartz and gold necklace. 
 
    “Use your dragon-senses, half-wit.  I want an assessment of any magic tied to it.”  It’s always best to look a Trojan horse in the mouth and stare up its ass as well. 
 
    Dragon sighed, and stared at the necklace.  One low-grade spell, function unknown, magic appears neutral in orientation.  The crystal is true black quartz, aging into its color due to rare earth radiation, gamma or x-rays.  If I had to guess at origin… 
 
    “You do,” I said. 
 
    I’d say it’s from Am Monadh Ruadh, the red hills, in the eastern highlands of Scotland. 
 
    I looked back at my father.  “Keep it.” 
 
    “You’ll need it.” 
 
    “Pay me to take it.” 
 
    He stared at me. 
 
    I said, “If all time and space depends on me, and I’ll need this, then you should be perfectly willing to bribe me.” 
 
    “You are a real piece of work.” 
 
    “I’m what your absence has made.  That was the point, right?  Everybody else’s future is more important than my happiness.   That’s incredible selfishness of everyone, but fine.  That means I get to be selfish, too.  So, pay me!” 
 
    “How much?” 
 
    “Information.  How do I deal with Bella?” 
 
    “How have you managed up ‘til now?” 
 
    “With wit, weapons, tattoo magic, and the help of my friends.” 
 
    “Keep doing that.” 
 
    I looked down at the shadow that was my body.  “Tattoos are gone.  A shadow magic spell circle stripped them away.” 
 
    “Then they weren’t yours to begin with.  What is ours, is ours forever.”  He lifted a hand and used a finger to draw a spell symbol—one I used to have on my skin, inked in with dragon blood.  It was the magic symbol for Dragon Fire.  The lines he drew remained on the air, solid shadow.  This was a variation of how I created shadow knives and swords.  He said, “If you want your tattoos back on your body, just put them there.  You have the shadow magic to do it.  You just never thought of it.” 
 
    I looked at my dragon. 
 
    He stared blankly back.  So easy…! 
 
    My father stared at me, still holding out the necklace.  “Is that payment enough?” 
 
    “It will do.  I snatched the necklace from his hand. 
 
    My dragon said: Mine.  I saw it first. 
 
    I ignored him and draped the necklace over my head.  It felt possessed of actual weight, like it was more than a figment of this dream.  Probably, I expect weight, so I get it.   
 
    My father turned his back and walked away.  Just as he reached the portal, he called back over his shoulder.  “Oh, you can keep the sword.” 
 
    “What sword?” 
 
    He stepped into the portal and vanished.  The black hole closed.  The runway was still there, a sword pointing at me.  With the portal gone, I saw that the blade extended well away from me, ending in a hilt.  It was a straight katana, not unlike my demon sword, but no red aura around it. 
 
    “What the hell am I supposed to do with that?” I asked. 
 
    My dragon said: Go surfing?  This is your subconscious.  Why ask me? 
 
    “Doesn’t matter.  I think I have the answers I need.”   
 
    I closed the eyes of my shadow self, and created a mental image of falling out of the golden star, which reduced its size.  I visualized it receding to the where it was nine inches across, a ball of energy wreathed with lightning, hanging right in front of me.  In my mind’s eye, I reached out with shadow arms and gathered it to my chest in a hug.  I summoned memories of warmth and fire, and felt furnace heat sinking into my body. 
 
    Opening my eyes, I saw only darkness around me, the endless black of Bella’s power.  In contrast, my body shone an incandescent gold.  No longer shadow, I gleamed as a being of light.  Writing in space as my father had done, I extended a finger and made a ring.  I filled it with the symbol of Dragon Fire.  The glyph hung in the void against the black backdrop as I pulled my hand back.  I willed the pattern to grow until I was dwarfed by it, until it bisected the dark universe that held me, and then I willed it to activate. 
 
    The universe screamed. 
 
    The universe died. 
 
      
 
    And I sat up alone, in flames.   Dragon Fire burns hotter than normal flame; it clings like napalm.  It covered my body, my real body.  I was awake, on the slope in Bella’s old cave.  The surrounding walls were painted red by my fire.  I looked at myself and noticed that the necklace I’d taken in the dream from my father hung at my throat, undamaged by the inferno I wore.  The black-enameled chainmail wasn’t so lucky.   It had melted and flowed like water onto the hill under me.  My skin was unmarked, healthy, but then I’d never been burned by my own spell. 
 
    Before my Dragon Fire consumed all the oxygen, I banished the spell with a thought.  The fire vanished, but my body still glowed gold as in my dream.  I rolled, got my hands and knees under me, and stood. 
 
    And there, just above me, driven point-first into the ground, was the sword my father had given me, only not the size of an eighteen-wheeler.  It was of a normal length, a black wrapped hilt and a titanium blade. 
 
    I asked my inner dragon, “So, was that a dream, or did I just meet my long-lost father?” 
 
    That was a dream.  He was in it with us, while also out here, with your body.   
 
    “Then that message I gave him for my mother…?” 
 
    I’m sure he’ll give it to her, word for word. 
 
    “Well…good!  It’s not like I didn’t mean it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTY-EIGHT 
 
      
 
    “Coolness, like magic, is an art 
 
      demanding discipline and devotion.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    While drawing the complex lines of a spell pattern from a grimoire would have required a great deal of time and focus, duplicating my tatts with shadow magic, or my own golden lifeforce, required only a moment.   If there’s one thing a man knows, it’s the tatts he takes onto his body through hours of pain.  Every line needled on skin is engraved in the mind.  Limiting my spells to those I’d once worn promised to make me more effective.  In theory. 
 
    Unfortunately, none of my previous tattoos had allowed me to teleport, and I could easily be thousands of miles below the surface.  The closest I had was my bi-location spell.  It would have to do.  I concentrated, seeing the tattoo image in my mind, drawn in lines of flaming gold.  I opened my eyes and there it was, hanging in space.  I poured more of my power into it, and pulled it over me like a blanket.  Hitting my body, the golden spell activated and faded in the same moment. 
 
    Cool. 
 
    My body stood there beside the titanium katana sticking up out of the hill, but a translucent copy of me had been knocked free.  All the old tatts were on my golden spirit form, each one a patch of shadow.  I saw from both bodies, one image overlapping the other.  The perspective I gave the most attention to became clearest.  I flew upwards, the desire becoming reality.   
 
    A ghost, I reached the ceiling with its glowworms and plunged through.  Despite being a creature of golden light, that didn’t help me see anything.  I flew blind, encased in rock, observing nothing but changes in the strata, cracks, and occasional veins of ore.  On I flew, demanding ever greater speed from myself, not really sure if I was getting it. 
 
    There had to be time.  I had to reach Bella before she forced my troops off Tartarus, and shifted her world’s temporal axis out of tune with the rest of the time-space continuum.   Though before that confrontation, I needed someone to rescue my material body for me.   That meant Selene or Cole.  Izumi or the Old Man could pull off portals, but they didn’t know how to find the right cavern. 
 
    I waited for the surface to appear, forcing myself to the patience of the hunter.  That patience was rewarded when I soared out of the ground, into a sky of unrelenting black.  Higher and higher I flew.  Nowhere did I see any indication of the purple-white light pollution of Villager cities.  I expected the lights to be gone from the city I’d destroyed.  I didn’t expect that they’d all be gone.   
 
    My inner dragon said: Bella’s been busy.  Ravenous. 
 
    Probably Selene’s monsters have, too.  What do you want to bet that they don’t need rest or sleep, just something to eat or rape? 
 
    I sent out a mental shout.   
 
    In minutes, Zig and Zag streaked through the air to greet me.  Zag’s yellow glow and Zig’s teal green light colored the air between them blue, until they parted, one moving to my right, the other to my left.  Zag said: Where have you been?  We’ve been looking for you everywhere. 
 
    Zig echoed: Everywhere! 
 
    A lie of course.  Once I’d left them, having no instructions to follow, they’d gone romping, chasing every whim that occurred to them.  It was the nature of Will-of-the-Wisps.  The fey creatures were nearly witless, but could be useful.   
 
    I sent them a thought: I need you to tune into Selene’s energy, or Colt’s if he’s functional.  Either will do, though Colt will be easier to influence. 
 
    Zag shouted: On it, boss! 
 
    Zig said: You got it. 
 
    They curved in flight, seeming to know where they were going, but I added: Not the scenic route.  If you delay too long, we’ll get stuck here and you won’t see Fairy again for a thousand years. 
 
    Zig said: Bummer. 
 
    Zag said: Double bummer. 
 
    They corrected their course by five degrees.  
 
    Eventually, they angled down, passing over the city I’d invaded.  Beyond, I spotted the multi-colored glows of open portals.  More Will-of-the-Wisps floated about, adding extra light.  Our vampires, wolves, and fey allies were in full retreat, a business being handled by Imari, her demon skin limned by orange flames, and by Selene and Gloria.  The vampire princess brandished her broadsword at anyone she thought might be moving too slow.  Selene fried a couple stragglers with red lightning, and looked disappointed when no one else gave her problems. 
 
    Seeing Selene tossing crimson lightning around, Zig and Zag wisely veered away from her and led me to a red portal where wolves were heading home.  Just outside the portal, supervising, Angie and Det. Winter sat on a rock.  They had Colt with them.  His eyes were open, but he didn’t look too energetic.  Someone had thrown a blanket over him, and had magically conjured him a pepperoni pizza.  He chewed diligently, as if it were a duty that had been thrust on him.   
 
    The wolves looked up at Zig and Zag as they slowed to a bobbing hover.  Neither Winter’s or Angie’s eyes turned my way.  Not too many paranaturals can see astral forms.  Colt’s face snapped up, brightening with excitement.  He dropped a slice of pizza, leaping to his feet.  “Dad!” 
 
    Angie stared at him.  “What?” 
 
    Colt said, “Dad’s here, in spirit form.” 
 
    Winter said, “His ghost?  He’s dead?” 
 
    Colt frowned at the detective.  “No, he just got separated from his body” 
 
    Both Angie and Winter stared around uncertainly. 
 
    I said, “Colt.  Come with me.  I’ve got a job for you to do.” 
 
    He looked at his werewolf babysitters, then back to me.  “I’ll get in trouble again.  I’m not supposed to go off without permission.”  Colt’s bringing it up caused Angie to glower in a very wolf-like way.  He turned pleading eyes to her.  “Honest, I’m not making it up.” 
 
    She relaxed.  “I know.  Your heartbeat tells me you’re being truthful.  If it’s Caine, you better go.” 
 
    Winter said, “I’m not telling his mother we lost him.” 
 
    I told Colt, “Tell them to blame it on me.” 
 
    He repeated my words. 
 
     “Works for me.” Angie saw where Colt stared.  She spoke in my direction.  “Caine, whatever you’re doing, do it fast.  Evacuation will be completed soon, and there’s just so long we can hold the portals open for you guys if this Bella Donna creature attacks.” 
 
    “She will,” Colt said.  “I can feel the rise of something blacker than black, a stirring of goddess level magic.” 
 
    Damn.  Gotta hurry.  Zig, Zag, lead us back to where you first found me. 
 
    Zig lobbed himself higher, wasting no time.  A second behind, Zag followed.   
 
    Making an instantaneous change, Colt shed human form for that of a baby dragon, the size of a VW van.  He was gold, a golden dragon, but had red coloration from his Mom.  He’d integrated the difference by manipulating his skin so the red formed flames down his side.  Beating his wings furiously, he shot after Zig and Zag, with me at his side.   
 
    My inner dragon stared.   
 
    I asked: What’s wrong?  Never seen a custom paintjob before? 
 
    That’s just wrong! 
 
    Get over it, I told him.  It makes him happy. 
 
    Are you going to say that when he starts dating zombie cheerleaders? 
 
    We’ll burn that bridge when he tries to cross it. 
 
    Colt’s thoughts touched mine: Dad, why would I date a zombie? 
 
    I said, “Cheerleaders are hot.” 
 
    He asked: Then why don’t you have one in your harem? 
 
    I said, “Hot tubs rot them too fast.  They fall apart.  No one wants to soak in zombie soup.” 
 
    Oh. 
 
    “Colt?” 
 
    Yeah? 
 
    “Do you breathe lightning or fire?  It might make a difference later.” 
 
    His dragon face showed embarrassment; he didn’t quite meet my eyes.  Smoke rings, but they are ionized. 
 
    My inner dragon was back to staring again.  He said: Ionized?   
 
    I said, “So both.  You probably just need to grow into that ability a little more.” 
 
    Colt said: That’s what Mom says.   
 
    We flew on into the darkness, following Zig and Zag until they reached a point where they simply circled like a dog chasing its tail.   
 
    I told them, “That’s all I need.  Get out of this dimension while you still can.” 
 
    They zoomed off without a word, obeying me promptly for once.   
 
    I pointed down.  “Colt, deep underground is a cavern.  I need you follow me there.” 
 
    Okay.  Sounds interesting. 
 
    Shining gold, my spirit body dropped like an anchor.  I didn’t hit the ground, just flashed into it without pause.  I repeated my earlier journey, but in reverse, breaking into the cavern where my body waited.  The descent seemed faster than the earlier ascent, but probably wasn’t.  A shining phantom, I drifted to my body and sank inside.  The double vision in my thoughts ended, along with the bi-location spell.  I turned my body, feeling awkward a moment to be clothed in flesh again.   
 
    I reached out and took the sword by the hilt.  I pulled it free and slashed the air, getting a feel for its balance as I waited for Colt—in dragon form—to find me and fly me free.  Being a demi-god, he didn’t have to depend on his dragon powers alone to make a tunnel, but it would still take him time.   
 
    My dragon asked: Why do you even need another sword?  You’ve got the demon sword, and there’s the blade of magic you made to take out DeSilver’s girlfriend. 
 
    “This new sword looks like it will be the best of both worlds.  The titanium will give it more strength for hacking and slashing, always a good thing.  And it won’t try to kill me when my back is turned.  Also, if I were to need to funnel dragon and shadow magic together—the demon sword wouldn’t be able to handle it.  This sword should do just fine.” 
 
    Oh, that makes sense. 
 
    It seemed like Colt was taking a lot of time, especially for him.  I knew why; the cavern was shielded to hide its original prisoner from anyone seeking her.  She’s put me here so Selene couldn’t detect my presence and find me.  Colt couldn’t sense me, that might throw him off, but he didn’t have to sense anything to dig straight down through the crust I’d vanished into.  Once he burst into the cavern, I didn’t think its cloaking power could fool his senses anymore. 
 
    The roof of the cavern cracked.  Huge chunks of it dropped into the water gathered below, splashing water everywhere.  A moment later, a red and yellow dragon fell into the airspace, fluttered wings to right himself, and managed to swoop down and land beside me.  Heat rolled off his scales as if the red flames on him were real.  Little winding jags of red lightning slithered down his body, grounding out into the slope.  He huffed, fighting for breath.  There was a shimmer over him of red-copper light and Colt was back to being a nine-year-old boy again.  Bent over, his hands were on his knees.  After a moment, he straightened.   
 
    His stare took in my new sword.  His eyes widened.  “Cool!” 
 
    The whole cavern shook.  More of the ceiling caved in.  Alarm chased away the excitement in his expression.  He looked at me and whispered, as if there were a chance we might be overheard by the wrong person.  “Uh-oh.  She knows.  She’s coming!” 
 
    I pointed up at the passage Colt had come through.  “Get us out of here, now!” 
 
    He grabbed my arm.  There was red-copper explosion of light around him.  A portal formed with us both standing on its threshold.  The portal’s center went dark, an opening eye of blackness.  Fresh air flowed in.  Colt tugged me through the portal.  It closed behind us, sealing off the cavern.    
 
    To the side, I saw Angie and Winter.  The rest of the wolves were gone.  These two had waited.  It wasn’t an intelligent thing to have done, but I appreciate loyalty. 
 
    Just don’t ask me for any. 
 
    I stared across the staging area.  The other portals were gone.  Everyone was gone except for Selene who approached with a smile on her face.  She stopped by the portal, its red light showing that it drew from her power. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said.  Clearly, recovering had taken Bella longer than she’d anticipated.  We were going to get away without a fight—if we left in the next few seconds. 
 
    “No,” Selene said.  “The wolves should go, but we need to face Bella down here and now, otherwise she’ll never leave us alone.  Sealing off this space may keep her people here, and everyone else out, but she’ll still be able to come and go when she wants.  She’ll keep coming.” 
 
    “If you’re stay, so am I,” Angie said. 
 
    “Wolves don’t have the power to fight a dark goddess,” I said.  If you stay, we’ll have to protect you.  That will add to our danger.” 
 
    Angie looked ready to argue. 
 
    Winter simply pushed her through the portal and jumped after her.  Cops are trained to face facts and make the right decision quickly.  I really hoped he’d come to L.A. and work for me.  And that Angie wasn’t going to be too mad at him. 
 
    Selene said, “Give Colt your sword.” 
 
    A look of effervescent joy lit his face. 
 
    I looked at the titanium katana in my hand.  “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Not that one,” Selene said.  “The one you don’t need anymore.  The demon sword.” 
 
    “You think the kid can handle it?” 
 
    She looked at Colt, then at me.  “He is my son.  Do it.” 
 
    I shrugged and called my demon sword to me across the dimensional ether with our soul-bond.  The sword appeared, pointing down, the mask of Cronos still resting on its pommel. 
 
    Selene whooped like a crazy person—which she is—and snatched the mask off the sword.  She danced away with the prize clutched to her chest.  “Okay, now we can do this!” 
 
    Whatever. 
 
    I handed the demon sword to Colt.  As his hand gripped the hilt along with mine, I willed the soul-tie to transfer from me to him, and jerked my hand away before the demon sword tried to slurp down my soul.   
 
    “Use it unsparingly,” I said, “but never trust it.” 
 
    The demon sword chuckled to itself.  Fresh meat. 
 
    Colt gave the blade a cross, no-nonsense stare.   “Behave.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTY-NINE 
 
      
 
    “Nothing like kicking ass 
 
      to bring people together.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Selene squatted, placing a long-nailed hand on the oily black rock.  A red haze flowed outward from the contact point.   The blush swept away until the whole world bled light.  The air coldly ignited, carrying the glow high overhead.   
 
    “Lighting the battlefield,” I said. 
 
    “That too.” Selene stood.  “This will inhibit shadow magic to an extent.  Bella will have to stick to more direct attacks.  Those shadow puddles of hers piss me off.  And they’re dangerous.” 
 
    I smiled.  “Tell me about it.” 
 
    “What’s a shadow puddle?” Colt asked. 
 
    I said, “A sort of liquid-shadow sea that can surface anywhere she needs a transfer point.” 
 
    “Like a portal.”  Colt swished the demon sword through the air, then stabbed a few imaginary opponents. 
 
    “Yeah.  You do know how to use a sword, right?”   
 
    He rolled his eyes at me.  “Puh-lease!  I’ve been watching you all my life.” 
 
    “Well, hang back anyway.  Leave the heavy lifting to us.  And when you do step in, make it count.”   
 
    I scanned the horizon toward the ruined city.  Its broken towers and crumbling structures made a wall of ragged, bloody teeth. 
 
    Selene covered herself in heavier armor, red of course.  A pair of short swords rode her hips.  “Any time, now.”  
 
    I saw a walking shadow push into the red light above the shattered city.  Roughly humanoid, it towered twice as high as any of the fallen towers had.   The shambling shape looked flat, with no real depth.  Its most distinguishing trait was a thick sheaf of shadow-flames for hair. 
 
    “No sweat,” Colt said.  “We got this.” 
 
    “Wait for it,” I said.  “One shoe drops, there’s usually a second, or third, or fourth—depending on how many people are in bed together.” 
 
    Selene smiled at our son.  “What your father means is that when things go wrong for him, they go very wrong.” 
 
    Another shadow man pushed into the light.  Then a third.  A fourth.  A fifth.”  They came on across the city, a walking wedge of menace. 
 
    I glowered at them.  “There are times being right doesn’t help you.”  I shot Selene a glance.  “My guess is that Bella’s hiding inside one of those.  Question is, which one?  Can you tell?” 
 
    Selene sighed.  “No.  Shadow magic is the hardest to keep track of and trace.  If she were a sorceress instead of a goddess, this would be easy.” 
 
    “But she is what she is.”  I held my new titanium sword, both hands on the hilt, point lifted toward the center shadow man’s head.  “Our best advantage is that she’s been sitting on her ass for a thousand years while we’ve been fighting our battles.  We need to hit hard and keep pressure on to exploit her inexperience.” 
 
    “Run her ragged,” Selene said. 
 
    “That’s what I said.  Hey, anyone got some pants for me?”  
 
    “Here.”  Selene looked at me.  There was a shimmer of red.  Then I wore pants.  With no shirt to get in the way, grew my dragon wings out, enjoying the fact that it no longer took two or three minutes. 
 
    Colt gasped as he saw the partial transformation.  “Hey, I want to try that.  No one told me we could go just part way.” 
 
    Selene gave a little laugh.  “My future memories tell me you’re hard enough to catch running around the fortress on two feet.  Pulling you off the chandeliers would be way worse.” 
 
    Time to go.  I leaped, wings flapping hard as I climbed.  A moment later, I heard more flapping.   Colt pulled up beside me.  He had dragon feet and wings, his sword stretched out before him, a black blade wrapped in red demonic aura.  He seemed to be arguing with the sword.  
 
    Welcome to my world. 
 
    Colt said, “I know shadows don’t have souls, doofus.  But a goddess does.  She’s in one of them.” 
 
    As close as we’d come, it loomed ever taller.  Or maybe it was growing bigger.   
 
    Selene fell in at my right, standing relaxed on a spell circle that floated under its own power, carrying her along. It had an encompassing ring of red light with three smaller rings inside.  The small circles had different runes around them that spun as all three circles rotated as well.   
 
    Talk about a spell in motion. 
 
    “I’ll go first!”  She pulled away from Colt and I, streaking toward the central shadow man.  Selene flew straight at the shadow man’s chest.  It reached for her with outstretched hands, clawing the air.  Treating the spell circle like a surfboard, she fell ninety degrees to the side, bringing the horizontal pattern vertical.   Bending her knees, she rode the magic disk inside the shadow man’s reach, flashing between its arms.   
 
    Right before impact, she swung her head away, kicking with her feet, swinging the spell circle so its underside slammed into the chest of the shadow man.  The magic circle flared and burned its way inside the silhouette, vanishing.  Selene slowly fell toward the ground as if gravity had gone half-force. 
 
    Bending at the waist, the shadow man swept its big hands at her.  I heard no sound, but the shadow of its body puffed like an over inflated balloon, as if an explosion had detonated at its core.  A web-work of red cracks spread over it like a rash.  The lines glowed, stabbing the air with red blades of force.  The shadow creature scattered everywhere, reduced to a flurry of shadow flakes that spun themselves ever smaller, dissolving. 
 
    One down, four to go.  And no goddess inside. 
 
    Reforming her floating spell circle, Selene rode it back into the air. 
 
    By then, I’d waved Colt to stay back, swerving to take the next shadow on the left.  Focusing raw, golden magic, I fed it into the titanium katana.  The sword burned yellow.  I could have added shadow magic to the weapon, but Bella would only have taken the power from me, making her stronger.  I knew better than to try and match her shadow to shadow.  
 
    Gliding on golden dragon wings, I flew sword-first at my target.  The shadow man reached.  Its hand closed around me, trapping my golden fire.  But that fire thinned the shadow, weakening its solidity.  Like swimming a black river, I shot inside the arm, entering the torso.  I lodged in its heart, or, where it would have had a heart if it truly lived.  There, I used the sword to slash the mystic lines of the Dragon Fire tattoo I’d once worn.  As a firestorm bloomed next to me, I spun and drew the lines of my old Dragon Pressure tattoo that once rode over my bellybutton.  The fire I’d ignited raged as the second spell activated.  Its pressure waves took the fire and flushed it violently through the back of the shadow man, creating a massive exit would that I was also thrown out of.  I rode a tongue of fire to the ground, landing with a flutter of wings.   
 
    I turned and looked back at the shadow man I’d been within.  His back was gone.  The rest sprayed the air as shadow flakes, adding to the ashy blizzard. 
 
    Selene hovered above me, looking down through her floating pattern of red lines.  Once she saw I was all right, she whisked herself away, onto the next shadow man. 
 
    Except Bella had learned from watching us; the remaining two shadow giants slumped to the ground, washing about like tsunami waves.  The waves broke, solidifying into an army of much smaller figures.  These shadow men were twenty feet each, a mob that split in two directions to attack Selene and I. 
 
    Bella’s hidden even better; she could be inside any of them.  Or none of them.  Nothing actually says she has to be here.  She could be pulling puppet-stings from anywhere in the blackness of the sky. 
 
    I lifted myself into the sky, heading for Selene.  I called to her, “Bring the red moon into orbit.” 
 
    “Against Bella’s home court advantage?  That will take most of my strength.” 
 
    “It will burn through a lot of hers, too.  Trust me.  We need this.” 
 
    She burned crimson, the light blotting her out.   
 
    Sensing something special was coming, the shadow men flung themselves our way at a faster pace.  Colt appeared, red-copper light dancing around him as he plunged bodily through several shadow men at once.  Flooding my sword with golden jags, I cut a swath through the air, creating a crescent of golden fire that spun as it flew, piercing three of the shadow men, breaking them down into more dark flakes.   
 
    This isn’t fast enough. 
 
    I yelled at Colt.  “Cover me.  I’m going to try something.” 
 
    He flapped over to me, “I won’t let them hurt you.”   
 
    His sword took that moment to try jumping free of his hand so it could impale me.  The sword had always wanted my soul in its collection, but it couldn’t break Colt’s grip.  He pulled it away from me and stared at it with red-copper eyes that stabbed like stars.  He told his sword, “Try that again and I will break you in half.”  The utter conviction in his nine-year-old voice cowed the sword; I felt the recession of its hunger as the demon aura dimmed. 
 
    Colt shot me a sheepish grin.  “Sorry, Dad.” 
 
    I nodded, concentrating on the tattoo pattern that had once tied me mystically to my armory.  I pulled a little shadow magic just to the surface of the skin over my heart.  It lay there like a blotch of spilled ink.  Inspired, I bled a little golden dragon magic around it to protect the pattern from Bella’s influence.  Finally, I willed the shadow to take on the form of the tattoo I imagined.   
 
    If this works, I can essentially give myself any magic tattoo I need, as long as I can see it clearly in my mind. 
 
    There was a sensation like ants walking across my chest.   I looked down.  The familiar tattoo was back.  I focused on my armory, sensing it like a new body part just sown back on.  A lot of weapons were available to me again: machine guns, machetes, pistol, swords, axes, grenades, and magical relics.  I pulled a long bow to me along with a jury-rigged arrow I’d made once when very bored, and very drunk.  I think I’d been thirteen at the time.  The bow was fey-crafted, made out of an elastic blue glass with silver wire wrapping for a handgrip.  I’d unwound a little of the silver wire to tie an Atlantean power crystal to the arrow tip—my version of a flaming arrow. 
 
    While I held the arrow, my thumb on the crystal, supercharging it with raw dragon magic, from the corner of my eye, I registered heavy jags of red-copper lightning jazzing across the broken city landscape.  Colt was doing his job, buying me time.  I looked up.  Selene had done hers as well; her red moon now hung in the sky above Tartarus.  Not firmly in this dimension, it was a little ghostly around the edges, but shed a wan radiance down on the black planet.   
 
    The sky was no longer an unrelenting black but had turned a very dark crimson.  Against the new backdrop, I saw a floating sphere of darkness, a bubble that had to be Bella’s hiding place.  I aimed for the center of the bubble.  I thought the bow might break under my dragon-strength, but a shimmer of Selene’s red power ghosted over the glass, and it held.   
 
    I shot the arrow and waited. 
 
    Selene had been right about the drain on her power.  The red glow she’d put in the ground was returning to us, chased by black shadow as Bella’s power retook the countryside, and then the outer streets of the city itself. 
 
    Selene brought her open portal near, so we could make a last second dash for it if needed. 
 
    I looked at Colt.  He approached, having dispatched the last of the walking shadows.  I pointed at the portal.  “Go.  We’ll be along in a minute.” 
 
    He stared back at me.  “You promise?” 
 
    “For what it’s worth.” 
 
    He took that as a yes, and flew to the red disk, passing through to wherever it might lead. 
 
    I don’t think Bella saw the arrow coming.  It covered the great distance swiftly, and the red moon doubtless distracted her.  She probably thought we were going to smack her world with the moon as a final option, when all I’d wanted was its light coming from space. 
 
    There was a blast of silent gold that destroyed her black bubble.  It imploded and was gone from the sky.  At the same moment, a few blocks away, I saw a black hole appear in the black rubble.  The black shadow-pool lying on an oily black street was only visible because it spilled golden radiance up into the air.  Out of that radiance, Bella rose on wings of shadow that beat fitfully and failed.  The shadow pool closed under her, cutting off the gold light.  She dropped to the street.   
 
    I flew to her, wanting to get there before Selene did.  The Red Lady might decide to just finish off her rival.  We got there nearly together, descending to where Bella lay sprawled on the stone, her back against a fallen chunk of masonry.  My arrow stuck out of her side.  Her skin around the wound looked like cracked purple glass.  Bella’s eyes were open, staring into nothing.  She breathed heavily, face lined with agony. 
 
    My inner dragon stared with golden eyes: Hell of a shot. 
 
    I lie to other people, not myself.  “I got lucky.” 
 
    I knelt by Bella, grabbed the arrow, and pulled it out in one quick motion.  There was no arrowhead.  Half of the shaft had been dissolved by the released energy.  I think the energy had exploded from inside Bella.  Divine beings had died from less.  I know.  I’ve killed several. 
 
    Selene knelt beside me.  She held the mask of Cronos in front of Bela’s pain-filled eyes, saying, “I could put this on you and leave you here to die.   That would solve one of my problems.” 
 
    I wasn’t so sure the mask would let her.  It had a thousand-year curse that needed fulfilling.  This was probably a bluff on Selene’s part.   
 
    She put the mask under her arm.  “I’m going to keep this in case you come to Earth, or the red moon, trying to take what’s mine.  Don’t give me a reason to regret my mercy.  Close your world off.  Play with your disobedient children.   Enjoy the monsters I’ve left you.  And in a thousand years, we’ll have coffee and laugh about all this.” 
 
    Selene stood and walked toward the red portal.  She spoke over her shoulder.  “Say goodbye, but don’t keep me waiting too long.” 
 
    I looked down at Bella.  Her eyes were on me.  Tears ran down her face.  “I just wanted to love you.” 
 
    I smiled at her.  “No one’s telling you not to.  You just can’t be selfish about it.  Your love shouldn’t cost me my destiny.  Come look me up in a thousand years.  I’ve never fucked a purple goddess.  I look forward to it.”  I kissed her very sweet lips and accidently groped a tit while I was at it.  “There will always be a place in my harem for you.” 
 
    I stood and walked away, knowing her power would soon revive enough to heal her, and seal this dimensional behind me.  She’d survived loving me; that could only make her stronger. 
 
    I fluttered my wings and lifted into the air.  A short flight brought me to Selene and the final portal.  I took her hand and together, we left hell behind. 
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    Atop a distant range of hazel and twilight-blue mountains, the sky blushed around a setting sun.  In another piece of Arizona sky, a pale blue moon took on more definition, its shadows suggesting a female profile; Diana, goddess of the hunt, was watching.  
 
     Closer at hand, I saw little more than endless stretches of brush, thistle, and Yucca plants.  Young coyotes yipped in the wilds, back past the property line.  Molly and her son Dirk had tried to build here.  The foundation of their prospective structure had been broken, the building supplies absconded with.  Even the plastic, twenty-one-hundred-gallon water tank had been taken.  There was a missing shed and a gas generator that had also walked off. 
 
    The police had no leads. 
 
    Molly had gone crying to her daughter over the phone.  Her daughter Clio had come crying to me.  In that she was one of the were-kitties I occasionally orgy with, I’d let my arm get twisted.  I mean, how do you say no to a hot naked college girl in gold-rimmed glasses whose head is bobbing on your cock?   
 
    Not easy at all. 
 
    I’d paid some locals to dig around, to see what might be buried around here, if anything.  The local Indians and their lawyers called this undeveloped area holy ground.  Not anymore.  More like desecrated earth.  Blood had been spilled here, though not recently.  The skull pulled from the excavated trench had a hole in it, the kind made by a bullet.  There were more skulls, more bones in what would likely prove to be a mass grave.  There was also an empty strongbox.  This could have been a falling out of some old outlaw gang, or the work of Indian raiders.  
 
    One of history’s mysteries.  
 
    Restless spirits of the Old West might explain the shadows always seen at the edge of sight, but not the damage and thefts.    
 
    I smelled the kind of spirit you gulp from a shot glass.  Whisky.  Someone had been through here with an open bottle not long ago.  He might not be alive anymore—there were oversized paw prints in the dusty soil.  Cat prints.  Not small, feral mousers.  Big ones.  Puma?  Cougar?  Lynx?  Hell, if I knew, but their scent was strong.   
 
    Shapeshifters in the area.  I wonder what the coyotes think of that.  And where are the men who’ve been staying in the rented RV.  Some guards they are.  
 
    The whisky drinker could have been one of them, but that still left several people unaccounted for.   
 
    Another question, why didn’t Cleo mentioned shifters? She’d have known about them, coming from here originally.  
 
    I sighed.  It didn’t look like I’d resolve this mess any time soon.  And it needed to be soon.  With the Villager situation resolved, the Old Man was getting on with his wedding.  I needed to get back in a few days.  The casinos of Las Vegas were my natural environment, not Hellhole, Arizona, population seven hundred. 
 
    To get the hell out, I needed some kind of break in the case.  The kind of break you get when some noisy person is trying to sneak up behind you with a shovel to bash your head in.  I heard him and smelled him.  Turning to catch the wooden shaft, gripping the handle tightly, I reduced it to kindling.  The shovel’s head flew into the dirt.  I grabbed a scruffy tweaker by the throat and lifted him off the ground with one hand.   
 
    He twisted, struggling, then gave up.  “Okay, you got me.  But the ridge-runners will get you, sooner or later.  Why shouldn’t I make a few bucks off what’s here?” 
 
    “Because nothing here is yours.”   
 
    I threw him fifteen feet from me and watched him hit, roll, and come to a limp stop.   
 
    Then I heard low, throaty growls, three of them.  None were human.  I turned and saw the pride.  A blend of human and cat, two shifter males had ashen fur.  The female had a blue-smoke coat, a ghost cat with sapphire-flame eyes.  Around her neck, hung a gold necklace supporting a pale-blue moonstone.   
 
    The shifters crouched low, ready to attack—but didn’t.  They’d seen my toss. They knew I wasn’t human.  They ran. 
 
    Fuck, don’t make me chase you! 
 
    I concentrated and my back tore open, my coat and shirt shredding.  Blood ran down my exposed back as I fanned dragon wings.  In the past, I’d need precious minutes for such a partial change. That was before Selene—my Red Lady—made an impromptu improvement to my genetic code.   Now, I only need time for the complete change to dragon because so much extra mass was involved. 
 
    Flapping furiously, I leaped into the air and went after the were-cats.  The ground blurred under me.  The cats were fast as well, and apparently used to the terrain.  They made use of ridges, washes, and clumps of vegetation to change direction, staying together without word or signal I could detect.  But with the extra height I climbed and my sharp dragon-vision, I kept up. 
 
    A wash lead them to a dirt road.  They stopped there, turning to face me.  
 
    Decided to fight, huh?  Like you’ve got a chance against a demon lord.  My hands splayed open, muscles jumping, nails turning black and long.  I’ll put dragon claws up against cat claws any day. 
 
    I swooped down. 
 
    The female lifted both hands palm-out, a ward-off gesture.  She spoke something that might have been a foreign language—or an arcane spell.  Glowing like moonlight, a seven-foot ring appeared in the air between us.  Inside it was a six-pointed star, the Seal of Solomon.  At the center of the star were spiral lines I recognized as the Wheel of Eternity.   
 
    Magic user and a shifter.  Marvelous. 
 
    I back-winged to stop from hitting her conjuring. 
 
    Her hands made a pushing gesture at the wheel. 
 
    The whole pattern moved, leaping at me.  It hit like a brick wall, smashing me back, cold fire that faded out as I fell to the ground.  I picked myself up, but by then, they were gone. 
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